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My experience with the Women’s Leadership Institute started a little unexpectedly. 

Melanie Paris Jones, the CEO of WLI, sent me a LinkedIn invitation to attend a 

documentary screening. I decided to go, without expecting much, but that moment 

opened a new opportunity for me. At the event, I met members of the marketing team, 

including Jen Hunsaker, and I offered to volunteer. After that, they invited me to attend 

the first class of the Raising Leaders series. 

On March 4th, I had my first experience at the WLI, I spent an entire morning with them, 

surrounded by women from different backgrounds who are trying to grow in their 

careers and leadership paths. During the session, I listened to conversations, shared 

ideas, and learned more about the challenges women face in Utah. Before this 

experience, I did not fully understand how complex these challenges are. Many women 



talked about balancing leadership roles with family responsibilities and how difficult it 

can be to find support and opportunities. 

This experience connects to the importance of gender equality, which is also part of 

global conversations led by the UN. In a state like Utah, where cultural expectations can 

be strong, many women are still trying to find space to grow professionally. Being there 

made me realize that this conversation is not only important, but also necessary and, in 

many ways, delayed. I can also connect this experience to the Student-Engaged 

Learning model. Instead of only studying leadership in theory, I was able to see how 

leadership development happens in real life. I observed how the institute creates 

spaces for women to learn, connect, and support each other. 

 

I was also given a role. I was assigned to help edit videos for the Raising Leaders 

series, which includes interviews with women sharing their journeys in leadership. 

These stories often include personal struggles, career growth, and the challenge of 

balancing work and family life. Through this task, I am contributing to how these stories 

are shared with a larger audience. 

One of the most impactful parts of this experience was being surrounded by so many 

women who are actively trying to improve their lives. The environment felt supportive, 

but also honest. People were not hiding their struggles. Instead, they were talking about 

them and looking for solutions. It made me reflect on how different social environments 

can shape opportunities, especially for women. I also felt motivated to be part of this 

work, not only as a volunteer but also as someone who wants to help create more equal 

opportunities. 

 Cristina Alves, Utah Valley University student  


