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2017 Community Involvement Awards  

 

Paavo Downing, Outstanding Youth Volunteer Award 

On any given Tuesday, you will find Paavo Downing 

volunteering at Our Community Kitchen in Stillwater’s 

Ascension Episcopal Church. He performs various tasks 

that need to be done in order to have an efficient 

and effective program. According to Our Community 

Kitchen spokesperson, Martha Fox Frank, Paavo “is  

dependable, proficient and friendly. His interest in 

learning more about preparing delicious and healthy 

foods has made him a ‘go to’ volunteer.” 

 

In 2016, Paavo was selected to the 2016 National 

Youth Leadership Council for Roots and Shoots, a 

youth program that is part of the Jane Goodall              

Institute. He has been involved with Roots and Shoots 

since he was about 8 years old learning about  nature conservancy and 

working with projects to help nature, animals, and people. Things like 

building and mounting bluebird houses in William O’Brien State Park, 

working with “Hats for the Homeless”, using his extensive music skills to      

entertain at nursing homes, and investing time to increase the program 

membership are just a few of the many tasks he has volunteered to work 

with over the years. If you go to Barker’s Alps in Bayport, you will see the 

frog pond and butterfly garden he created, a project he is very proud of 

and one of his favorites.  

 

Paavo has also used his leadership skills at Our Community Kitchen by           

assisting with the Kids in the Kitchen (and Garden) cooking program.   

According to Martha Fox Frank, “Every Tuesday and Thursday during the 

summer, he helped teach children between the ages of 6 and 12 about 

kitchen safety, how to read recipes, and how to use kitchen tools and 

equipment to prepare foods. In the garden, he also assisted in teaching 

the children how to grow, harvest, and prepare the food.” Working at the 

Kids in the Kitchen camp was a  favorite project as he guided young 

people working from the garden to the kitchen. He also served as a  leader for the youth Chili Cook Off 

Team, another enjoyable activity. When he is not in the kitchen you might find him singing and playing 

his guitar, as he frequently shares his talents at nursing homes and fundraising events. 

 

Paavo views volunteering as “a great way for everyone to get involved. It’s a good way to meet                  

interesting people!” He believes it is important for individuals to be “an active part of the community.” He 

sees his work at Our Community Kitchen important in that he is educating young people in the “farm to 

table” concept and helping them understand more about the world in which they live. Through this            

concept, youth develop an awareness and appreciation as they gain hands on experiences that           

directly impact their daily lives. Paavo’s goal is to be a role model that brings joy and inspires new               

volunteers, especially young people. 

 

By sharing his interests and talents not only does he inspire, but Paavo Downing proves that no matter 

how old you are, there are volunteer opportunities in the community to fit interests and talents. He is an 

excellent example of how one young person can impact the lives of many by stepping up and making 

the commitment to share his time and talent through his volunteer work in Washington County. 
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Sam Coburn, Outstanding Volunteer Award 

Sam Coburn is guy with a lot of energy and a huge heart for volunteering. Born 

in White Bear Lake, Sam attended the University of Minnesota and spent two 

years in the President’s Honor Guard, where he watched over the Tomb of the 

Unknown Soldier and served on the Army Drill Team, retiring after a career in 

business. Now, he spends his time enjoying family, playing in the great outdoors, 

and volunteering as a  caregiver with FamilyMeans and Lutheran Social Service 

of Minnesota Senior Corps. 

 

Boredom settled in quickly for Sam in his early days of retirement, so it was not 

long before he connected with Margaret Irwin, the Volunteer and Day Out         

Coordinator at FamilyMeans. He began volunteering in the Senior Companion 

Program where he was matched to a senior family caregiver, providing that 

person a much needed break. Before long Sam was providing respite for five 

families, a position he cherishes as he not only gives the caregivers a break, but 

also connects and enriches the lives of those for whom he cares. He also gives 

six hours every Friday in the Day Out program, where seniors with disabilities or 

memory loss are cared for so caregivers can have a break from the stresses of           

caring for their loved ones. On any given Friday, you will find Sam talking, laughing, 

dancing, sharing stories, and singing with seniors who love the special attention  

only Sam can give. Sam is devoted to his clients and treats them with great love 

and respect no matter the disability. According to Dianne Vierling, the Volunteer 

Coordinator Supervisor at FamilyMeans, Sam “provides companionship and brings 

purpose to another’s life. He makes everyone in the room smile.”  

 

Sam’s secret to success is finding common ground with the people in his care and 

using that common ground to make connections. “I’m good at finding a common 

connection, so when I find it, I take it and run.” His interest in each person he works 

with is sincere and that helps him build very special relationships. Though he has 

many special memories, one of his favorite stories is about making a connection with a gentleman who 

wanted nothing to do with Sam and actually was offended that anyone would think he needed a          

caregiver. It was not long before Sam noticed the model airplanes and the antiques around the home 

and used those things to connect with the gentleman. Today, Sam’s weekly visits are eagerly anticipated 

and often include a trip to Hobby Lobby or an antique store! 

 

Though the Outstanding Volunteer Award is something Sam truly appreciates, he says the most pleasure 

comes from working with the people and caregivers. In Sam’s words, “It is a pleasure to give back. It 

makes you feel good about doing what you do.” This is especially true when he sees the difficulties           

families must endure while caring for seniors or children with disabilities and memory loss. He is grateful he 

can step in with relief for those caregivers. Sam is an advocate for volunteerism stressing how it enriches 

both the volunteer and those being helped. He says  to not be concerned about having enough time            

because once you find your passion there tends to be enough time. Sam is of the opinion that                    

communities that promote volunteerism create awareness which translates to compassion,                            

understanding, and tolerance.  

 

FamilyMeans and Lutheran Social Service of Minnesota are grateful for the many volunteer hours Sam 

Coburn contributes each week. Margaret Irwin states, “Sam intuitively knows how to make people feel 

comfortable and welcome and is a leader and mentor for other volunteers. Whether our participants 

have difficulty communicating or limited mobility, Sam knows how to adapt to best meet the needs of 

everyone.” Sam Coburn is the definition of a devoted volunteer who strives to make his interactions with 

both clients and caregivers thoughtful and caring—improving the quality of life for all who put their loved 

ones in his care. 
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Oak Park Wednesday Tutoring Group, Outstanding Group Volunteer Award 

Wednesdays are a highly anticipated day at Oak Park Elementary 

School because a team of devoted volunteer tutors arrive to mentor 

and nurture the students. According to Oak Park Secretary, Pam 

Weisbrod, “Relationships are always at the center of this special day!” 

 

About 12 years ago, Dr. Jim Hainlen along with volunteers Duane and           

Bonnie Mutschler decided there was an untapped volunteer                       

opportunity at Oak Park Elementary School. The Mutschlers knew first 

hand of the possibilities since they were already committed tutors in the 

classrooms of their 4 grandchildren. After months of careful research 

and many meetings with school personnel, Dr. Hainlen and the  

Mutschlers developed key elements to creating a successful tutoring 

program: “administrative support, committed teachers, and a                

connected group of tutors.” With this information in hand, they                      

presented their proposal to the principal at the time, Sheila Eller. She and her 

teaching staff were impressed with the data and their implementation plan, so 

they enthusiastically endorsed the initiation of the Wednesday Tutor Program. 

 

Today, more than 30 volunteers tutor both morning and afternoon shifts and 

work with students in kindergarten through grade 6. Tutors are trained by                

certified staff who provide them with additional skills to aid in their work with 

struggling students. Sometimes working in the classroom and other times pulling 

students out to tackle specific projects, tutors choose the grade level and            

subject matter they prefer to teach and work 30 to 60 minutes per child or small 

group. The success of the program has encouraged relationships to flourish as empowered tutors supported 

teachers to bring academic success to all students. Students developed trusting relationships with members 

of the community who were sincerely interested in their academic success. 

 

Tutors in the Oak Park program are strong advocates for volunteering. They agree it is a priority that sets an            

example and encourages other schools to invest in similar programs. It is also a way of giving back by             

showing support and appreciation to the teachers. Dr. Hainlen sees the tutor program as the “definition of 

community. It is a community that cares working with a community that cares. It creates cross connections 

that branch out to all parts of the community at large. It promotes better understanding of schools and              

education.” Tutor volunteer Julie James sees the most important part of her role in the life of a student as 

“another adult who says, ‘School is important. You’re important. You can learn, and I’m happy to be here.” 

 

One of the greatest rewards tutors and students experience is the relationships they develop through the 

year. It might be tutor Don Irwin, an Air Force veteran, connecting with students by sharing thoughts on           

Veterans’ Day, a 6th grader experiencing the intricacies of poetry in Dr. Hainlen’s poetry club, a tutor taking 

time to listen to a student share, or a tutor and student meeting and greeting in the grocery store. Students 

gain new insights and understanding thanks to the variety of life experiences each volunteer brings to the 

classroom. Tutors often do not know the impact they are making on the future of those they tutor, but clearly 

the responses from students indicate the importance of the tutor/student relationship and the positive             

influence that relationship has on the students meeting with them weekly. 

 

Thanks to the dedication and work of the Oak Park Wednesday Tutor Program volunteers are helping               

students become more successful in their daily school work, and they are developing caring relationship that 

they hope will inspire students to become lifelong learners. Oak Park Secretary, Pam Weisbrod, sums it up 

best, “While we recognize the thousands of volunteer hours given to the Oak Park community, it is the               

hundreds of lives that have been changed—emerging readers, tentative mathematicians, less than          

confident readers—who through the love and commitment of a weekly tutor have mastered skills that 

will last a lifetime.”  3 
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Bolton & Menk, Inc.—Maplewood, Exemplary Employer Award 

Bolton & Menk, Inc.-Maplewood is a full-service consulting firm 

and also an employer committed to volunteerism and                     

promoting volunteer opportunities to its employees. Over the 

past few years, the office of more than 40 employees has             

participated in a variety of local volunteer opportunities in  

Washington County communities including Stillwater, Woodbury,              

Cottage Grove, Marine-on-St. Croix, and Forest Lake. At Bolton & 

Menk, Inc., promoting volunteerism is one of the basic core           

values of the company. 

 

Employees at Bolton & Menk, Inc. 

make conscious choices to support 

local initiatives and organizations and, 

in turn, support and strengthen the 

communities they serve. Some of their 

favorite projects include setting up and 

participating in the Forest Lake Rotary 

Polar Plunge, judging for Math Counts, 

shopping with Community Thread for 

Holiday Hope, and donating                        

professional design services for                 

Cottage Grove Inclusive Playground. 

Sara Pennebecker, Community Thread                

Volunteer Center Program Manager, 

notes, “These local events that employees at Bolton & Menk, Inc. choose 

to participate in help support local initiatives and organizations that 

strengthen our community.” 

 

Bolton & Menk, Inc. have also been notable supporters of Community Thread’s Spring into Service and           

River Rally projects over the last three years. For River Rally, they rented their own boat which increased 

the impact and success of the river clean-up. The company has donated their professional services to 

create detailed aerial maps that make it easier to see islands in the river where volunteers are cleaning 

up. Spring into Service benefits from the work their volunteers provide, too. Last year, employees built a 

raised garden for seniors at a local senior living facility to help residents garden more easily.  

 

Bolton & Menk, Inc. is honored to be a recipient of the Exemplary Employer Award recognizing it is the 

employees who are to be honored for their dedication to making a difference by volunteering. Their        

example is recognized by other employers and sets the bar that encourages more participation by other 

businesses. There are always more volunteer opportunities than there are volunteers, so they feel good 

about helping to close the gap. Bolton & Menk, Inc. employees also benefit from their experiences and 

see them as opportunities for team building as they volunteer side by side in unique situations. Awareness 

and understanding are strengthened as they find themselves interacting with other volunteers or the 

people and organizations who benefit from their help. They are often humbled by the gratitude                

expressed by people who are recipients of their care and attention. 

 

Bolton & Menk, Inc. is to be applauded for including volunteerism at the center of the company’s core 

values. Because they encourage their employees to volunteer, they are creating a cohesive team of 

employees who value giving back to the communities where they work and live. Bolton & Menk, Inc.  

employees know the importance of volunteering and benefit from the encouragement they get from 

their employer to make a difference in communities through Washington County. 
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Byron Anderson, Male Lifetime Volunteer Award 

If there is a 4-H activity in Washington County, you can be sure Byron           

Anderson is involved! In fact, he has been the leader of the Town of May 

4-H Club for 45 years. He also spent 13 years before that as a student           

participant, so one might say he has been in 4-H most of his life. This  

Washington County beef and swine farmer, father of 5, and grandfather 

of 13 has devoted his life to being as an advocate for agriculture. Along 

with 4-H, Byron has “presided over and continues to serve on countless 

boards and committees such as: the Washington County Agriculture     

Society Board of Members, the Washington County Fair Board of           

Directors, the Minnesota Pork Producers, the Minnesota Association of  

Responsible Animal Care, the Minnesota Farm Bureau, the Minnesota 

Federation of County Fairs, and so many more,” according to his             

daughter, Lisa Gadbois. 

 

Byron is honored to be recognized by the community for the work he has 

done and continues to do, especially in the area of 4-H and Future           

Farmers of America. When he started as a 4-H leader, there were about 

25 students involved in the program. Now, there are more than 100. Over the years, he has shared his 

knowledge and passion for agriculture with more than 1,000 students and their families, creating            

opportunities in the field of agriculture. He is responsible for helping expand the programs in both 4-H, 

and FFA to include other areas of interest such as horticulture, robotics, photography, the food industry, 

fine arts and woodworking.  

 

Byron is also an active member of the Minnesota Federation of County Fairs, a position he truly enjoys. 

Through his work in the Washington County Agriculture Society, he serves as a swine judge at the            

Washington County Fair, setting up the event and selecting the judges. In May, you will find him sweating 

over the grill cooking up his famous pork loins for pork sandwiches at the Forest Lake FFA Spring Open 

House. He is a man of many talents and interests! 

 

Through the years Byron has had a variety of memorable experiences, but his favorites involve               

chaperoning high school students for various events. He has fond memories of serving as a chaperone 

with the 4-H students at the Minnesota State Fair, residing in the dormitories and experiencing the             

excitement as the students performed demonstrations or showed prize livestock. He also reminisced 

about a van trip to Montana with 30 students on an exchange program one year and a 7 day bus trip to 

Texas the following year. Byron never misses an opportunity to be an “advocate of character and           

leadership development, agriculturally related or otherwise.” According to Byron, his philosophy is, “You 

will get out of it what you put in.” Many students have been the fortunate recipients of that philosophy 

and have had their lives enriched because of his dedication. 

 

Volunteering is a way of life for Byron Anderson, and he encourages people to join him by getting              

involved no matter what organization they choose. According to Byron, it is a great outlet for those who 

have the time and interest and want to “feel good about yourself because you’re doing something.” By 

the same token, he reminds us that being a leader means not being afraid to get involved. Volunteering, 

especially when working with students, impacts understanding and encourages growth, as Byron              

experienced in his work in the agricultural field. He is driven by the concern is that “every generation born 

is one more generation removed from the farm”, so it is paramount that agricultural programs continue 

to exist and educate the public to the intricacies and impact of agriculture on the world. 

 

Byron Anderson is a role model for volunteerism. His lifetime of volunteer leadership is to be admired and 

celebrated by the community that has greatly benefitted from his dedication and devotion. 
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Ann Wolff, Female Lifetime Volunteer Award 

If you look at Ann Wolff’s Facebook page, it says “retired                   

educator.” However, Ann has never stopped educating, 

and even though the word retirement is there, nothing 

could be further from the truth. She may no longer be in 

the French classroom at Stillwater Junior High School, but 

over the years, Ann has continued to use her skills to            

promote projects adopted by The Partnership Plan, to        

impact families at Trinity Lutheran Church, and to support 

development and growth of the Stillwater Library                 

Foundation. Ann is a volunteer extraordinaire and her             

impact on the community is one to be celebrated. 

 

Ann’s first foray into volunteerism came in 1973 after she 

and her husband, Steve, moved back to Stillwater. At that 

time, she approached Community Volunteer Service (now 

Community Thread) and ended up volunteering in the   

office and providing seniors rides to medical appointments. Raising three boys and teaching took up 

much of her time for a while, but she also became involved in the education ministries at Trinity Lutheran 

Church, where she was able to provide guidance and leadership in addition to teaching. More recently 

at church, Ann has been responsible for changing attitudes toward stewardship focusing on giving from 

a spirit of generosity and gratitude, developing classes and workshops to strengthen families, recruiting 

hospitality volunteers, and helping coordinate events for the Trinity Library Team.  

 

Ann’s most ambitious volunteer project is serving on the board of the Stillwater Library Foundation,             

currently as Past President. As one of the first five volunteers recruited to serve on the board in 2007, she 

has worked tirelessly to lead an ambitious effort to build and shape the fledgling organization. With no 

paid staff the first seven years and only part-time administrative support for the past few years, Ann             

essentially has been volunteering as the Foundation’s Executive Director since its beginning. She has 

been hands-on in every aspect the Foundation’s work. Foundation President Fred Rengel recognizes, 

“Under her watch the Foundation has thrived. Fundraising events and asking campaigns now fund a 

myriad of library programs that would otherwise not exist as well as a recently implemented Endowment 

Fund, which will allow the Foundation to serve the community for years to come. Much of this is the result 

of Ann’s hard work.” Retired Library Director Lynne Bertalmio also recognized the contribution Ann has 

made in shaping the success of the Foundation. In Lynne’s words, “She believes in the power of gratitude 

to knit communities together….It is her work that has won recognition for this young organization for             

being in the 95% percentile for library foundations across the country.”  

 

Ann’s belief that volunteerism strengthens and improves the quality of life is her motivation for all of the 

volunteer work she does in the community. She feels it gives life to the community and is an inspiration to 

others to get involved. Recently, a senior high student contacted Ann to volunteer his time at church 

every Sunday morning for the month of May, helping out wherever needed. For Ann, this is the essence 

of community building through volunteerism, and she was honored to be able to provide him with an  

opportunity for service. Ann shares, “People are inspired when they see people volunteering. It benefits 

everyone. Doing good is so contagious!”  

 

Washington County is lucky to have Ann Wolff and her dedicated service to the community through her 

multitude of volunteer projects. Her involvement and compassion for teaching, mentoring and                         

philanthropy impacts and strengthens relationships within the community—making it a better place for all 

who live here. 
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