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Volunteering in the university, college or community

In many ways working as a volunteer either in your university/college or in the community is very similar to working as an ambassador – the big difference is that you don’t get paid – at least not in terms of money!

Similarities

· Working with people, but possibly with a far greater age and ability range.  If you are working for Aspire the age range of your audience is likely to be 13 – 30.   If you are working for the university the range is likely to be similar although some projects work with primary aged children.  

· Commitment required, it doesn’t matter whether you are staffing a stall at a huge recruitment fair or showing half-a dozen soggy parents round a dripping campus, you need to be committed to encouraging people to think about university.  The same level of commitment is required to work as a volunteer.

· Engaging those who don’t want to be there, this could be a sulky 17 year old who really doesn’t want to be on a tour with his mother, or a disenchanted 15 year old that can’t wait to leave school and doesn’t see why she needs to sit in a boring workshop.  As a volunteer you could be working with some of the most disengaged young people in our society or with those whose parent’s think that “……is a good idea” but the child disagrees!

· Personal enhancement, the skills that you acquire as both an ambassador and volunteer will add to your own abilities and competence, they will also look good on a CV.  However, working as a volunteer is even more impressive and many big companies are very keen to employ those who work as volunteers as it is an indicator of their level of commitment.  

Differences

· The most obvious is money, as an ambassador you get paid for what you do, as a volunteer you don’t, you may not even get travelling expenses and may need to pay out for equipment or specialist clothing.  However, the non-monetary rewards are enormous.

· As an ambassador or mentor you work within clearly defined guidelines and with a specific role and supporting set of rules.  This may not be the case when you work as a volunteer although the rules of child protection, health and safety, and your own protection will always apply.
Roles and Responsibilities

Roles

The role of a volunteer can vary enormously:

· Helping on a regular basis with a pre-existing group or organisation, for example Boys’ Brigade, Army Cadets, Guides, Youth Club

· Helping on an occasional basis with similar organisations, you may be able to offer a particular skill or area of expertise

· Taking part in one-off events such as the Harry Potter Day organised by the University of Greenwich

· Setting up, with others, a group concerned with a particular activity or group of people, for example working with a specific group of asylum seekers to achieve a particular objective

· Assisting with volunteer activities in a local hospital, children’s home or young offenders unit

· Working in a charity shop

· Travelling abroad to help with the work of various charities, this may be humanitarian or ecological and may be as part of a rapid response to an emergency or as part of a sustained programme.  You should be aware that many organisations charge a fee for arranging volunteer work abroad, this is to cover administrative costs, travel, accommodation and food.   For some organisations the fund-raising before you travel is part of the team building process.

· Being a personal shopper, this may sound unlikely but a London based charity helps to equip women with appropriate interview and work wear so that they can return to or enter the workplace

· Reading aloud, many organisations for the visually impaired need help in producing their regular newsletters

· Building a house, there is a London based organisation that helps local homeless people to build their own houses

· Talking on the phone as a Samaritan or similar

You get the picture – whatever your skills, availability or location there is an organisation that will welcome you as a volunteer.

Responsibilities

Your responsibilities as a volunteer are basically the same as when you are working as an ambassador or mentor.

· Child protection – make sure you and the young person are safe in everyway.  Do not put your self in a situation where false accusations could be made.

· Health and Safety – these rules apply always and everywhere, make sure you always know the fire exits, the emergency procedures and avoid anything that could be hazardous.

· Equal Opportunities and Diversity – the requirements under this legislation are on you as an individual, not only when you are working but at all times.

· Criminal Record Bureau checks – you will need to have a current enhanced CRB check if you are going to work with young people under 18 or vulnerable adults.  Some organisations will contact the university to confirm that such a check has been made, other organisations will do a new check. 

· Maintaining your privacy – make sure that you establish clear guidelines about the level of involvement you are prepared to accept.  Take great care in giving out personal information such as telephone numbers or email addresses. 

Additional responsibilities

· It is very easy when working closely with young people, vulnerable adults or those who share a similar interest to become more committed than you originally intended.  It is your responsibility to make sure that you always have control of your level of commitment.  It is irresponsible to enter into any type of relationship which you are not prepared to maintain over a period of time.  

· Make sure that you truly have the time required for the level of commitment you are offering.  There is nothing worse than building something up – whether it is an aspiring football team or the confidence of a fragile adult – only to have to leave because of exam or study commitments.  If you do have to give something up make sure everyone fully understands why.

Benefits

It is very difficult to list the benefits of volunteering without sounding like a Miss World Contestant – “What I really want is world peace”.  The truth is that volunteering really does give you all those feelings that people get embarrassed talking about, so who better to speak about the benefits than other volunteers -

· “It’s wonderful to think that you’re able to give the clients some sort of help in their way to the future and to their own success. We give them the clothes which we consider only 25% - really 75% is the confidence that we’re giving them. They walk differently and just feel completely differently about themselves.” – volunteer with Dress for Success

· “Their development is seen as the difference between the community having a positive future or not.”  - founder of Origins
· "Volunteering with Kith and Kids has given me loads; (it) has increased my confidence and helped me to decide on a possible future career path." – volunteer with Kith and Kids

· “The real challenge is to do something which will last beyond our stay, like teaching English to the teachers.” – volunteer on an School’s project in India
· “Being a volunteer is my way of saying ‘thank you’ and putting back something of what I have taken out.  Working with other volunteers to enable everyone to enjoy their day is a great pleasure” – volunteer with a project working with adults with special needs

· After graduating from University, I was aware that although I had skills I was lacking in experience. NCVS put me in touch with Inspire. After my first visit I knew that I would enjoy my involvement with the group. The one day a week that I volunteered gave me the experience I needed to go on and gain employment in a variety of jobs and I am now teaching. It’s four years since I first started but I still manage my commitments so that I am free to spend one day at Inspire. It’s like a big extended family and I hope to be involved with Inspire for many years” -  Volunteer with a project working with adults with special needs.

Also…

· It'll look great on your CV. Colleges, universities and employers love to see volunteering on your CV - it makes you stand out from the crowd.

· Loads of people are doing it. It's a great way of having fun, getting to do the things you really want to do, and meeting new people.

· It's your world and you're the one that's got to live in it, so why not start making it a better place?

Boundaries

Boundaries have already been briefly mentioned when looking at the differences and similarities between volunteering and paid employment.  The main difference is that you must be more aware when you working as a volunteer.  As a paid employee you have the protection of your contract, the professionals you are working with, the university itself.  As a volunteer you may find yourself on your own, either actually or metaphorically, so take extra care to check with the organisers as to what you can or can’t do.  If you are not sure – don’t.  If something occurs that you are unhappy about – write it down immediately and then talk to the next person in the hierarchy.  Remember, everything you do must be legal, make sure you are clear on things like – legal age of consent, contraception advice or whatever is appropriate to the group with whom you are working.  Above all make sure you commit only to a level that you can sustain.

How to cope with…

Other volunteers – people who have volunteered for a particular organisation for a long time can become very protective and rather defensive.  Treat their sensibilities with understanding but be prepared to stand firm for something you believe in – having checked the rules first to make sure you are right!

The other alternative with long-standing volunteers is that they trained, if they trained at all, at a different time and with different rules.  They may assure you that it is perfectly okay for you to take 12 teenagers to France for the day – check - the chances are that if your common sense and ambassador training says it is not a good idea then it probably isn’t.  

Pre-existing programmes – some organisations, particularly those that have been around for a long time (Boy’s Brigade, Guides and Scouts) or which are affiliated to other organisations (Army and Police Cadets), will have pre-existing programmes which can seem quite rigid and unresponsive.  You need to check this out before committing yourself and if you feel it is not suitable for you then try another organisation.  You also need to consider any possible spiritual or religious affiliations the organisation might have.

Working within the community – a community is simply a group of people with something in common, it might be where they live, it might be a shared interest or it might be a common belief.  You might choose to stay within your own community – you will feel safe here as you will understand the unwritten rules and mores.  However, it might be both more rewarding and more challenging to work in a different community, look around and see where you feel you can make a difference.  Just remember that this community might have different codes and customs and you must respect them.  If you are open, interested and unprejudiced you will be welcome in most communities.

List of possible volunteering contacts

This list is by no means exhaustive, if you enter ”volunteers” into a search engine you will get a huge response, you can then trawl through or redefine in order to find something that really meets the criteria you had in mind.

Your own university should have a volunteer co-ordinator who will be able to tell you what is happening within your institution or in the local community.

The local council will probably have a volunteer website and may have a volunteer officer who puts volunteers and those who need in contact with each other

Local churches will know of lots of activities both locally and in the wider area

Many local newspaper have a volunteer section, if not look at the articles, they often include an appeal for help.

The Students Union should have an officer who deals with issues of volunteering and the local community.

www.christian-aid.org.uk  - a Christian based organisation which runs projects both in this country and abroad

http://www.crossculturalsolutions.org   – a non profit organisation that places volunteers around the world.  Based in America but with UK offices

http://london.timebank.org.uk/index.php  - a London based organisation that matches individuals with organisations

http://www.millenniumvolunteers.gov.uk/ - a Government funded scheme to offer recognition to young volunteers – looks very good on the CV

http://www.princes-trust.org.uk/ - a wide ranging organisation with a good research base

http://www.vso.org.uk/ - mainly intended for graduates with at least two years experience but does run a couple of schemes for those who have not yet graduated on who are interested in a gap year

http://www.workingabroad.com/ - this is basically a networking site which enables you to contact organisation you might like to work with

http://www.girlguiding.org.uk – the oldest and largest voluntary organisation for girls in the world, don’t be put off by images of camping in the rain and learning knots – very forward looking organisation keen to work in economically deprived areas

http://www.scoutbase.org.uk/index.php - much the same as Guides but mixed.

http://www.woodcraftfolk.org.uk/ - similar aims to the uniformed youth organisations – developing independent, confident, capable young people but non-uniformed, secular and less hierarchical than some of the others

http://www.boys-brigade.org.uk/ - an avowedly Christian organisation which promotes Christian values and beliefs 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/london/yourlondon/volunteer/index.shtml - a website that gives all sorts of information for volunteers in London
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