
Q&A with Skidmore’s Kelsey Yam ’13  
Soccer Without Borders at Skidmore and in Uganda 
 
A co-organizer of Skidmore’s 2013 Soccer Without Borders spring break 
camp, Kelsey Yam ’ 13 is a three-
time All-Liberty League women’s 
soccer selection who was a captain 
for the 2012 women’s team. Last 
summer, the management & 
business major traveled to a Soccer 
Without Borders (SWB) site in 
Kampala, Uganda, where she helped 
teach soccer and life skills. In the 
following interview, Yam discusses 
the experience, which she called “life-changing,” and the Ugandan 
people, who were “beyond inspiring.”  
 
What do the proceeds go to programmatically in Uganda? And what 
are the benefits? 
 
The proceeds go toward almost all program expenses, which include 
rent, local staff (coaches/teachers) salaries, supplies, and special 
programs. Special programs cover league registration/match fees, 
special events, such as cultural festivals that include lunch for the kids 
and transportation. The program serves about 350-400 youth, mainly 
refugees and Ugandan nationals, between two sites. Most of the 
participants cannot afford school and/or to play soccer.  
 
The program engages participants in five key activities: soccer, 
educational workshops, team-building, civic engagement, and cultural 
exchange. More specifically, SWB offers life-skill lessons (nutrition, 
HIV/AIDS education, exercise, conflict-resolution, etc.), English classes, 
and tactical/technical soccer trainings and league/tournament matches 
for all age groups. All participants are provided with cleats to play in, 
athletic clothes for girls, and uniform matches.  
 
There are tangible and intangible benefits. The direct benefits include of 



physical activity and education as well as the increasing support of the 
community; a safe, secure environment; and mentors and role models. 
Thus, our presence and commitment are really the most important, 
beyond the equipment we bring. Soccer simply serves as the vehicle to 
make all of this possible, connecting everyone on a level playing field. 
 
For the participants, especially the refugees, SWB acts as a center of true 
refuge. Many of their families have left their native countries for a far 
less attractive life simply to stay alive. And SWB offers them, free of 
charge, the ability to learn English, Uganda's official language, make 
friends, and integrate into their new community. These kids have more 
desire to learn and more determination to create a better future for 
themselves than most, and SWB provides them with the resources and 
opportunities to be able to realize their inherent potential and achieve 
their goals. 
 
What was the experience like? What did you learn about the 
program and the people? 
 
I went this past summer, 2012, and the experience was amazing, 
literally life-changing, frightening, and awesome all at the same time. 
The tangible and intangible benefits existed for me as well. I learned 
some of the local language and customs, history and geography, and 
how to find my way around a foreign city. But, most of all, the people I 
worked with and the kids I spent my time with, were beyond inspiring. I 
made friends there that I will have for life.  
 
Despite their struggles and hardships, ones I cannot even imagine 
enduring, they have the most genuine appreciation for life and a single-
minded drive to succeed. So much of what I took for granted, they are so 
eager and excited to have: their own notebook, a pair of cleats, or soccer 
ball, even just to borrow. At 10, I was not learning how to use a coal 
stove or carrying gallons of jugs, on my head, for miles. Regardless of 
the very different lifestyles we live, I found it so easy and comforting to 
connect with them; fundamentally, we are all the same, and the 
thoughts and emotions that truly matter in life are shared across 
national borders, language and cultural barriers. I learned that SWB 
gives people from different backgrounds a chance to connect and makes 
learning is constant.  



 
I assume you love working at Skidmore’s camp as well. Why? 
 
Camp is an awesome experience, and even more special after traveling 
to Uganda and seeing first-hand how much of an impact the Saratoga 
community's donations and support help the program abroad. It is a 
really fun week of camp, overwhelming and hectic at times, but 100% 
worth it. The community and the kids that come out are awesome. 
 
I am really looking forward to the atmosphere at camp, hanging out 
with the kids is a perfect break from classes, and seeing the kids really 
start to understand what the camp is all about, and realizing that they 
are helping kids get to play soccer just like them. I remember last year, a 
five-year-old participant donated his brand new soccer ball after we 
spoke about where the proceeds went. That was really cool. 
 
What’s in your future? 
 
I want to constantly be active, around soccer, and around kids, whether 
through coaching, teaching, or doing! My dream is to open an all-girls 
SWB program in a rural region of Uganda, hoping to empower girls in 
the same way, giving them equal gender opportunities and begin to 
change society's mindset, marginalized girls overcome barriers to 
success.  
 
 
 
 
 


