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to reflect on what it means to be a leader 
in the classroom and in life. 

My idea of success, for one, found an 
entirely new definition. In the past, “suc-
cess” meant receiving an A on an assign-
ment or having the right answer in class. 
As I realized that this would happen less 
frequently at Mills than in high school, I 
began to doubt whether I could actually 
succeed in college. Through the support 
of my SAW sisters, staff, and mentor, I was 
able to expand my beliefs. Today, success 
means I’ve used all of my resources to 
complete a task. It means that I’ve care-
fully considered every possibility. At the 
end of the day, success is my willingness 
to try, and then try again. I also came to 
see that leadership could happen in many 
ways and extends beyond the vice presi-
dent or president of a club. 

The classes taken during SAW encour-
aged me to think critically about my 
assignments and the questions posed 
during lectures and on tests. Instead of 
every problem demanding a dichotomous 
answer—black or white, yes or no, up or 
down—SAW enabled me to see the gray 
areas and to incorporate complexity into 
my thinking. I felt fully engaged in my 
coursework and soon found, for exam-
ple, that concepts from a sociology class 
became relevant for an English essay. 

SAW’s explicit goal of helping students 
achieve academic excellence inspired me 
to study harder when I felt like going to 
sleep or partying, to seek additional help 
from the writing center when an impor-
tant paper was due, and to reach out to 
women who had completed the program 
before me. In fact, the social relationships 
established through SAW with fellow 
students, staff, professors, and mentors 
were an important factor in my success at 

Mills. Some of the women I met through 
the program remain my best friends, 
while others have been instrumental in 
my life as mentors, advisors, and profes-
sional references. 

Today, as a professional liability claims 
examiner with Oregon Health and 
Science University, I believe that I can 
attribute most of my personal and profes-
sional achievements to the skills I gained 
through SAW, including self-discipline, 
problem solving, team building and time 
management. The skills I learned that 
summer validated what my parents had 
taught me: “With hard work and dedica-
tion you can achieve any goal.”

I came, I SAW,  

By Monique C. Parker ’04, MBA ’06

I conquered

IN THE SUMMER OF 2000, just before 
the start of my first year of college, 
I boarded the plane in Portland, 
Oregon, and headed to Oakland, 

California. I was excited—and scared—not 
knowing what to expect when I arrived 
at Mills College to attend the Summer 
Academic Workshop (SAW). I had no idea 
that a six-week program would have such 
a tremendous impact on my academic, 
personal, and professional life.

I joined 11 other young women on a 
summer journey that included classes 
to help us develop effective study habits 
and build the leadership and team-build-
ing abilities necessary to achieve aca-
demic excellence. Workshops provided 
a comfortable environment in which to 
reexamine ideas I had about myself and 

I had no idea that a  
six-week program  
would have such a  
tremendous impact  
on my academic, personal,  
and professional life. 
             –Monique C. Parker
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