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Back to School: Affirming a Sense of Community with Orientation Trips 
By Teresa He ’18  
 

During the first 
week of school, in the 
late August heat, all of 
the students and faculty 
from San Domenico 
Upper School left 
campus for various for 
trips to celebrate the 
start of school.  A 
tradition that started 
several years ago, 
orientation trips were 
an exciting way to start 
the school year. For the 
first time in three years, 
each class went on a 
special trip, enjoying 
the great outdoors with 
their friends. Dorm 
Parent Laura Neely explained that this was a unique 
opportunity to build on our sense of community, a 
pillar of the school’s identity. “The purpose of our class 
trips is to ease students into the start of school, while 

providing outdoor opportunities and activities while 
bonding with their classmates and some of our Upper 
School faculty chaperones.”  

All 72 freshmen went camping in the mountains 
near Santa Cruz, where they hiked, swam, and even 
rode zip-lines among the trees.  

Meanwhile the sophomores traveled to the 
South Fork of the American River, where they went 

whitewater rafting. 
They spent their days 
in the water, rafting 
and splashing each 
others’ boats, and 
spent their evenings 
around the campfire, 
playing games and 
enjoying avocado 
sandwiches and 
s’mores before 
sleeping out under 
the stars.  Sophomore 
Adriana Becerra was 
excited to get off 
campus and spend 
some time near the 
water. “Rafting was 
my favorite part; I fell 

out during the “Hospital” rapids—a section with a huge 
dip—it was freezing in the water, but I got rescued and 
it was fine,” Becerra said. “At night we saw little 
shooting stars,” she added.  

The juniors spent three days kayaking, paddle-
boarding, and camping on an island in Lake Sonoma. 
Junior Kieran Friedman noted that the students had a 
good time despite a few challenges. “Overall, I think 
most of us had a great time, even though it was 
extremely hot and we had to deal with a terrible bee 
infestation,” Friedman said.“We went kayaking at night 
and was able to see the beautiful stars very clearly!” 
Her classmate, Jennifer Zhao, also enjoyed watching 
the night sky. “I slept outside watching the stars 
twinkling,” she said “It's a fun experience and now a 
cherished memory.”   

The seniors traveled to a lodge in Point Reyes, 
where they spent four days preparing their college 
essays, exploring Point Reyes National Seashore, and 
enjoying Mr. Sloan’s cooking.  

Laura Neely explained that administration 
hopes to make these trips an annual event because of 
their effectiveness in helping the students get to know 
one another and the values of the school. “While many 
are returning students, several are new transfer 
students,” Neely said. “The class trips really help to set 
the tone for the school year and help make all new and 
returning students feel more comfortable as they work 
into academic classes the second week.”  

 
Juniors attempting to cool off between kayak trips in Lake Sonoma. 
 

 
Sophomores setting out for the rapids of the American River.  
 



 
Service High in the Mountains of China’s Sichuan Province 
By Dina Martinez ‘16 
 

For the third consecutive 
summer, Senior Moment Li travelled 
to DaLiangShan in China’s Sichuan 
Province for two weeks of service at 
the Si Ga Primary School. Beginning 
in the summer following her freshman 
year, Li joined friends and fellow San 
Domenico alumni, Grace He ’14 and 
Melika Mai ’14 to volunteer with the 
children for 10-day periods.  

In the primary school, Li 
taught Chinese history, geography, 
music, drawing, painting, paper 
cutting art, sports and a few other 
activities.  

During her many visits to the 
area, Li has come to a more complete 
realization that many places in China 
are still very undeveloped and need 
much assistance, especially when 
compared to the urbanized coast.  

 
 

She wishes that others will continue this 
project in the future, seeing as the Chinese 
government doesn’t adequately support education in 
many rural areas.  

Earlier this summer, Li came across the 
news that a little girl in an area very near to the Si 
Ga Primary School wrote an essay about her life and 
had it published by a newspaper. This little girl had 
a very similar life and story to the kids Li spent time 
instructing. However, it eventually came to light 
that the girl had told her story to her teacher and 
the teacher had written it for her. Many people took 
issue with this, but Li holds a different opinion; 
“Although her teacher may have written it, the main 
point is that the story is talking about their actual 
lives.  

 
It illustrates the children’s poverty and 

hunger, yet people shift their focus on how she 
cheated, ignoring the fact that poverty still exists.”  
The girl’s story, very similar to the stories of many 
children in the Si Ga Primary School, sheds light on 

the desperate situations of many rural students. Li 
recalled how the children’s main food sources are 
potatoes and cabbage, yet they will walk five hours 
to get to their school. Additionally, fewer parents 
are sending their children to school because they 
believe it to be an unnecessary risk. With only the 
$120 she brings, Li is able to feed the whole primary 
school for the duration of the year, demonstrating 
just how impoverished these areas are. Continuing 
this noble cause, Li will be returning to the school in 
following years and hopes to see more people 
joining her in the future. 

 
The children of the Si Ga Primary school, along with senior Moment Li (back, center) 
with graduates Melika Mai ’14 and Grace He ’14  

 

 
Moment Li, Grace He ’14, and Melika Mai ’14 contribute to the 
process of rebuilding the village school, which was recently 
destroyed by mudslides.  
 

Moment Li and Grace He ‘14 distributing food at the school.   
 

 



Service with a Smile: Volunteering at the Veterans Affairs Hospital  
By Jamaica Perrier-Morris ’16   

 

Over the summer, seniors Makenna Dixon-
Essien and Dina Martinez spent several weeks 
volunteering with the U.S. Department of Veterans’ 
Affairs, whose mission is to serve and honor the men 
and women who are America’s veterans.  

Dixon-Essien and Martinez spent the month at 
the Veterans Affairs Medical Center in San Francisco, 
where they were responsible for a wide range of 
important tasks, including handing out blankets, 
keeping the veterans company, and escorting the 
veterans to their various appointments.  
 Dixon-Essien explained that this was her 
favorite part of the job as it gave her and Martinez 
time to talk to the veterans and to get to know them as 
individual people.   

For these seniors, the decision to focus on 
veterans’ issues was a personal one. Dixon-Essien, 
whose grandfather and great uncle fought in the 
Vietnam War, gave her more perspective. “Veterans do 
so much for us, and usually all they get back is a 
‘Thank you’; I wanted to do more.” Martinez added, 
“We chose this issue because we wanted to serve those 
who serve the country. It was a way of honoring 
them”. While volunteers are not allowed to engage 
veterans on their service and wartime experiences, 
Dixon-Essien and Martinez made it their goal to treat 
and support these people with dignity and to the best 
of their abilities. They also made it their goal to bring a 
little kindness to these veterans’ lives.  

Martinez recalled one incident in an elevator 
when an elderly man also riding in the elevator 
noticed her and Dixon-Essien’s cheerfulness. “Thank 
you for smiling,” he said. “You know, never stop doing 
that because you never know how many lives you just 
saved by roaming the hall with those smiles.”  

Once their month of service at the hospital 
came to an end, they were sad to go, in part because of 
the importance of their work, but more because of the 
personal connections they had made. “I want to 
encourage other students to volunteer at the VA 
Medical Center,” Martinez said. “Bring your smiles 
and laughter and even your singing. Experience the 
inspiring and lovely people you’ll meet there, and 
remember that smiles are more meaningful than we 
can possibly ever imagine.”

 
Seniors Makenna Dixon-Essien (left) and Dina Martinez just 
after receiving the VA credentials at the medical center in San 
Francisco.  
 

 
San Francisco’s VA hospital is located in the Presidio. (Photo 
courtesy of the Veterans’ Association. 
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San Domenico Junior Leads Local Response to Child Labor  
By Audrey Webster ’16  
 

On September 12, 15 San 
Domenico students along with 
three Dominican Sisters joined 
more than 100 participants and 
volunteers in Larkspur for the Run 
for Free Beauty, which was 
intended to raise funds and 
awareness of issues relating to 
human trafficking and child labor. 
The event raised nearly $4,000 for 
rehabilitation and education 
programs for children rescued 
from exploitative situations in 
India.  

The fundraiser also 
featured speeches from the leaders 
of two nonprofits—Free Beauty and 
Made in a Free World—including 
San Domenico junior Rachel Clyde.  

Clyde, who cofounded Free 
Beauty with her friend Sage Mace, 
explained that she was interested in 
bringing attention to issue of 
human trafficking because it is often 
overlooked. “I felt compelled to 

focus on fighting child slavery in the 
cosmetics industry because it really 
resonated with us,” Clyde explained. 
“Children who are close to our age 
work to make our products.” 

Free Beauty partnered with 
Made in a Free World utilize the 
funds raised from donations and 
entries in the run to provide safety 
and education to children in India 

working in the mica mines. 
Students from around the area, 
including San Domenico seniors 
Savanna Christy and Micha Blake 
helped direct the runners and set up 
and take down the event. Several 
other San Domenico students 
stayed to help clean up after walking 
or running in the event.  

San Domenico sophomore, 
Teresa He saw this an opportunity 
to get off campus for a Saturday and 
learn about the issues. “When we 
got back, we had plenty of time to 
look at the board about the child 
labor and human trafficking,” said 
He. “And the speeches were 
inspiring.”  
Along with the difference the funds 
will make in the lives of children 
across the world, the awareness that 
the event has spread over this issue 
will hopefully have a long term 
impact on the cosmetic industry.

Seniors Return to China to Work With Children of Migrants 
By Christina Hong ’16  

 

Over the summer seniors Olivia Dai and Shelly 
Zheng returned to China to implement their service 
learning immersion project at the Nanmen Primary 
School, located in Guangdong Province. Students who 
attend this school are the children of migrant laborers, 
who work in the far off cities to earn money, so the 
children live with their grandparents.  

During their stay at the Nanmen Primary School, 
Dai and Zheng taught the children basic English skills 
such as the alphabet, self-introductions, simple songs, 
basic words, and different colors.  

Moreover, they shared their experiences and 
perspectives as students in the United States with these 
children, which served as valuable information about 
the outside world. The volunteers later explained that 
many of the children living in rural areas are so 
isolated, they aren’t even aware that the United States 
exists.  

Both seniors received San Domenico’s Julie 
Davis Butler Memorial Award for service, which helped 
cover some of the costs of the project.   

These interactions with primary school children 
were Dai and Zheng’s first experience in adult 
leadership positions. They hoped to connect the 
students a little bit closer to the larger world.  

“It was amazing to see how the children yearned 
for knowledge and how they were curious about the 
world outside their village,” Zheng said during an 
interview.  

As a final part to their project and in an effort to 
bring long-lasting change, Dai and Zheng established a 
website which documents the conditions of the 
children in the primary schools. It also urges people 
browsing the page to donate money to the cause. 
Through their experience, they learned and bonded 
with the children, all the while sharing the many 
valuable qualities of San Domenico, such as honesty, 
integrity and service.

 
Free Beauty cofounders Sage Mace and 
Rachel Clyde, registering runners for Free 
Beauty’s 5K fundraiser earlier this month.  

 

 
Senior Olivia Dai with her students at the Nanmen School.  
 



 


