Jesse Plichta Kellar
I’d say the “Community Outreach Project” that has impacted me the most has been my volunteering with Beyond the Numbers (BTN). It’s not a one-time project so I volunteer 2-3 days a week with them. I’ve been volunteering with them for three weeks now, and I both enjoy the experience and feel like I’m making a difference.
At BTN we (the Longwood students volunteering) help the kids with their homework, hang out with them, play games with them, and generally try and be positive collegiate influences. The kids are 3-15, but most of them are (I’d estimate) 5-9. I found out about the organization at the Student Activity Fair, applied (as they need to do a background check), and started volunteering with them when they started up again for the semester. The program is hosted at a local elementary school, Parkview, and is about an hour and a half each day it runs. For half the time we work on their homework with them, and the other half we go outside and play outdoors with them.
I chose to volunteer with this group because I wanted to do something a little more personal and human oriented than some other opportunities. There’s nothing wrong with volunteering to clean up a park or to make anonymous care packages for the hungry, and those are definitely good deeds, but I wanted to do something that I would have interaction with the people I was helping. I like to see and feel that I’m making an active impact, and that I’m helping real people. I know the names of the kids I work with, I know some of their favorite colors, I know how old they are and I know their favorite subjects and what they think is the most difficult one is.
I also just really like working with kids. During the summer I work at a summer camp, so I figured I wanted to do some volunteer work with kids during the school year. As far as groups who need help go, kids are also just really pleasant to be around. Over the course of my eighteen years on the planet and approximately thirteen volunteering, I’ve found that I enjoy working with kids and the elderly the most. When I was looking on the Lancer Link and later at the Student Activities fair, BTN stuck out as one that I’d probably like.
The first day was a little strange, because none of the kids knew my name and I had difficulty pronouncing many of theirs. Most of them have unique or unusual names (Zariyah, Nevaeh, Darenity, Maciah), and because five and six year old kids aren’t fantastic at pronunciation, would say them slightly off or very quickly. Some of them also insist on nicknames that often have no or little correlation to their actual names (little Brandon, for example, insists upon being called “Steph Curry,” his basketball idol). It got easier once I got their names down, though (and easier after seeing the names in writing).
The kids are pretty friendly, and open up fairly quickly. In some ways, they’re like every other group of kids I’ve ever worked with: energetic, optimistic, funny, honest, and each possessing their own personalities. The little kids (let’s say 7 and under) all love being carried and as soon they trust you (after about three days of knowing you), they want to be picked up and carried everywhere. If they can’t be carried they’ll run to hold a volunteer’s hand. The older kids all have an idea of what they want to be when they grow up, whether it’s a doctor in the emergency room, a football player, a dancer, a basketball player, or a teacher.
The non-tutoring part of it is basically hanging out and talking to them. One of the things I like most about children is that they’re less artificial than adults and teenagers. They treat me as a human being without judgement (at least other than the fact I’m a vegetarian, that weirds them out), and I appreciate that. They’re very honest, and sometimes find my word choice or colloquialisms amusing. They actually have a lot of the same games I had as a kid, but they have different names now (what I knew as around the world, for example, they call kindergarten to college). When they don’t understand a word I use, they aren’t afraid to ask. They also usually don’t have an issue admitting their fears. For example, on Wednesday, we went to a little playground outside instead of the basketball court (which is where we normally go). The monkey bars are probably six and a half feet off the ground, and most of the little kids were afraid, and very upfront about it.  But they face those fears, with help, and then move on with their day. 
In other ways, however, they are very different from other groups of kids I’ve worked with. First, I’m pretty upper-middle class, as are all my cousin’s on my mom’s side, and my sister and I are the youngest on my dad’s side. I went to private school from age two through eighth grade, so they people I was hanging out with and later the kids who I would be supervising and interacting with were upper middle class or rich. The same goes for the camp I work at, if not more so, because as a tech camp in the NYC metropolitan area it’s expensive and the kids are mostly upper middle class or rich (and some of them very much so). I have some working class and poor relatives on my dad’s side, but before this I’d never really interacted with poor children. 
Because of that, I’ve absolutely been impacted by the experience. I was mildly surprised when one kid told me they didn’t have a computer at home, but after some thought that made sense. What really shocked me though is that some of these kids don’t even have crayons at home. And then I realized that if we weren’t there helping them with their homework, then there was no way their parents would be able to afford tutors, and might not have the time to help them themselves. It kind of just sunk for broke the local population could be.
I’m definitely going to continue to volunteer with this group. As I mentioned before, I both enjoy it and I feel like I make an actual difference to these kids. The experience has contributed positively to my feelings on volunteering.
Beyond the apparent explanations, community service is important to me because it’s basically ingrained in me at this point. I’ve been involved with community service in one form or another since I was five years old, between girl scouts and Judaism related community service. It’s just something that’s been engrained as a necessary and honorable part of a healthy life for a very long time for me. Thus, I recognize, both on an intellectual level and on a hard-wired, more intuitive level, that community service is important both to me and to the community.
For the community, volunteering is important not just to fix pertinent issues, but to bring together the group as a whole. What the term “community” means varies by context, and sometimes this unity could be the community helping, the one being helped, or the two becoming closer. It’s about repairing and fix the world around you as a collective, so that everyone has an invested share and reason to care about maintaining it.
[bookmark: _GoBack]As far as why community service is important to Longwood, the best answer I can think of is “citizen leadership.” We hear those words about twenty times a week, but it’s not just an expression. At least to me, volunteering is important to LU because it helps build citizen leaders within our community.
