Role of the Volunteer

Fuliilling the purposes for involving volunteers
depends on finding work they are able to do

RALPH W, TYLER

y is volunteer effort important? What are the types of roles volun-
can perform? How does the volunteer’s performance in certain
compare to what the professional could do? What is generally
of opportunities available to volunteers? These are among the
ions entertained by professionals who work with or arrange for the
emnent of volunteers. This article puts such questions into focus.

tting perspective for a discussion of the volunteer’s role in
development organizations, it is useful to note that the great
of activities that contribute to the development of children and
are performed by adults and youth who are not trained
sionals. The initial education of children on which the
Is are accustomed to build is typically a function of the home.
basic development of a sound body and good health habits is
provided in the normal home. The child’s moral and religious
des are strongly dependent on his early experiences in the
and neighborhood. Wholesome recreation is largely begun
gh the play activities in home and community. The so-called
al home and community are places where parents, children,
youth live, play, and work together in ways that furnish the es-
ial conditions for constructive development of children. These
sary tasks are performed largely by adults and youth who have
been given special professional training.
any agencies that serve children and youth have generally been
tuted because some homes and some communities are not pro-
g this so-called normal environment in which constructive de-
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velopment takes place. Others, like the school, are established
cause of the need for learning things which are difficult or im
ble to acquire informally, like the ability to read, skill in han
mathematical problems, an understanding of the basic principl
science, and the like. But the very large part played by nonpr
sionals in youth development should be remembered when we
ourselves how volunteers may best contribute to the work of
nizations and agencies.

Five REasoNs WHY

Before discussing the volunteer’s role I should like to turn
question: Why is volunteer effort so important in organizations
voted to youth development? Five reasons are commonly
tioned.

An environment in which children and youth develop most
is one in which there is genuine warmth and respect. People
for each other because they are people, not because they are
for it. There is always danger that an organization will become
personal—the staff will operate with some efficiency, but with
personal commitment or involvement. The volunteers in an org
tion help to maintain the atmosphere of caring, of working
playing with others in a warm and friendly way. Hence, one
to involve volunteers in an organization is to help maintain in
climate of understanding.

A second reason is that we laymen get help from the expe
to do a better job in our own home and community. Working
youth under professional guidance helps me to understand
more fully and to be a better father and neighbor. Similarly,
or girl who serves as a volunteer gains greater understanding
appreciation of the role he can play at home, in school, and
where in the community. This can be a very important value
volunteer and in this way he contributes to society beyond t
vice performed in the organization.

A third reason for involving volunteers is the additional
they give to developing public understanding and support
agency. This is accomplished largely by the enthusiasm sho
nonprofessionals who have become involved in the organi
work. The professional is expected to speak out for his organ
because his job is there. Reports given by volunteers on the v:
the agency and their strong endorsement are much more Ii
be taken seriously.

A fourth reason for using volunteers is the shortage of

-
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ned professionals. In all fields of youth development, the de-
nd far exceeds the supply. Health agencies never find enough
pfessional nurses and social workers to carry the load. Educational
tanizations, character-building agencies, recreation centers, cor-
tional agencies, family service organizations, all the youth de-
ppment organizations cannot find enough trained personnel to
pvide full staffs. Without the enlistment of volunteers, most orga-
tions would either close up or reduce their volume to a small
ion of the need. Volunteers are needed to complement and
plement the professional worker’s efforts.

ven when an agency is fortunate enough to have a fairly ade-
e complement of professionals, the addition of volunteers makes
sible increased services within the limited budget. This is a fifth
son commonly given for using volunteers.

To summarize, the five reasons for involving volunteers in youth
elopment organizations are that: (1) volunteers help to maintain
iendly climate in the agency; (2) they learn from experience in
organization ways to be better members of the family and com-
nity; (3) they help in getting public understanding and support
the work of the organization; (4) they furnish greatly needed per-
nel to supplement and complement the professional staff; and
they make it possible for the agency to increase its services in
e of a limited budget.

LES ARE VARIED

he purposes for involving volunteers are not likely to be fulfilled
ess we can find out the kinds of work volunteers are able to do.
the experience of youth development organizations with long
ories (like the YMCA) or more recent programs (like compen-
pry education, Head Start, Civil Rights training, and programs
h emotionally disturbed children) volunteers have contributed
pstructively in several major kinds of roles.

One of the most natural roles for the youth or adult to take on is
normal role he would perform as a participating member of a
nily or neighborhood group. For example, many disadvantaged
ildren are handicapped by lack of language experience, friendly
ial contacts, and experience with simple games which require
pe application of rules and ability to foresee the consequences of
ain acts or moves in the game. In the so-called normal home,
smbers of the family talk with children, read to them or tell them
ories, play appropriate games with them, and share in discussing
iperiences and planning other activities. Doing these things with



156 JOURNAL OF COOPERATIVE EXTENSION: FALL 1

children or youth who have lacked this kind of normal experi
is a contribution of importance to their development. It requires
special training so can easily be undertaken by volunteers.

A second way in which volunteers are making contributions i
providing encouragement and reassurance to children and y
who are trying to learn something new or undertaking an a
which seems difficult to them. Often children in families with
incomes and children whose parents view the world as dange
and threatening are cautioned at home against positive active
ticipation in school or other community enterprises. These chil
are urged again and again to be careful and to do nothing w
might get them into trouble. As a consequence, many are fearf
making attempts to learn or to undertake new activities. They
little self-confidence and rarely have gained the satisfaction of
ceeding in something. I have noted a number of Head Start gr
in which nonprofessionals were contributing importantly to
self-confidence and emotional support of children who were
encouraged to learn. Similar observations have been made in
ious other programs and organizations. The warm, friendly en
agement of a volunteer youth or adult helps in many youth
velopment programs.

A third kind of contribution is for the volunteer to serve
model or illustration of what the child or youth is seeking to
come or to learn. One of the powerful negative influences in a
environment is the presence of persons whose character and be
ior set a poor example, and the absence of many who exemplify
sirable characteristics. As we grow up, we are prone to em
those around us who seem powerful or attractive. If we have a
ety of positive personalities among our acquaintances we are h
in developing positive personalities of our own. Every youth
velopment agency needs to have persons involved in its work
represent a variety of constructive and attractive personalities.
unteers are important in providing these models. If a boy or girl
relate himself in a friendly way to one or more of the boys and
being served by the agency, his actions and his style will oft
imitated; thus he can help to direct the young person into constru
patterns of development. Adult volunteers serve in this way,

A fourth kind of contribution is serving as a means of co
cation in both directions between professionals and the cli
served by an organization. Most organizations suffer from f
communication. The clients know too little about the purposes
programs of the agency and often have serious misconceptio
them; the professional staff has too limited an understanding of
goals, problems, activities, attitudes, and beliefs of clients. H:
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grams often miss their mark: client needs may be neglected un-

ciously and many efforts of both clients and staff are wasted
ause each knows too little about the other. Volunteers frequent-
fill an important role in increasing and improving communica-

A fifth kind of contribution is in operating, directing, or moni-
ing programs sufficiently structured that professional knowledge
judgment are not generally required. A number of the tutoring
grams for disadvantaged youth have been well outlined and
ning materials rather completely developed so that volunteer
th have been able to conduct them with some success. Some so-
ed teaching machines and other programmed materials have
n devised for use with retarded children, disadvantaged chil-
n, and those handicapped by physical disabilities or illness. Gen-
y, these materials can be largely administered and monitored
volunteers.
Finally, mention should be made of the long history of using vol-
teers for the many aspects of a total professional task that do not
uire specialized skill. For example, the preparation, distribution,
d maintenance of equipment and materials are responsibilities
quently assumed by volunteers. Routine reporting and recording
attendance, of projects undertaken and completed, and of minor
ancial items (lunch money, game tickets, and the like) are com-
only done by youth volunteers. They also generally relieve profes-
nals by providing assistance to children with their clothing and
aps and toilet operations. When the details of professional jobs
listed, a considerable number are likely to be tasks which can
successfully performed by youth or adult volunteers.
There are other kinds of roles which volunteers perform but most
f the responsibilities successfully assumed fall in these six types:
1) roles normally played in home and community; (2) giving en-
uragement and reassurance to children and youth engaged in
arning new things and trying activities which seem difficult to
em; (3) furnishing examples of behavior and character which can
well be emulated; (4) serving as a medium for two-way communica-
ion between the agency staff and the clients; (5) operating or moni-
toring programs which are well structured for individual or group
use; (6) performing the many duties which are commonly part of a
total professional job, but which do not require specialized compe-
tence.

INFORMATION Is LACKING

In the long history and wide use of volunteers, several problems
are frequently encountered that must be solved if the work is to be
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effective. The first of these is in recruiting and selecting volunte
for service in a particular organization. On the part of youth
nonprofessional adults, there is a noticeable lack of informat
about the total range of opportunities for volunteer participatios
their communities. They may know about one or two agencies &
are unaware of others that might offer opportunities more in kes
ing with their interests and abilities. There is much more mates
readily available in most places about occupations than about
unteer services. Youth development organizations in each local
should prepare a comprehensive catalog of volunteer needs, listi
explanations of programs, the significant features of each area
volunteer service, and qualifications required of volunteers.
should furnish a means for increasing the number of youth
adults who volunteer and thus reduce competition among agenc
for volunteers known to be interested and qualified.

From the standpoint of youth organizations, the available pool
volunteers is small and restricted—the supply is limited by eth
and racial lines, education and income levels, and by sex and ag
With a small pool, the usual practice is to do little systematic sele
tion (1) to screen out those who are clearly unfit for work wil
youth or (2) with those who have promise, to attempt to match
terests and abilities of volunteers with the demands and opport
ties of the various programs and roles. This selection process W
not be a perfect one and it will not be easy; however, if it is ¢
veloped as a continuing procedure so that earlier choices can be &
vised on the basis of the experience of the volunteer, the selectit
process can be greatly improved.

A second problem is providing for the initial training of the
unteer, followed by periodic or continuing opportunities to g
further competence for the tasks he undertakes. By and large, @
training of volunteers is inadequate. Few programs have formulate
clear-cut goals for training, and fewer of them have devised lean
ing experiences adequate to reach the goals. Learning takes tin
and the learner must focus his attention on what he is attempting
learn. Orientation lectures, general reading material, description
or demonstrations of the work involved in a program are too diffu
to permit the concentration of attention and the distribution of
time required to learn. What is needed is a carefully designed trai
ing program that begins with initial learning and provides opport
nities for continued sequential development after mastering
most basic early steps.

A third problem is developing a series of job experiences whid
enable the volunteer, like the professional, to move into more de
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anding roles as he demonstrates competence in earlier roles. In
s of effective performance of the task, we recognize the need
r sequential learning which carries the volunteer to higher and
gher levels of performance. Looked at from the standpoint of the
olunteer’s interests and satisfactions, we see the need to avoid get-
ng into a rut and the desirability of finding challenge and variety
his work. When he masters the early stages, he is likely to reach
plateau of performance, get bored, and lose interest. From the
plunteer’s standpoint, he should have opportunities for increased
ssponsibility and variety. This requires some planning.
A fourth problem is providing helpful supervision and coordina-
on of the work of volunteers. Generally, the volunteer undertakes
nly a part of the total professional task. The individual youth or
he group with which he works is involved in an entire project or a
airly wide range of activities. In these circumstances, the volun-
ser’s role is expected to fit in with that of others, both volunteers
nd professionals, in order to carry the project through or to gain
he expected benefit of the range of activities undertaken. Since the
qumber of professionals is limited, the supervisory and coordinating
ocedure should conserve professional time. Some supervision is
eeded but continuous inspection is neither feasible nor desirable.
ore effective and appropriate methods need to be devised.
A fifth problem is encountered in attempting to help the volun-
eer become a better member of his own family and neighborhood.
is is the problem of transferring the knowledge, skills, and atti-
mdes that have been learned in an organization to the somewhat
different situation he encounters outside the organization. It often
eems easier to help a client in an agency than to be friendly and
helpful to one’s brother or sister. The organization provides a struc-
ure in which the volunteer is expected to perform and is supported
in performing certain roles. Sometimes in the family and neighbor-
hood he will have to gain the opportunity to carry on these roles
hen neither the family nor the neighborhood has clearly defined
em. He sometimes finds it difficult to do the things required to
arn this opportunity. Then, too, the organization may have equip-
ment and assistance which are not available to him outside. For
these, and other reasons, many volunteers do not transfer what they
Jearn in the agency to other situations they encounter. In such
cases, an important purpose for involving volunteers is not accom-
plished.

A sixth problem appears to be encountered in all organizations
as they mature. A particular youth development agency is estab-
lished to meet a recognized need of youth. Full-time professionals
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are employed to work out ways of meeting this need. Eventuall
the organization develops a program which appears to be succes
ful. Persons are trained to conduct the program. New needs devele
among youth but, all too often, the agency is now devoted to
program and shows little interest in youth who do not fit into it, Tk
organization becomes program-oriented rather than client-oriente
The new needs of youth are likely to be ignored until a new orgas
zation s established to deal with them. The problem for each youl
development agency is to maintain its freshness and its conces
with youth while benefiting from professional direction and the

cialized competence of trained people. The volunteer, as he com
in, brings a fresh viewpoint and a warm concern for youth,
there is a tendency for him to get involved to a point that the pr
gram, rather than the youth to be served, becomes his primary #
terest. Maintaining this warm concern may be difficult.

4-H EXAMPLE

I have mentioned six problems in the effective involvement &
volunteers, not because the problems cannot be solved, but rath
to suggest the need to anticipate difficulties and to plan actions
eliminate or reduce them. Since I am not in a youth developme
organization, I am commenting as an outsider who has great inte
est in youth work but not a wealth of experience in this area. Ne
ertheless, I have observed a number of cases in which successful
tacks have been made on these problems.

For example, the 4-H Club organization in one county deve
time each year to meetings and individual conferences with pers
nominated in their communities as being interested in young pe
and being good examples of the ideals of the clubs. In these me
ings and conferences, the importance of club work is discussed
illustrations are presented of the kinds of results clubs can prod:
under good leadership. Then the nominees are invited to try th
hand in the work. The kinds of contributions they can make
stressed and the need for their participation emphasized. Volunte
thus recruited are involved first as assistant leaders with definite
sponsibilities. Their performance is observed and discussed 2
each meeting so they gain confidence in their ability to contrib
They are encouraged to go on. The initial assignments are wort
out so that each volunteer can get the satisfaction of relating h
self to youth and doing something that is helpful. With this care
planning and initial orientation, the problem of selectin g and
taining good volunteers appears to have been solved,

No doubt, you are familiar with similar examples. Youth
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ts can become interested and involved as volunteers if they can
a clear sense of the importance of the work they are able to do,
they can be given confidence in their ability to perform useful
nctions, and if they can, in the early part of their service, obtain
satisfactions that come with working with youth and seeing con-
ctive help given.
I have not been able to find examples of community-wide efforts
t illustrate all the kinds of youth programs and the opportunities
volunteers associated with each. If such information were avail-
le it would improve the process of recruitment and selection by
Iping to develop a larger pool of potential volunteers and pro-
ing a wider range of choice for them. It should also lessen the
petition among agencies for the services of volunteers.
In one program for emotionally disturbed children, I found a
rkable plan for sequential experiences that helped to maintain
ntinued interest and involvement of volunteers. This plan listed
ious roles for the volunteer and arranged them in an order which
staff believed represented increasing demands for knowledge,
ill, and emotional control. Volunteers were moved from one role
b another—not at a uniform rate, but in terms of the evidence of
creasing competence. This required a continuing selection of new
lunteers to assume the simpler tasks and it demanded imagination
redesigning the jobs at the upper level to provide expanding op-
rtunities for the senior volunteers. Otherwise they reached a pla-
au in two or three years.

EAS FROM VOLUNTEERS

Some of the new projects in compensatory education are achiev-
g success in maintaining originality and freshness in their pro-
ams by encouraging new ideas from their volunteers, by listening
arefully to the criticisms and praise of their clients, and by visiting
rograms in other places to get new conceptions of the task. They
ot only seek and encourage new ideas, but the staff consciously
tries to translate these new notions into policies and practices.

For example, one of the Chicago projects which had been work-
ing entirely with disadvantaged children found out from many of
the children that their mothers discouraged them from trying to
Jearn new things. A project staff member visited the Bank Street
College of Education in New York City and observed the work
being done there with parents from Puerto Rico. These parents be-
came interested in learning how to help their children in school. Al-
though the family structure of the Puerto Ricans was much stronger
and more closely knit than that of the families in the Chicago proj-
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ect, the Chicago staff decided to devote part of their effort to we
ing with the mothers of the disadvantaged children. This conce
for new ideas and willingness to try to put them into practice
kept the organization flexible, and the volunteers feel that they ha
some responsibility in helping to improve the work. They are
expected simply to fit into a permanent program.

I believe that spontaneity and freshness can be maintained.
can be done (1) through conscious attention to new ideas and (2)
encouraging clients and volunteers (as well as staff) to ident
difficulties, to suggest new approaches, and to observe the work
others as one means of finding promising notions that can be tra
lated into new policies and practices. To maintain this attitude,
develop flexibility in operations, to check complacency and self-8
isfaction, and to reward originality and initiative, continous a
ness is required. If alertness can be maintained, the organizat¥
becomes an exciting and rewarding place for volunteers (and eve
body else). '

Too few organizations with which I am familiar carry on eval
tive activities that are helpful in improving the program. Perh
this is due to a limited notion of the nature and possibilities of
gram evaluation. There are, of course, exceptions. I have obse
a health agency in which evaluation is used to guide efforts at &
provement and to reward volunteers, as well as staff, by g
concrete evidence of the values of their work. In its venereal dis
program, the planning of evaluation accompanied the planning
the project. Decisions were made regarding the youth to be reach
and the goals to be attained. The emphasis was to be placed on
veloping understanding of the ways in which VD is transmitted,
usual effects upon those infected, and the procedures to be follo
if infection is suspected. Some attention was to be given to
veloping appropriate attitudes and practices. The evaluation pre
dures were also outlined at this time. They included testing, i

viewing a sample of the participants, and collecting data from
health records. In connection with the interviewing, several &
were described quite fully. These evaluation procedures have yi
ed information which helped in revising and improving the pra
The concrete descriptions from youth of some of the construct
effects of their experience in the project were helpful to staff
volunteers in gaining a sense of real contribution which w
source of encouragement to them.

Volunteers have important roles to play, and I believe that
are being more effectively involved now than in years past.



