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Massachusetts Promise fellows helping build base in the community
by Julie Tompkins
South End News

Tuesday, July 21, 2009
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Caption:   Waldron (far right), worked at the B-SAFE camp at St. Mark’s Church in Dorchester last summer and will continue working under the St. Stephen’s youth programs umbrella during her fellowship at St. Augustine/St. Martin’s on Lenox Street.    
"Feel big, feel safe, feel connected" is the mentality Liz Steinhauser, Director of Youth Programs at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, 419 Shawmut Avenue, tries to instill daily in local youth, using the church’s various after-school and summer programs in that effort.

"It really makes a difference for kids and a community, having the feeling that people outside your neighborhood, as well as within, care what happens to you," said Steinhauser.  

Dedicated volunteers, fellows, and interns help generate a feeling of connectedness, without whom St. Stephen’s "wouldn’t be able to do all [it does]," according to Steinhauser.

St. Augustine/St. Martin’s, a South End/Lower Roxbury church at 29-31 Lenox Street, has joined together with St. Stephen’s to run these youth programs. The church will be hosting a volunteer from the Mass Promise Fellowship Program from the end of August 2009 to August 2010, the first time one will serve with an after-school program at that site.

Felicia Waldron, the incoming fellow, said she believes St. Augustine/St. Martin’s is a good fit for her in terms of what she can offer the church, what she’s interested in, and what the community needs the most.

"I think my services at St. Augustine/St. Martin’s will help the youth in the community have a safe, empowering, and encouraging enrichment program," said Waldron. "I think it will provide them with opportunities to grow individually, communally, and academically, while learning and having fun."

Larrice Welcome, coordinator of the elementary school program "LEARN" (Leadership, Enrichment, Academics, Recreation and Nurture) at Lenox, said she anticipates that Waldron will be able to build a strong connection with the volunteers, adding how important volunteers are in the serving the youths of the South End.

"With [the volunteers’] help and support the kids are able to do more," said Welcome. "By coming in once a week they can really bond with the children."

While help comes from many different organizations and areas of the city, Steinhauser feels the Massachusetts Promise fellows stand out.

"I can say that the Mass. Promise Fellowship is one of the best programs that we work with," said Steinhauser. "In terms of their clarity of communication, the support from their staff, the kind of training they offer fellows...the health care they give their fellows, the opportunity to take classes at Northeastern University. It’s really an outstanding program."

Fellows who are hosted at St. Stephen’s and St. Augustine/St. Martin’s act as volunteer coordinators.

"It’s really important for volunteers to arrive and have a place where they know that what they’re doing has a meaningful contribution," said Jane Tierney, Partner Church Coordinator. "[The Mass. Promise Fellows] have really helped increase volunteer contributions and facilitated the connection between volunteers and children."

Steinhauser said that when St. Stephen’s began hosting Mass. Promise fellows three years ago the number of weekly volunteers increased from 25 to 50. She hopes that Waldron’s arrival at St. Augustine/St. Martin’s will bring about similar results.

"We’re hoping to double the number of kids we’re serving and get to 25 volunteers," said Steinhauser.

These volunteers are essential for neighborhoods like the South End, which, according to Steinhauser, "have been identified by Mayor [Thomas] Menino and the police as hot spots for violence."

Kori Redepenning, Director of the Massachusetts Promise Fellowship Program, also has high hopes for Waldron and other fellows from the program, saying that they are bound to "leave behind a sustainable program at the end of their year-long service."

With the time and support from these volunteers and volunteer coordinators, Steinhauser says local youth are on their way to achieving her church’s goal of helping them feel big, safe, and connected.

"We could not run our programs without volunteers and we would not have so many volunteers without the support of a Massachusetts Promise Fellow," she said.
