
A stake in the ground 
A fund-raising initiative to provide  

a foundation for our immigrant neighbors



The Sisters began this facet of their ministry 
in 1994, housing Learning In Style in an un-
used convent that it soon outgrew. They then 
moved to a nearby Baptist church, which, 
again, proved too small. In 2008, after care-
ful study and research, the Sisters purchased 
land and a building in South Minneapolis at 
2200 Nicollet Avenue. It was a clear signal 
of their intent to stay in the Whittier neigh-
borhood and continue to meet the emerging 
needs of its immigrant-rich population.

The Sisters committed money from their 
own investments, designating the $1.6  
million purchase price as a lead contribution 
to a fund-raising initiative with adult literacy 
as its core mission and a goal of $4 million 
to: renovate the new building; construct 
additional space; and provide operating and 
mission support.

The Sisters of St. Joseph have a history of 
identifying neighbors in need and making 
a commitment to serve them. One focus of 
their contemporary ministries is adult immi-
grants. They work with adult immigrants at 
a highly successful literacy program known 
as Learning In Style. The Sisters have dem-
onstrated that proficiency in English is the 
enabler of everything, from finding a job to 
attaining citizenship; and their approach has 
been endorsed by outside evaluators.

Executive Summary  
A Stake in the Ground: A Vital Fund-raising Initiative
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It’s not easy to be an immigrant in any time 
or place, certainly, but the path is smoothed  

a little for the ones who find their way  
to the buidling at Nicollet & 22nd.

“
”

“Everything is better than before. Yesterday I told the pharmacist they 
gave me the wrong medication.  Last year, I wouldn’t know. I understand 
the words the doctor says now. I’ve learned the interpreters doesn’t  
say all the words, I need English and I need this school.”



Identifying an urgent need to assist newly arrived immigrants on their 
path to American citizenship, the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet  

have successfully focused one of their ministries on teaching adults 
among them how to read, write, understand and speak English.  

It is a new language for a new land, and  
destined to give them a new future. 

The ministry of the Sisters of Saint Joseph of  
Carondelet always adapts to the community 
needs of the time. The history of the Sisters  
of Saint Joseph in the Upper Midwest dates  
from the riverboat arrival of four pioneer  
members of the order in St. Paul on November 
3, 1851. The Sisters were invited by the bishop 
to improve the lot of the immigrants, refugees 
and settlers who had come to call this territory 
“home.”
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Many Lifetimes of Ministry

The stake is in the ground, and those who put it there  
need the help of benefactor-partners. The Sisters of St. Joseph  

have launched this fund-raising initiative in order to enlist others to 
bring their vision of a stake in the ground to reality.
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By 1930, women religious outnumbered priests 
in the United States four-to-one and managed  
the institutional infrastructure of the Catholic 
Church. They administered, governed, taught 
and healed, holding positions generally denied 
laywomen. 

In the Upper Midwest, the Sisters of Saint Joseph’s 
work could be summarized in one word:  
progress. Their work led to nearly 150  
institutions in education, health care and social  
services in Minnesota, Wisconsin, North Dakota 
and South Dakota. In 1951 alone they taught 
20,000 students in elementary and secondary 
schools, 938 women in the College of St.  
Catherine, and 175 nursing students.
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They ministered without regard to the religious beliefs of the people 
whose daily lives they touched. From primitive beginnings emerged 
schools, hospitals, and orphanages as the Sisters of St. Joseph  
became major shapers in the 19th century.
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The Sisters of St. Joseph identified unmet needs,  
particularly in the inner-city, and set about seeing how  

they could help marginalized neighbors – migrant workers,  
abused women, immigrants, and the elderly. 

This is street-level ministry. It is done one-on-one or in small groups.  
It happens in modest places in modest neighborhoods. 

It demands hard work and succeeds on trust.

The network serves more than 15,000 people  
at an annual cost of $4.5 million, including  
$1.4 million from the Sisters of St. Joseph. 
The St. Paul Pioneer Press noted “The Sisters  
of St. Joseph are one of the fifteen most  
influential organizations for social betterment 
and social change in Minnesota since Minnesota 
was established as a territory.” A half-century  
earlier, a columnist described the Sisters by  
saying “Under the roof at 1870 Randolph  
Avenue lies a collection of more intellectual  
talent than any other building in the  
Northwest can boast.”

The Sisters of St. Joseph, the single largest  
community of vowed women religious in  
Minnesota, continue as leaders in committing 
their talent and resources to contemporary 
forms of ministry. They do so with the support 
of Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet Ministries 
Foundation, which leverages the contributions 
of Sisters—in-kind human services as well as 
direct cash and donated space and equipment—
to attract private and public support. The social 
services network nurtured by the Foundation 
ranges from free health clinics to housing and 
support for immigrant women escaping  
torture in their native lands. 
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As the Sisters respond to 
the needs in the community, 

organizations emerge including: 
The Bridge for Runaway Youth, 

Peace House, St. Joseph’s 
House, The Free Store, INSTEP 

day care, The Consociate  
Program, Dwelling in the 

Woods, Sarah’s…An Oasis for 
Women, Sisters Care, St. Mary’s 

Health Clinics, and the  
St. Joseph Worker Program

1970-2000

Life was bad, now 
life is good.

“
”



The globe is restless. An estimated 200 million 
people today live outside their country of birth, 
about a fourth of them in North America. Today’s 
immigration stems from global economic and  
political changes over the past half-century, as well 
as legal changes in the United States that have  
eliminated the bias for immigrants from Europe 
over those from Asia, Africa and the Middle East.

All of the great religions teach that compassionate 
treatment of the stranger is obligatory. A com-
mon theme in many religions, it goes beyond love 
of neighbor; it is compassion for our unknown 
neighbors, the strangers among us. The work of 
Learning In Style has its roots from the Bible,  
“I was a stranger and you took me in”  
(Matthew 25:35). 

The United States accepts by far the most legal immigrants  
of any nation in the world and in doing so recognizes  
its own heritage as a country of immigrants.  
According to the 2010 census, 40 percent  
of U.S. growth was due to immigrants.
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to meet the 
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neighbors

Strangers Among Us
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Our work, together, will determine what the future looks like. Can we count on your help to continue meeting the needs of the time?
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2050

Between 1982 and 2008, more than one million immigrants  
representing 182 nations passed through Minnesota,  

seeking either temporary or permanent housing. 
The vast majority of immigrants are in our country legally.

While drawing heavily on social services to  
gain a footing, they are also a growing  
economic force—adults who own  
entrepreneurial businesses and workers who  
pay state and local taxes. Most of the state’s 
foreign-born residents are working-age adults 
between 18 and 65, almost three-fourths  
gainfully employed. Almost one in four are  
refugees seeking asylum, far larger than the 
percentage for the nation as a whole. They are a 
more diverse mix than those settling elsewhere 
in the country, including the nation’s second-
largest settlement of Hmong and enough Somalis 
to make the Twin Cities’ population  
second only to Mogadishu, the capital of  
Somalia.
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One hundred sixty years after answering the  
call to serve the first wave of immigrants to  
Minnesota, the Sisters of St. Joseph again focus on 
the strangers in our midst. In a sense, this com-
munity of women religious is revisiting an earlier 
chapter in their history, editing and rewriting the 
work they do to meet the growing needs of the 
new adult immigrant. 

From the outset, the emphasis has been on  
improving the adult immigrant’s ability to  
communicate in English, how to speak, listen and 
write in a new tongue. As proof of the need, the 
number of students immediately outstripped the 
space and the center moved. Within a few years, 
it was clear that their second space was  
inadequate to meet the needs of adult  
immigrants, as well.

Limited language ability remains  
a significant barrier to integration,  
as well as a frequent cause of stress, 
segregation and conflict between  
immigrants and native-born groups.

A Stake in the Ground
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The Sisters of St. Joseph used their  
religious community’s investments to purchase a new home. 

They began to create a place for the displaced,  
a community of compassion  

reaching out into a neighborhood of need.

In the depths of the Great Recession, in  
October 2008, the Sisters made the kind of  
decision that makes little sense unless you  
are guided by faith. The Sisters put a  
permanent stake in the ground of the Whittier  
neighborhood, this time along Nicollet Avenue, 
Minneapolis’ main street for the newly arrived. 
At the core of this new Ministry Center remained 
Learning In Style, their highly successful adult 
literacy program for immigrants.

Along with making an act of faith in the future 
of their mission, the Sisters did some prudent 
due diligence. With the assistance of MAP for 
Nonprofits, a group that helps organizations 
think through strategic decisions, the Sisters 
asked outside experts three questions:

Will the services of Learning In Style be as needed in the future as they are now?

Is the Whittier neighborhood the place in Minneapolis best suited to the Learning In Style mission?

Does Learning In Style offer a learning approach that is unique and effective?

YES
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child care

classrooms

The answers came back “Yes” to each question,  
providing invaluable third-party endorsement.  
MAP research, concluded that the number of 
immigrants had doubled since Learning In Style 
began, and the need for their education was 
greater than ever. The Whittier neighborhood, 
90 percent rental and a port of entry for im-
migrants, was an ideal setting. The Sister of St. 
Joseph’s approach to adult language education, 
individualized and small-group instruction, 
focusing on women and working with a range 
of literacy levels, is “best practices,” as shown 
by its students’ stellar performance on standard-
ized national tests, where they scored 20 percent 
above the average.
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In just the past year, students ranged in age from 
18 to 96 and came from 28 countries. Africa is 
the source of most students, some of them  
fleeing war, oppression and torture. More than 
half the 48 countries of continental Africa have 
been represented in classes, and Somalis  
represent the largest contingent of them. 
The Ministry Center is truly a United Nations  
of hope.

Over the past year, a total of 406 students  
attended classes totaling 24,986 hours.  
Retention month-to-month averaged 90 percent. 
A dozen students in the last year achieved  
citizenship. Photos of the new citizens, in their 
native costume holding the American flag, 
adorn a bulletin board in a newly renovated  
hallway as inspiration to others. 

“Each year,” writes one Sister of St. Joseph, “we 
spend our time, our energies and our talent in 
an endeavor we know makes a difference in the 
lives of many people. We welcome the stranger 
whom we accept with dignity and respect. We 
create a place and an atmosphere that fits us and 
is a part of who we are and what we hope to do. 
At times we speak for and speak out for those 
who cannot speak for themselves. We teach, we 
listen, we respond to needs.” 

The needs often go beyond language. The  
Ministry Center also houses the Clothes Closet 
for garments, household items and toiletries 
and the Children’s Room, which provides a safe, 
nurturing place for student’s children while they 
are in class. Staff invests their time on more than 
teaching - three years on paperwork to get the 
fiancé of a Togo student into the United States or 
a few hours getting a landlord to repair some-
one’s plumbing, for example.

The Sisters of Saint Joseph, working with Sisters from  
other religious orders as wells as volunteers and staff,  
have taught more than 3,500 adult immigrant students,  
about 70 percent female, from 76 countries  
located primarily in Africa but also in  
South America, Asia and other areas of the world.

A United Nations of Hope

Algeria
Argentina
Benin
Bosnia
Brazil
Burundi
Bhutan
Cambodia
Cameroon
Chile
China
Colombia
Congo
Costa Rica
Cuba
Czech Republic

Djibouti
Dominican 
Republic
Ecuador
Egypt
El Salvador
Eritrea
Ethiopia
France
Gambia
Georgia
Germany
Ghana
Guatemala
Guinea
Haiti

Honduras
India
Indonesia
Iran
Iraq
Italy
Ivory Coast
Japan
Kenya
Korea
Laos
Latvia
Lebanon
Liberia
Mali

Mauritania
Mexico
Morocco
Nepal
Nicaragua
Nigeria
Pakistan
Panama
Peru
Poland
Portugal
Puerto Rico
Russia
Saudi Arabia
Senegal

Slovakia
Sierra Leone
Somalia
Sudan
Syria
Taiwan
Tibet
Togo
Turkey
Ukraine
USA
Uzbekistan
Venezuela
Vietnam
Zaire
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and lengths of teaching experience almost never 
found in similar adult literacy programs. The 
second is the commitment and perseverance of 
the immigrant students themselves, all of whom 
make great sacrifices attend class. Many  
students, especially the women, have never  
been to a school of any kind.

There is a deeply serious quality to the  
community that gathers at 2200 Nicollet  
Avenue. They know they are embarking on a 
journey of hard work, and they are determined 
to succeed because the consequences for their 
lives are so great.

The improvement of adult language skills has  
a domino effect. It ends the isolation of the 
immigrant who is illiterate in English, enables 
him or her to talk to teachers and doctors, 
read newspapers and bus schedules, become a 
citizen, file a complaint with the city council, 
get a better job, pass a high school education 
equivalency test, and advocate for themselves 
and their children. All of this makes for a better 
family, a better community, a better nation, a 
better world.

Learning In Style is highly successful for two  
principal reasons. The first is the quality of the  
faculty, most of whom have graduate degrees 

the key to opportunity is education,  
and the key to education is language. 

A student who can barely write an English sentence when  
screened at registration can return, as one did, eight years later  

to give her former teacher a business card. She was traveling  
internationally representing a garment manufacturer.
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The cultures from which students come are char-
acterized by an abiding respect for teachers. That 
is why its students call their instructors “teacher,” 
not “Sister.” The smallest kindness may bring 
forth a heavily accented, “Thank you, thank you.” 
There are cultural differences in the way in which 
gratitude and respect are shown. The hand placed 
over the heart is a universal symbol. Some students 
bow; others may give their teacher a hug or kiss 
you on the cheek. Sometimes the eyes convey 
more than any words could. This profound sense 
of gratitude is the marketing secret of Learning 
In Style. Faster than Facebook, the news about 
the school travels along the immigrant grapevine. 
More effective than a paid advertising message,  
it brings credibility to the program and new  
students to the door. 

Trust is essential, and students trust the Sisters. 
“We are like family here,” comments a Somali  
student. A staff member says, “Each day we sit 
down with men and women so eager to learn, yet 
they, whose life experiences have been beyond 
our comprehension, can teach us so much. We 
rejoice in their small and not-so-small successes 
and are filled with regret at any failure.”

A female Chinese student who brought her lunch so she  
could stay and learn all day speaks for many others in saying,  
“Learning English felt like I got to open the door I was trapped  
behind and go out into the world. I still feel my life expanding.” 

“Everyone was so friendly and nice when I arrived,  
I felt welcomed into a family” an alum of the school explained.   

After studying at Learning In Style, she went on to a hotel job that  
requires her to speak English extensively and now takes Friday morning 
off to SUPport other immigrants learning English.
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One Sister recalled sipping coffee with an elderly,  
very dignified gentleman who said simply, “I have a question.   

How do you do this? We come here, and we have all this given to us. 
Why? God?” He said he had been in many places,  

none of them are like the work of the Sisters of St. Joseph.  

The willingness of people  
to help in any way left him puzzled.  

“Sometimes,” he admits, “I cry at night—in gratitude.”
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total: $4 MILLION

The stake is in the ground.
Your help is needed to bring the vision to reality.

Fund-raising Objectives

land and building: $1.6 MILLION
The sisters of St. Joseph  
contributed the lead gift  
of 1.6 million from their  
own investment funds.

renovation of building: $1.9 MILLION

goal: $4 MILLION

operating and mission support: $398,000

additional interior renovation: $102,000
Third floor
clothes closet
outdoor play area for the children

expansion
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Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet  
Ministries Foundation

Gift Opportunities

Board of Directors
Kevin Berg, Chair

Tony Coffey
Pat Croke, ex officio

Jean Dummer, CSJ
Sharon Gondek, CSJ

John Greving
Althea Johns, CSJ

Mary Beth Johnson
Kathleen Judge, CSJ

Patrick Kindler
Mary Clare Korb, CSJ

Karen Linder
Chris Ludwig, CSJ

Steve Melcher
Mary Louise Menikheim

Ali Naughton
Mike O’Connor

Susan Oeffling, CSJ
Irene O’Neill, CSJ, ex officio

Kathleen Sanberg
John Thein
Rob Weber

Jean Wincek, CSJ, ex officio

Staff
Ralph Scorpio 

Executive Director

Irene O’Neill, CSJ 
Principal Foundation Officer

Irene Bohn 
Administrative Assistant

Kate Brady 
Development Officer

Debra Jessen 
Grants Officer

Lisse Regehr 
Social Networking and Planned Giving Officer

Peggy Summers 
Development Associate

Chris Tanita 
Development Officer – Special Projects

operating and mission support: $398,000

Adopt space, an individual classroom or 
office, as well as dedicated social space,  
in the extensively renovated building,  
thus ensuring an atmosphere of  
compassion and dignity.

Underwrite renovation of the now-vacant 
third floor of the Ministries Center, which 
is envisioned as a home for emergent  
community needs. Counseling, for example, 
is one activity that might well be  
considered for this space.

Create an outside play area for the  
building, providing an important support 
for adult students with children.  Free 
childcare is a very rare offering and one 
sorely needed by many immigrant students.

Provide assistance for the operating  
budget in the emerging years of the  
Ministry Center, providing time for a  
foundation to grow around what is now 
“a stake in the ground.”

Contribute to the impending renovation  
of what is now called The Clothes Closet.  
This area for distribution of clothing as 
well as basic household supplies needs  
upgrading to meet neighborhood needs.



“

”

Matthew

25:35
I was a  
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and you  
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