
A New Campaign: Volunteer Awareness and Preparedness

“Designed by Volunteers for Future Volunteers”

By volunteering at local Boys and Girls Clubs, we are able to give back to the community through connecting with children on a personal level. We as volunteers from an English 121 class at the University of Washington, have a duty to follow the mission of the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club: “to enable all young people, especially those who need us most, to reach their full potential as productive, caring, responsible citizens” (The Positive Place for Kids). Currently, volunteers are not trained to connect with special needs children in a way that will enable the children to reach their full potential. Due to deficiency of volunteer awareness, the Club struggles to retain volunteers over lengthy periods of time, which will lead to a variety of faces that these youth see daily. When a child is able to connect with a volunteer on a regular basis, a genuine connection between the two will enable the child to reach his or her full potential as a productive, caring, and responsible citizen.  To address the issue of volunteer awareness, the local Wallingford community and future University of Washington volunteers must be aware of the ongoing issue of discomfort between the children with special needs and volunteers. To address this issue, we proposed a campaign that is composed of three facets. First, a public service announcement (PSA) that concentrates on the issue of equality between all children, special needs or not, will be played on radio stations locally. In addition, newsletters have been created to engage in the issue of special needs children and the steps that prepare a student to become a successful volunteer. Lastly, a PowerPoint presentation during volunteer orientation will include a series of example situations that a volunteer may experience with children with special needs. Making an effort to raise awareness for those volunteering addresses how to effectively engage youth with special needs and the ability to connect with any children. This awareness generates a friendship and bond that will then be taken to their schools, communities, homes, and other aspects of life. However, the aim is to raise awareness about how to connect differently and understand the disabilities, but not to treat the youth differently in a way that makes them feel “special”.  


Over each of the past 50 years, the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club has been an after school facility for over 1,000 children in the local community (The Positive Place for Kids). Together, the staff and community from around Wallingford have generated the Club in a way that not only betters the children’s study habits and social skills, but gives them a safe environment to spend their after-school hours. To keep this up year-to-year, the Club has formed a mission that each employee and volunteer works to follow.  The mission is as follows; “To enable all young people, especially those that need us most, to reach their full potential as productive, caring, responsible citizens” (The Positive Place for Kids). The Wallingford Boys and Girls Club is also the only Club in King County that accepts children with a variety of special needs. Employees of the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club are extensively trained to work with all of these children in an approach that will integrate them with all children in activities where they will grow both socially and educationally. During an interview with Wallingford’s Operations Director Meghan Sweet, she explained that “employee training includes extensive research of several different types of disabilities, and some have even helped in the writing of the Boys and Girls Club handbook” (Sweet). Unlike these employees, volunteers are initially unaware that the Club even works with children with special needs. When a volunteer attends the required orientation, no specific information or training is given to prepare that volunteer to work with these children with special needs. The lack of volunteer awareness and preparedness on the topic of children with special needs can sometimes catch the volunteer off guard, creating a distance during the initial meeting between the two parties. We have used this bit of background information as research for this new campaign in hopes to prepare future volunteers of the current situation. With this preparedness, in connection with our campaign for awareness, our aim is for future volunteers to be aware of youth of special needs, and welcome the challenge that comes with connecting with these youth. To fulfill these aims, we have proposed the following three facets that make up our campaign which actively implements volunteer awareness and preparedness in local Boys and Girls Clubs. 
For the first media campaign, a public service announcement will be broadcasted across local radio air waves, to the ears of the public near the Wallingford community and the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club. The PSA is created to appeal to people listening to it on the radio. It uses music tastefully as a background to the serious message being sent out to the local people of Wallingford. The message in the PSA is, “making an effort to raise awareness for those volunteering creates comfort and ability to connect with any child. This ability generates friendships and bonds that create comfort in the child; a comfort that they can take into their school, communities, homes, or any other aspect of life” (__________ et al.). By stressing the notion of comfort and bonds between youth and volunteers, the PSA raises awareness on the issue of the need for special needs education at the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club for children with special needs. Another part of this goal is to show the new development of volunteer awareness for this aspect of the club, which has been lacking in the past according to some people’s experiences. 
Another aspect of the PSA represents equality for all children and not to make anyone, children with special needs or not, feel excluded by being victimized by their disability. By raising awareness to the local Boys and Girls Club in Wallingford and transferring this awareness to future volunteers there, the hope is to create equality among all of the children. Throughout American history, equality has always been and currently, still is a huge topic in American society that is never quite fulfilled. The PSA represents the history of equality when it states, “equality is a cornerstone of American society” (__________ et al.). America values equality as a status in which certain dissimilar people have a similar social standing. Equality is important in the future development of people’s lives as well as the future development of America as a whole. Furthermore, making the vision of equality between all children become a reality is a purpose of the PSA, but also a hope for the better of American society. 
The second of the three facets is a newsletter that will be distributed for volunteers in future English 121 classes, the Carlson Leadership and Public Service Center at the University of Washington, and/or Wallingford orientation sessions. It outlines the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club’s mission and illustrates to future volunteers how this mission can be fulfilled. This newsletter (attached in the portfolio as an artifact), includes an outline of a variety of disabilities in addition to three steps towards being a prepared volunteer. The target audience here differs from the target of the PSA because it is more specific in that it is aimed at volunteers. On a micro level, each of the sections has a slightly different purpose. The first section “The First Step” begins with a phone call or an e-mail in which you state your name and your affiliation. At this time you will set up an orientation date and time which will be your first attendance to the Club. The second section “Orientation” outlines a period where you will tour the facility, fill out liability forms. With the implication of our new campaign, volunteers will at this time be taken through a presentation illustrating example situations that they may encounter with the children with special needs. Lastly, “What to Expect” explains that Wallingford Boys and Girls Club has a “program for youth with special need that has been recognized for excellence by the King County Department of Developmental Disabilities” (Smith). The collective aim of these sections, as well as the newsletter on the whole, is to bring awareness to future volunteers of the special needs program at the Wallingford Boys and Girls Club. With an awareness and preparedness of the current program, future volunteers can more effectively connect with the children with special needs at the Wallingford branch in a fashion that will allow for the mission of the Boys and Girls Club to be fulfilled. 

A brief coverage, as illustrated in this newsletter, will fit the mold of an informing, attention-grabbing device that will be simple for volunteers to understand, and at the same time prepare volunteers for a variety of generalized disabilities. Admittedly, the newsletter is forced into reducing the complexities of disabilities in order for general audience, the reason for this move is .so that the volunteers who may be unfamiliar with the complexities of disabilities can get a quick generalizable understanding of how these disabilities manifest themselves differently in each child. Due to this singular manifestation, it is extremely difficult for the staff at Wallingford to cover each youth with special needs in-depth during orientation for volunteers. Though an in-depth coverage of each child would be very beneficial, the fact of the matter is that neither the staff nor the volunteers have the time to engage in the specifics of each youth’s disability. In reality, it is recognized by both volunteers and staff that it is impossible to connect with each individual child on a personal level due to time constraints. Our belief is that though we cannot connect with each and every child of special needs, we shouldn’t be cut off from all awareness of disabilities. By giving the volunteer awareness, they are also given the opportunity to connect with a child, or multiple children, should they choose to. Conversely, children with special needs are given just as much of an opportunity to interact with volunteers as any other child. 
In connection with the first two facets, our third facet presented during the orientation will be a PowerPoint presentation relating to some example situations that could possibly occur during the interaction between volunteers and children with special needs while at the Boys and Girls Club of Wallingford. In this facet, the future volunteers of the Club will be able to have an idea about how the situations between the youth with special needs and themselves integrate together, and better prepare in dealing with the problem. For example, the PowerPoint presentation talks about situations when volunteers deal with children with autism. This specific slide defines autism as “…a complex disorder of the central nervous system that has the following three defining core features. These are defined as problems with social interactions, impaired verbal and non-verbal communication, and a pattern of repetitive behavior with narrow, constricted interest” (Ellis 1). Autism gives an insight into the symptoms of autism such as: physical normality, unusual behavior, as well as the fact that a child of autism may show a particular symptom at a varying degree. Some youth might not be able to understand what the volunteers are trying to say, and for that matter to fully comprehend what is being said to them. This inability reduces the likelihood of the children with special needs to engage with people in an empathetic fashion. Fortunately, if the volunteers spend time in understanding what the youth are saying, they may be able to communicate with them more effectively. Specifically, volunteers will ask unique questions so that the children will remember them. 
The purpose of this presentation during the orientation for the volunteers is to give an idea and example of their working environment, as well as the people who they will work with. It also tells them what they will be expecting when they start working. In preparation of volunteers, it also serves as a reminder for the volunteers who will have a challenging interaction with children with special needs. Some past volunteers from the Wallingford did not pay attention to the children with special needs in the Club, and the staff also has little time in teaching or providing them with solutions and ways to interact. As a result, the presentation will articulate the necessities for a prepared volunteer, consequently making them feel more comfortable. With these example situations, the volunteers who are interested will gain more confidence, as well as a better idea about what to do while at the Boys and Girls Club. They will also grow in problem solving, as well as situation handling. 
Presently, for many volunteers attending The Wallingford Boys and Girls Club, what is expected is not what is being experienced. While attending orientation, volunteers lack useful information that will prepare them to meet the mission of the Boys and Girls Club to its fullest potential. The implementation of the three facets will ultimately benefit volunteers, children with special needs, Boys and Girls Club staff, and the local community by raising awareness and preparedness. Although we, as current volunteers, will not be volunteering in the future, we still feel the need to leave the Club with a manageable curriculum for volunteer awareness that will benefit the Boys and Girls Club as a whole. Our three facets have been designed by volunteers for future volunteers, without putting more stress on the staff of the Wallingford branch. Implementing each of the three facets will be relatively simple and easy, while at the same time fulfilling the overall mission of the Boys and Girls Club in an effort to allow children with special needs to make a positive impact as productive citizens.  It is our hopes that in a year from now, our ideas as student volunteers will be effectively implemented in Jentery’s future English 121 classes, The Carlson Leadership and Public Service Center at the University of Washington finally the Boys and Girls Club of Wallingford. We hope that as current volunteers when we step foot, once again, in the doors of The Wallingford Boys and Girls Club, we will see a better interaction between volunteers and the children with special needs. In the more distant future, we hope that the implementation of this campaign will then transfer over into the lives of children with special needs giving them opportunities for employment as productive citizens.
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