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Volunteers in Action, Taking Initiative, Making a Difference

As students in a service-learning based course at the University of Washington, our volunteer efforts at a local Boys and Girls Club have created an invested mentor relationship, which could be improved through closer collaboration with Boys and Girls Club staff. Through staff approved structured programming, volunteers can create a stronger sense of commitment to the club. A volunteer initiated program, which produces change through collaboration between University of Washington volunteers and the Wallingford Boys and Girls club, would allow the volunteers to make a greater impact at the Boys and Girls club than they are currently making. While some people may feel student volunteers are not reliable and committed to sustaining a relationship with the Boys and Girls club, we feel that volunteer initiated programs will create a stronger bond between the UW students and the club, prompting them to make a lasting commitment. Our proposed program benefits both the kids and staff at the boys and girls club, as well as volunteers and service learning professors at the University of Washington. Our bimedial campaign, consisting of a public service announcement and a presentation, address recruiting student volunteers and introducing the stated program to Boys and Girls Club staff and the UW Carlson Leadership and Public Service Center. Working in allegiance with the Boys and Girls Club members and staff will allow volunteers to develop an understanding of the club’s needs and desires. 


By collaboratively working with the staff at the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club, it is possible for the volunteers to help in the creating of a positive place for kids. “Volunteers who want more involvement can do it,” stated Adam, who is the Boys and Girls Club coordinator. If a volunteer has a passion for something, whether it is art, music, or sports, they can make it an activity and interact with the kids by leading the activity. This not only makes volunteers more useful, but it would allow the staff to be relieved of a portion of their duties and allow the kids to take part in something beneficial in their lives. Passions which volunteers have “can be contagious with kids.” For example, playing a guitar or cello to the kids could inspire them to start playing too. Who knows, maybe they could become the next Carlos Santana or Yo-Yo Ma. Collaborative work would result in “more diversity with what you care about.” In this context, Adam is presenting the idea that more diversity means an increase in activities and hobbies which the kids can take part in. Instead of the usual daily schedule of kids arriving, playing in the gym, having snacks, and then homework/free time, there would be days where volunteers can set-up an event in which the kids can participate. A nice change of pace would be beneficial to the club and its members. However with this proposed idea, the best way to build relationships with kids is to have a consistent schedule. Adam from the Boys and Girls Club says that it allows volunteers to make relationships more personal and one could ask, for example, “How was your test the other day?” All volunteers make an impact on the club. In fact, even Adam stated that “volunteers are more important than the staff.” The staff usually watches and instructs the kids on what is going to happen, so that safety and fun can happen. Safety comes first. As a result, they don’t have the time and manpower to sit down, talk, and play with the kids individually because they have to oversee the entire group. Volunteers can take the time and individually interact with children one on one, or in small groups, which is where personal relationships really start to occur.


Understanding the Boys and Girls Club staff’s daily routine, how it feels to work with the kids, and the way the staff perceives the volunteers are vital parts to further understanding how to initiate positive change at the Boys and Girls Club.  Based on these ideas, we conducted an interview with Jay, the event coordinator. He described his typical day as, “Planning events, working with kid’s kindergarten through fifth grade, helping facilitate programs, and disciplining the children to make sure they treat one another, the staff, and the volunteers with respect.”  Just hearing this brief description demonstrates how difficult it can be to establish strong volunteer relationships in relation to the staff’s busy schedules.  Jay has a very stressful, but rewarding job, and at the same time it is hard for him to find time to even fully accomplish his daily duties with so many kids running around, let alone connect with the volunteers.  This relates to our idea to initiate collaboration as volunteers with the staff that is already so busy and unable to take time out of their days to come up with additional ways for volunteers to help out.  By initiating this partnership, we believe there is so much the volunteers can learn from the staff, especially Jay who is basically running the show.  He described his job as, “A wide range of days from great to terrible,” and gave us an impression that it brings out a great deal of emotion.  By talking to him, we can deeper understand how to interact and deal with the children in a positive manner, no matter how difficult it may seem to be.  Another important aspect of Jay’s job is his interactions with the kids as far as being an authority figure.  He feels that it is, “necessary to gain their respect, and respect them at the same time, by doing so they will listen better and we can have a positive friendly relationship rather than me having to be the ‘bad guy.’”  This completely relates to a panel with public service experts we held in class in regards to respecting and acting as equals to the kids rather than invading them.  Just as the staff at Wallingford aims to treat these kids, so should the volunteers, by showing up with positive attitudes working to become friends with them rather than acting as if we are there to help or change who they are.  Probably the most important part of the interview was hearing Jay’s opinions on the volunteers because we can directly relate and learn from what he has to say.  When asking him how he views the volunteers, he responded, “there are good ones and bad ones, the good ones engage and are actually useful and then there are those that stand around or talk on their cell phones the whole time that just sort of get in the way.”  This causes us to ask how we, as volunteers, are impacting the club.  Are we just showing up to complete the hours, or are we actually coming in and leaving an impression on the club each and every time?  By initiating our proposal to collaborate with the staff, we will be doing more than just showing up; we will be expanding on the hard work and dedication the permanent staff already contributes to the lives of the children.  With that, we proposed our plan of action to Jay, and were pleased to hear his positive reactions.  “Of course we would love to see some volunteers come in here and take on leadership roles,” he told us, “the kids would love it and it would only help the staff here even more.”    


In order to determine what sort of change would have a positive impact on the kids at the Boys and Girls club, we asked them directly. When kids in the Boys and Girls Club were interviewed, they all stated that they liked taking part in activities. In addition, they really liked when volunteers came and spent time with them. One child said that she likes the activities because she likes to “eat stuff.” Even if these are the reasons, they still enjoy it. The best part of working at the Boys and Girls Club, in Adam’s view, is “working with the kids,” because it allows him to “accomplish something real, which impacts the kids every day.” Volunteer initiated programs will allow volunteers to teach kids about something they enjoy, which will enrich the life of the kids they are mentoring. The kids at the Boys Girls Club have five basic rules for volunteers, “(1) Be Fun, (2) Tie our shoes, (3) Let us play, (4) Feed us when we are hungry and (5) Give us a monkey,” and a volunteer initiated program, especially one incorporating a trip to the zoo, satisfies each of these rules.

The key component of our volunteer initiated change program is a set of volunteers who are committed to making a difference in the lives of children in their community. Thus we created a public service announcement with the purpose of promoting our volunteer project to University of Washington students, informing students about the benefits of volunteering and prompting them to volunteer.  Being that the audience of our PSA is students at the UW, the PSA uses language appropriate for students and gives information specific to students at the UW, stating that "as a student at the University of Washington, the Carlson Center offers you the opportunity to commit to serve your community." Through statements such as this one, our PSA paints public service in a good light, while laying out specific details on how to get involved. Without the harsh reality of copy-right laws, our PSA could be feasibly played on UW's Rainy Dawg Radio. When we chose the song which plays in the background of our soundscript, we looked for a song which was both upbeat and appropriate for the subject matter of our PSA and would accomplish our goal of getting students to volunteer. The use of the song "I Want to Hold Your Hand" by the Beatles sets a positive tone for the PSA, and suggests child-mentor interaction. The introduction of our PSA states "Growing up, they were all around you... you looked up to them for guidance", referencing possible mentors that UW students had as they were growing up. By triggering positive memories, our PSA appeals to pathos. Finally, the line "Now it's your turn to make a difference in the life of a young person in your community," puts the ball in the student's court. Our PSA also stresses that volunteers will be able to work in areas they enjoy and feel comfortable working in; by implying that the listener has the potential to make a positive difference and that it is something he/she has an obligation to do. We feel our PSA will appeal to UW students and lay the groundwork for a group of volunteers who—in collaboration with the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club staff—will initiate positive change.


While the first step is to inspire University of Washington students to make an impact in the lives of kids and volunteer at the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club, it is equally important to have the support and approval of the Wallingford staff. The staff has ultimate authority over the club’s programs and it is necessary to portray our intentions for more volunteer responsibility, as a means to relieve the staff of some work and/or stress. As previously stated, the goal of the other half of our media campaign, aside from the public service announcement, is presenting the idea of volunteer led programs to the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club staff.  A PowerPoint presentation is the media means for presenting the idea to the staff along with a question and answer collaboration following. Our presentation to the staff does not just simply state the goal of volunteer led programs but begins by expressing the volunteer’s knowledge of the staff’s impact on the kids and their time spent organizing every week. By first relating to the staff and showing an understanding, the presentation clarifies that the volunteer led programs are to help the staff and make their work easier, not to criticize any form of lacking on their part. After creating a foundation of common understanding of the staff’s responsibilities and dedication to the club and the kids, the presentation implies that the volunteers should want to be going to the club as a means of support for the staff. Only a plethora of positive support can come from volunteers becoming more active. Programs can be held each week, led by volunteers, for kids to participate in such as arts and crafts, cooking, gym games, video-game tournaments, board game activities, etc. Not only will the volunteers create stronger bonds with kids and feel more valuable when at the club, but they will also give the staff a chance to do other things or simply take a break. In the process of making stronger bonds and feeling more a part of the club volunteers can also help out the staff when students are acting out. A problem many of the Wallingford staff faces daily is when students become loud and noisy during homework/quiet time. When asked to do something quiet, some kids are mouthy and swear at the staff. A volunteer that doesn’t know the young teens very well feels out of place to say anything to the student acting out or help take some of the stress off the staff during this time. But if the volunteers had closer relationships with the students, which result from doing activities with them weekly, a bond would exist that could help them extinguish a confrontation before one could occur. Many small positive aspects come from volunteer initiated programs, which all come together to develop a connection with the volunteers and kids that will keep them coming each week even after their service-learning quarter comes to an end. Our PowerPoint presentation will introduce this information to the staff, and a collaborative session afterwards will allow for volunteers to adapt their programs to fit the club’s needs.


Service learning at the University of Washington provides an excellent opportunity for students to become active members of their community. Volunteer initiated programs, formed in collaboration with Boys and Girls Club staff, will grow the positive relationship between UW students and members of the club. In addition, this relationship will help ensure that the relationship has the potential to live past a single quarter at the UW. These volunteer initiated programs will serve to benefit the kids at the Boys and Girls Club by providing them with more engaged mentors and activities, by alleviating some of the stresses of the staff, and by increasing the amount UW students take away from their service learning course.  With that, we propose that future 121 service-learning classes establish peer support groups at the beginning of the quarter to work together to volunteer and organize activities rather than students working alone.  Following the framework which we have laid out, class instructors can work with their students and the Boys and Girl Club staff to develop a curriculum which contains a large educational component, as well as serving the local community to the greatest extent possible. 
