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INSIDE: 

ñWe respect and advocate for our patients and each other.ò 
 

Advocacy ð Informing and Educating. 
Article provided by Tina Sopiwnik, Dentist and Advocacy Director. 
 

I want to advocate for you.   
How does your body react when you read this phrase?  Maybe you will have an 

emotional response that feels comfortable.  What if it doesnôt feel comfortable?  

 

NorthLakes values ñtrust ï We respect and advocate for our patients and each otherò 

and I hope you can join me and the NorthLakes advocacy team on what Iôm calling 

our ñadvocacy journeyò. Becoming an advocate and being a recipient of advocacy is 

not new, however it may be unfamiliar.  What does it mean to be an advocate? Why 

would I advocate and how do I do it? Where has this movement come from and why 

are we hearing so much about it now?  Understanding what advocacy means to us 

will help you become a comfortable and confident advocate. 

 

Health Centers have grown tremendously over the last 50 years. This growth alone is 

an example of advocacy working. NorthLakes growth in the last 4 years viewed 

through the lens of advocacy demonstrates the genuine feeling of potential: our 

ñlittleò health center can make a big difference in our community and for our 

patientsô lives.  Our Board of Directors and staff have done a great job advocating 

and putting NorthLakes in this position and with the help of our community we will 

be able to demonstrate our success with data and tell our stories for years to come. 

 

However, advocacy at NorthLakes is not static.  We cannot expect, in a changing 

health care system, to maintain the status quo.  Our consumer board of directors 

demands we remain innovative and use our advocacy to change outcomes for our 

patients facing health disparities and work with partners to improve social 

(Continued on page 3) 
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NorthLakes Board of Directors NorthLakes Board of Directors (BOD)(BOD)  
Article provided by Jeremy Oswald, Washburn Clinic Site Manager. 
 

Once a month, 17 people meet to talk about health care in Northwestern 
Wisconsin.  Itôs the board of directors of NorthLakes Community Clinic. 
Some of them are teachers, one is a baker, another is a gardener, one 
helps to run a large insurance company.  Many are retired.  Over half of 
them are patients at NorthLakes.  They meet because each of them has a 
personal sense of responsibility to their community; and their task is to 
determine the path that NorthLakes will travel.   
 

By mandate from Human Resource and Services Administration (HRSA, 
the agency that oversees NorthLakes), at least half of the board members 
must be patients to ensure that patients are making decisions about what 
services, locations, hours and programs the clinic provides.  HRSA also 
requires that they represent the areas that the clinic serves. And they do, 
being from Ashland, Oulu, Hayward, Minong, Iron River, Brule, Spring 
Lake, Wascott, and many points in between!   
 

On NorthLakesô organizational chart, the governing board has one point 
of connection to the staff: the Chief Executive Officer. CEO Reba Rice 
works closely with the board to keep them involved with the work 
NorthLakes is doing.  In conversation one will often hear Reba say,  
ñOur board is just so awesome!ò 
 

Two of the longest serving board members are Louise Heim and 
Stephanie Laakson, both of Hayward. They served on the North Woods 
CHC board prior to the merge with The Lakes (which resulted in the 
creation of NorthLakes in 2013). In a recent conversation they talked 
about their experience on the board and why they do what they do.  
Louise is currently the longest serving member and will be leaving this 
May after over 12 years of monthly meetings.  
 

Jeremy: Tell me about your board experience. How did you decide to join 
the board? What has it been like to be a board member for all these 
years? 
 

Stephanie:  I was recruited by a woman I worked with. She said, ñI think 
you might be interested in being on this board and I said, ñokayò.  But 
there was quite a bit of stress in those early days.  The first three or four 
months that I was on the board I didnôt say much. It was a very tough 
financial situation for North Woods, right out of the gate. At that point we 
found Gretchen Dahlen to be our CEO, which was great for North 
Woods.  Gretchen was very savvy.  She brought on Brian (Ahlgren) I 
think that she saw the writing on the wall that North Woods would have to 
do some things for them to remain viable, to survive. It wasnôt easyé.A 
three-hour meeting was not unusual in those days.  
 

Louise: I was recruited by my neighbor, who was board president at the 
time. I had two young kids; I wasnôt employed because I was purposefully 
staying home to take care of kids. I think that he knew that my family that 
we, well, we werenôt well off.  We struggled to get our kids healthcare.  
We were on the WIC program.  We were both college educated andéwe 
were just in this position where we struggled to get proper healthcare we 
knew we were not the only ones.  He thought that my viewpoint would be 
an asset to the board because at the time there wasnôt anyone on the 
board who was in that position.  After I went to the first board meeting I 
realized the other members were all coming from a place that I have 
never been in my life and likely will never be. Which is all good, buté
there is a value in what I can tell them, and what I can remind them to be 
conscious of.   
 

My focus was on meeting the needs of the people that we are supposed 
to be open for and I had no hesitation about speaking up and asking a 
question, ówhy are we doing this, why arenôt we, whatôs keeping us from 
doing this?ô  And I think consequently they gave me the role of the 

ñThis organization is an example of how  

people work together for a common purpose 

with no detriment to anyone else.ò 

NorthLakes Board Members pictured are: 
Louise Heim and Stephanie Laakson 



 

secretary just so I wouldnôt be able to talk so much.  
(Laughter) It was eye opening to be on the board, 
and it was also very empowering because you knew 
that the business at hand affected peopleôs lives.  To 
be on the board was important and serious 
commitment and it was wonderful work, really 
empowering work to do.  And it still remains that way.   
 

Stephanie: I completely agree with Louise. I love the 
respect that the board members have for each other 
even though we come from very different viewpoints. 
We donôt have to agree on everything all the time but 
we are truly respectful of each otherôs opinions and 
knowledge. I love the dynamics involved with the 
differences that we bring and the fact that we are 
very driven in a personal way to be a small part of 
what this organization is all about.   
 

Louise: Reba has a good sense for knowing how to 
balance the board so that there are all types of 
people on it. Thatôs why sheôs been able to keep 
plugging away and be a champion for the mission of 
this organization.  Itôs exciting and itôs fun to be 
working for the benefit for our communities, no matter 
what their status. 
 

Stephanie: I think itôs always an adventure when we 
come to a meeting, what is new today? Reba is a 
dynamo! But at the core of it we all remain very much 
aware that it is not about us, itôs about our 
communities and how we can better the healthcare 
connections in our communities.  For as big as we 
are now I think that we all look at the heart of why we 
are there.  I donôt think that anyone is lost in the 
bigness.  
 

Louise: NorthLakes is still small enough in the grand 
scheme of things that we havenôt lost focus on what 
we are here to do, and there is certainly plenty of 
need left. Going to board meeting is exciting for me 
still.  I get a thrill just hearing about whatôs new, what 
new avenue have we found to make this organization 
more viable and how does that effect the quantity or 
quality of care that we can provide.  How is this 
making a difference in the lives of the people that 
weôre here to serve? 
 

Iôll be going off of the board in May; itôs time for me to 
go.  It leaves me with a sense of a job well done.  
This organization is an example of how people work 

  Advocacy Advocacy é (cont.)é (cont.)  

 

determinates of health in our community.  

Our health center may not look the same in 5 

or 10 years (or in typical NorthLakes 

fashion, 1 or 2 years). But if we continue to 

meet the needs of our community and 

demonstrate our success, the support or 

advocacy from our community will allow 

this movement to thrive. 

 

Join us on our journey.  The advocacy team 

will be here providing some of the patient 

data and stories and I am confident, at the 

risk of sounding cliché, you will know what 

to do. There will be times along the way 

when things are going well and times when 

weôll need a little extra support.  Some 

activities will feel very natural and 

comfortable, sometimes we may talk about 

something a more uncomfortable or 

unfamiliar.  Whatever your experience or 

comfort level, we invite you to join us and 

participate in the conversation!  We have an amazing organization, wonderful and 

supportive partners, and, of course, the best community and patients!  The energy 

you put in will return to you; it will be an amazing feeling after supporting our 

community and successful advocacy! 

(Continued from page 1) 

Dr. Tina reaching out and 

talking to members of the 

community.  

together for a common purpose with no detriment to anyone else.  It is a totally positive 
organization. Thatôs the way I see it.  
 

Itôs just so rare that you get an opportunity to be a part of a group like this, a clinic board, 
thatôs a nonprofit, thatôs viable, thatôs out in the community doing wonderful things and has 
the potential to remain in the community no matter what the economic situation is.  As long 
as people are dedicated to providing care to people who need it, want it, and canôt get it 
anywhere else.  I think the organization will thrive and Iôm looking forward to getting this 
newsletter after Iôm off of the board.   
 

Jeremy: Thanks for my daily reminder that I work for a really awesome place. And 
especially thank you for all you have done for the community during your time on the board! 
 

If you are interested in serving on the board of directors of NorthLakes, please contact Reba 
Rice at rrice@northlakesclinic.org. We are always seeking patient members!! 

NorthLakes 
Annual  

Meeting. 


