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By Melinda Holden Bussino, Executive Director of the Brattleboro Area Drop In Center and a member of the Brattleboro Area Community Team

I will never forget my experiences of volunteering in my community when I was growing up.  I remember working together with my youth group to have car washes and bake sales to raise funds in the early 1960’s to help send people to work in the south on civil rights issues.  I also worked on presidential campaigns doing any odd job assigned to me like stuffing envelopes and filing. Being a part of these projects gave me a sense of accomplishment and made me believe I could do something to make life better for other people.  Volunteering in my community was one of the most valuable experiences for me growing up.  Engaging our young people today in volunteering will help them develop new skills and empower them to believe that they can make a difference.  

As Executive Director of the Brattleboro Area Drop In Center, I am pleased to see many young people who volunteer to help serve those in need in our community.  It is a joy to receive a delivery of food from a Cub Scout pack or a child care center who have put so much thought into what our Food Shelf might need. It is wonderful to see parents and grandparents bringing young people to help us hand out Thanksgiving baskets; to have a youth group spend a year’s hard earned money to bring us fresh fruit and turkeys at the holidays; or to have a group of high school students collect over 500 holiday toys for us to hand out.  

Volunteering can lead to building mentoring relationships and can be an opportunity for learning on both sides.  I have been entertained lately by an ongoing chess match at the Drop In Center where one of our youth volunteers is teaching adults to play the game.  It is also providing an opportunity for this young man to learn some of the harder lessons of life and about issues like hunger and homelessness. He says that working at the Center is “kind of fun, and teaching adults to play chess is nice. ”  I have also enjoyed seeing youth from the University of Vermont Youth Horticulture Program spend part of an afternoon each week helping us to give out the wonderful vegetables they grow each summer in their program.  What a reward to see the fruits of your labor going to feed your hungry neighbors!

So how do we continue to instill in our youth the focus of service to others and volunteerism? 

(1) We can set good examples by our own volunteerism. 

(2) We can bring our children, grandchildren or someone we mentor to help for even an hour at a place that is meeting community needs.  

(3) We can coach a team, help a scout troop, or a youth group.  

(4) We can be supportive and grateful when we hear of or see young people performing acts of service to others.  

(5) We can encourage our high school youth to start filling in their community service requirement early and finding a place to perform those hours that is meaningful to them.  

Our communities all need more people to give of themselves, from youth to elders, to make this a safe, nurturing a caring place to live.  Young people that volunteer gain new skills and perspectives while experiencing the joy of giving back.  These opportunities also provide a venue for youth to meet new role models and mentors. As a child growing up in this community I was taught that I had a responsibility to give back to the community that nurtured me.  I heard that message from my parents, in my scout troop, at my schools, and in my community of faith.  All of us need to continue to pass that message on to our young people and reward them with praise and commendation for a job well done.

This column, provided by the Youth Initiative of Windham County and the Brattleboro Area Community Team, is devoted to giving you information about what young people need and how you can take action to help them grow up healthy and successful. For more information visit www.helpempoweryouth.com. 

Community service makes a difference








