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anta Barbara is a city rife with fundraising wizards and
donating dynamos. RidleyTree. Warner. Douglas. Towbes.
FeBland. However, there is one local philanthropist who
has worked a quiet but particularly powerful miracle:
LAUREN PEIKERT. She raised $5,000 to build a school in Sierra Leone.
Why is this noteworthy in a town where many could scribble that amount
in their checkbooks, with a couple of zeroes added for good measure, at

the drop of a tax deduction? Ms. Peikert is thirteen years old.
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Now a ninth grade student at Santa
Barbara Middle School, the seeds of Lauren’s
achievement were planted two years ago when
she attended a presentation at Casa de Maria
by representatives from the organization Free
the Children, who spoke about practical ways
in which young people can work to change
the world.

“Raising money to build schools was one
of the many projects they mentioned,” Lauren
told me. “Sierra Leone really needed schools
because many had been destroyed during a
terrible war. The United Nations ranked it
the most horrible place to live in the world.
I thought that building a school would be a
way to help kids just like me. If we are going
to have a better world of adults, we first have
to have a better world of children who have
good educations.”

Lauren raised her hand again and again
during the Q and A. “I asked a million
questions about building a school. T asked
how much it would cost, how I could raise the
money, and many other practical questions. A
week later the group came to my school and [
asked even more questions. Then | met with
them at the home where they were staying,
and they helped me work out a plan to raise
$3,000 to construct a school. | wanted to do
it all by myself and not with a team, as they
sometimes suggest.” As if $3,000 was not
a daunting enough sum for an eleven year-
old, it quickly increased to $5,000 as more
schools were destroyed by the fighting in
Sierra Leone.

“I was really determined,” Lauren said.
“My first project was a bake sale at my church,
the Unitarian Society. Other kids baked

things and my mom helped me organize
it. 1 sold drinks every week at my beach
volleyball class. Then I wrote a speech and
gave it in front of three hundred members
of my church congregation.” Was she scared
[ asked, picturing Lauren two years younger,
standing in a towering pulpit facing a crowd
whose size would intimidate most adults?
Lauren gave me an all-in-a-day’s-work shrug.
“I wasn’t nervous at all; I was concentrating
on getting my point across. The Unitarian
Society generously contributed the offerings
from that week’s service to my project.”

“It took me two years to raise the money.
Sticking to it was the hardest part. I raised
the final three thousand dollars by writing a
letter and sending it to all the adults I knew. |
received checks for up to five hundred dollars.
“Then,” Lauren laughed, “I had to hand-
write all the thankyou letters! It was like a
birthday nightmare! It was completely worth
it, though,” she hastened to add, obviously
seasoned at fundraising diplomacy by now.
“I sent in all the checks to Free the Children.
Later, my parents and | visited their offices
in Toronto.” There, Lauren met the founder,
Craig Kielburger, who started the organization
when he was twelve. The K.LE.L. (Kids
International for Education and Leadership)
Network now includes four organizations
of children helping children. In addition
to Free the Children, Youth Ambassadors
for Peace works in partnership with the
United Nations to educate and train young
people to be peacebuilders, Leaders Today
offers volunteer opportunities and leadership
programs domestically and abroad, and Take
Action! Tour, gives motivational seminars in
schools to young people.

Lauren’s parents, Chris Bohinc and
Detty Peikert, are extremely proud of her.
“l am grateful to Lauren for bringing this
into our family,” said Bohinc. “Knowing her
resourcefulness as 1 do, I had no doubt she
would find a way to accomplish her goal,
however challenging it might be.”

When | asked Lauren Peikert what
she had learned from the experience, she
replied, “My purpose in life is to make a
difference before I die. I know now that |
can accomplish anything if I set my mind to
it.” With presumably many decades ahead to
devote to that purpose, the world can look
forward to a wealth of positive contributions
from this inspiring old soul. May she stay
forever young.

View photos of the Kono District School in Sierra
Leone at www.freethechildren.org/programs/
schoolbuilding/donorlist_LLhtm

To learn more about FREE THE CHILDREN, www.
freethechildren.com or tel. 1-800-203-9091
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