 But I Want to Get Paid: How Volunteering Can Lead to Substantive Work

By Nan Hawthorne hawthorne@nanhawthorne.com 

1) Start by looking at your own skill sets.  What are they?  Can you demonstrate them to a potential employer by documentation, education, training or experience?  If not, can you articulate convincingly that you have the skills?  The best way to do that is to describe actual work you have done where you used them.

2) What are your career goals?  What skills and knowledge will you need not only to do the work involved but also show that you have them already or can quickly acquire them?

3) Comparing your existing skill sets with what you will need to be a viable candidate for a job in this fiercely competitive job market you will see what you lack.  You will take this shopping list of skills and experience to your volunteer job hunt.

4) Imagine your ideal volunteer project.  For instance, if you want to work in the hospitality industry, some sort of job using a computer arranging reservations, schedules, meetings, classes, can all demonstrate your ability to and experience with software and organizing schedules.

5) Now it’s time to start looking for volunteer work that matches what you need.  First consider all the ways you can find out about available volunteer projects.  There are many, many more than you will ever imagine.  

a) The usual channels: volunteer hotlines, your vocational counselor, job corps offices, your school student placement office, service learning programs, online resources like VolunteerMatch.com or IdeaLIST.org.

b) Ask around.  Ask everyone you know for volunteer programs they have heard of or, better yet, worked with.  Every time you call about a project, ask the volunteer manager for two other places you might call.  Ask total strangers or people you do business with everyday.  Contact your local elected officials’ offices.  Create a long list of possible contacts.  This is a skill you need for job hunting too.

c) If you aren’t finding a project that matches what you are looking for, consider creating one.  You might contact an organization and ask to meet with the volunteer manager.  Take him or her out for coffee.  Set forth your idea.  If it won’t work for their organization, the volunteer manager might know of others and give you referrals.  If you still come up empty, become an entrepreneurial volunteer.  Do the work anyway.  Create your own project, organization, or coalition.  

6) “Get your docs in a row”.  That is, put together an impressive portfolio with the following:

(1) A cover letter outlining your goals and how you want to achieve them.

ii) A resume designed specifically for each position you seek.  This is a secret of effective job hunting.  Making one resume and having 400 copies of it made is a complete waste of paper, time and money.  Always create a resume for specific job opportunities, paid or volunteer.

iii) A list of the skill sets you have and you want to acquire.

iv) References.

v) A list of the adaptive tools you need and how you intend to provide them.  More on this below.

vi) Any other materials that demonstrate your existing skill sets.  This will depend on what sort of work you want.  Writing samples, lists of software you are familiar with.  Lists of books you’ve read on the subject.

7) Practice your pitch.  In every case, paid or volunteer, you will be selling yourself.  Think what an employer will be looking for in a candidate and recreate yourself in that image.  Ask people to rehearse with you and for candid suggestions.

8) Head out on your hunt.  Make clear from the start what you want to accomplish.  The number one reason volunteer managers balk at bringing on a volunteer with a disability is fear that you will make their job harder, whether by needing too much help, not having the skills you purport to have, or being demanding.  They may also be concerned how others at their office or organization will react to you.  Some will be concerned for your safety.  Be prepared to explain how and demonstrate how you will overcome these concerns.  If you are open about your desire to build a useful job resume for future gainful work, the volunteer manager may well be motivated to heroism and to help you.  That’s often part of their psychology.

9) One handy advance is online volunteerism.  You can overcome a lot of bias by being, in essence, an invisible mind.  You can still get the experience you need and the documentation of your work but not have to deal with the less favorable aspects of showing up in person.

10) Be sure the project you get fits your needs.  Ask for a job description.  Ask for a written schedule.  Let the person who will supervise you know you want to be treated as an employee and get whatever training and evaluation they can manage.

11) Then plan to commit yourself to the project.  Be reliable, be on time.  Be prepared.  Be cheerful and confident.  What you want from the experience is to show you can do the job and to acquire new skills and documentation of your accomplishments.  

12) Write everything down.  Keep a daily work diary; write up your progress in gaining the skills and experience you need.

What about accommodation?

The fact is that you will have to provide it.  While it can be argued that volunteer work is a matter of public access, you will find few organizations that will see it that way.  Volunteer managers don’t always have the complete support of their organization’s management.  They may not be able to get what you need even if they are willing to go to bat for you.  The organization itself may not be able to pay for what you need.  What’s more you may ruin your chances of substantive volunteer work if you “scare” them, as they may think your self-advocacy means you will cause trouble for them.  If you run into an organization that is hard to convince based on your demonstrated merits, drop them and go on to another.

Get others involved

Consider starting a “volunteer job club” with others, whether people with disabilities or without.  Networking is the single most effective way to find any kind of job. 
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Featured Topic: Volunteering Clears Pathways 

By: Nan Hawthorne, Editor eSight's NetWork News 

Summary:
If you ever thought of volunteering as a poor substitute for a "real job," take another look. These five eSight articles show how volunteering can be an unmatchable tool for creating a pathway into a rewarding career. 
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Check conversations about volunteering on blind discussion groups, and you will become acquainted with a belief that volunteering is a poor substitute for paid employment at best or a "ghetto" for blind people denied rewarding jobs at worst. Those who subscribe to this belief are missing how volunteering can be an unmatchable tool for creating a pathway into a rewarding career.

So long as you think it through, choose well, demand meaningful opportunities and make the most of the experience, volunteering can help you choose a career. It can be the first step in your networking efforts. It can be a source of experience to which you can refer in your resume and during interviews. And it can be a very rewarding "career" of its own. 

Volunteering isn't always grunt work. There are volunteer opportunities relevant to every career -- from counseling to engineering to management to medicine to you-name-it. If you go into it knowing it can contribute as much or more to you as it does to the organization, your volunteer work can be challenging and fruitful. You may have to educate those you work with -- about disabilities, about your rights as a disabled person, or even about making volunteer work substantial -- but the opportunity you can gain by doing so is well worth it. 

Take a look at these articles on eSight Careers Network written by a nationally recognized writer and trainer on volunteering -- your very own Nan Hawthorne, herself legally blind. Don't underestimate what volunteering can do for you or what you can give to your community through volunteering. 

Don't Overlook Volunteering
With this introduction we begin a series of articles and discussions about how volunteering can provide you with a chance to try different types of jobs, add experience to your resume and even get paid. 

How to Use Volunteering to Try On Potential Careers
With this article, we continue our series about how volunteering can provide you with a chance to try out different types of jobs, add experience to your resume and even get paid. 

How to Decide What to Do as A Volunteer, Part I and How to Decide What You Can and Want To Do As a Volunteer, Part II
Choosing volunteer activities which help you achieve your career goal is a win-win situation for both you and your volunteer group. 

Find Out What Volunteer Opportunities Are Available To Help You With Your Career
We continue our series of articles and discussions about how volunteering can provide you with a chance to try out different types of jobs, add experience to your resume and even get paid. 

What to Expect from a Volunteer Program
Here's how to make sure your volunteer work is contributing all it can to your career-building effort. 


Reprinted with permission from eSight Careers network, www.eSight.org which holds the copyright.
