Notes on NY Care Project – Murals at PS 58 – October 21, 2006

Background:

I saw on the school calendar that there will be a volunteer day on Oct 21st with NY care and as I wanted to get the project started, I decided to go.

I first contacted Jen (NY Care) to ask her about the project and ask her the contact of the team leader, which is called in the context of this kind of projects, a site captain.

Jen gave me Luisa cell phone and told me that she had informed her of my coming.

I signed up at the school a few days before as a volunteer for 2 hours in the morning (I wish I could have spent the whole day but had other personal commitments).

I also had a chat the weekend before with the parent coordinator of the school who explained me that NY care volunteers would be painting murals. She said, “I’m not sure which company they are getting involved”. From what she said, I thought she believed NY care was getting professionals to work on the project.

My plan was to go and spend 2 hours at PS58. I wanted to interview Luisa Stein and do some participant observation (and helped of course!). No special aim except that I was curious how Luisa will get about 50 volunteers to coordinate and paint murals.

I arrived at 10:00 am. I was not sure where to go, as I’ve never received any confirmation. On the front door, there was a sign: NY care registration. I met Anna (One of the parents involved with Ms D the art teacher in the design of the project). She told me that parent volunteers were painting in the small backyard. I asked her where was Luisa Stein and she said she was “around” busy but that I’ll recognize her as she was 5 months pregnant. She said that I could go and sign up in the cafeteria and get a NY care tee shirt. On my way to the cafeteria I met Luisa. I introduced myself. She knew who I was and was very friendly. She took me downstairs to sign up. She offered to show me around and explain me what was going on. 

Downstairs, there is Clara who was at the registration table. I signed in, gave my information and got a tee shirt. Some people seem to have to also give some money.

Luisa asked Clara if she had the total count of volunteers for the day. Clara did not know and said she will do the counting (a bit before Luisa told me she had about 48 volunteers). While I’m talking with Luisa, two parents come and sign up. One goes to the back yard to paint. The other says she will come back later when her husband is back as Luisa told her that she couldn’t come with her daughter for security reasons (it was mentioned on the flyer that parents had received).

We first went to the big backyard where the most of the paintings were taking place. The project was: a big mural on the walls of the big courtyard (as there’s no background coloring it goes faster), painting outside doors in the small backyard, and painting murals in the cafeteria and on some doors of the school.

It’s a beautiful sunny day. The courtyard is full of people painting. They look very involved and happy. A “bon enfant” atmosphere.

Luisa was first surprised that I knew some people, the art teacher, the principal, and then realized that I was also a parent. She had a camera and said she always take pictures and then send them to the volunteers. They love pictures. She usually takes pictures at different phases of the project to show the progress. She also takes a picture of the team in front of the final project. [When she took her camera, I realized I completely forgot to take mine. I guess I was so much in the mood of going and helping painting… I gave her my email and she said she would send them to me]

---

Luisa explains me that she works only on big projects that require a lot of coordination. She used to be an assistant director for films. 

She also does the winter wishes (sending presents to poor kids). She also does the sorting project. She has usually about 10 people and her. I have to contact her but I might go and do it with her, if she does this year. Before she used to work on a monthly project as a team project: the habitat for humanity project (people who could not get a down payment had to give 300 hours / house) the project faded away and so she stopped.

It’s her 4th or 5th year as a site captain.

She always had jobs implying organization and planning skills (assistant film director, catering).  Now she works for an investment company. 

Part of what she’s doing is boring on the project, but she makes things efficient for other people so that they have fun and they think it is worthwhile.

She notes that there is not that many site captains (she believes).

She is working regularly with NY care since September 11th. She had worked a little bit with them before, but with sept 11th, the city asked NY care to organize after disaster recovery events and they needed to trend many team leaders.

She was originally working with another organization preparing food (using her catering experience) but she got disabused when she learnt that the guy in charge of that project was said to make profits. So she went to work with NY care.

The project itself:

In this project, she has several teams: 3 teams with corporate volunteers (bank of Tokyo and two other companies) + the parents. 

-Bank of Tokyo. Frances the team leader is in charge of volunteering work at the company

They have special yellow tee shirts. 13 (?) people 

-10 people from DRA Value (?)

Mia is the team leader

- Last team 9 people

Barry is the team leader (he is also a NY care volunteer)

Each team has a section of the wall. Each team has a team leader, and painting resources. Paper has been taped on the floor, with the paints, the brushes, the paint thinner, the gloves, cups, etc.

She explains me that in that case parents were really useful. Often she ends up having parents who walk around like supervisors. Therefore in that case she gave them a specific assignment, telling them that are how they could really help. 

Frances (Bank of T) asks her for some cups. No problem I’ll bring you more says Luisa. Luisa also reminds Frances that at lunchtime, she will have to put brushes in paint thinner. While we are talking, she noticed that there is a lot of green on the left side of the mural, which is supposed to be winter (the murals is about the 4 seasons). She seems Melissa dold the art teacher who is in charge of the design and suggests her to maybe go and check. Luisa tells me she was surprised that she was thinking of seeing more white and dark blue on that part of the mural.

As we’re talking another team leader comes asking for cups. Luisa tells her she is going. The team leader offers to go and get them. Luisa says that it’s ok because she has them in her bag and she needs to bring some for Frances.

Luisa explains me she is holding the supplies – cups, brushes – and she explains me as we are going again to the cafeteria to get some cups that two team leaders asked for, that she keeps them without letting people know how much supplies she has so that they don’t use too many of them.

Luisa is walking around. She stops in front of the part of the walls where the bank of Tokyo’s guys are and asked them” how are you guys doing? She tells a Japanese lady (very nicely, more as a suggestion, with a big smile) that she should hide the black line. The lady looks surprised, sorry to have not done it well, but overall happy to have received some feedback. Luisa says the same thing to another person next to her… Few minutes later, two other women from Bank of Tokyo (while we are at the other end of the wall) come to apologize for having painted on the black line. Not a problem at all replies Luisa. They look relieved.

She also suggests to another small group mixing colors so that the yellow gets a bit darker. 

She has a quick discussion with Ms D (the art teacher) on mixing colors. Luisa tells Ms D that’s the reason why she did not want her to be a team leader, because they need her expertise. Ms D and Luisa talk about how fast things are going. They both look very happy. 

While she explains me about the different corporate volunteers, I ask her if the people know each other before. She says she thinks, but adds that she believes this is great for companies as a bounding experience.

She is taking pictures and tells me again that people loves that. She adds that it’s so easy to make volunteer happy. She says that she sends them the pictures. 

She then go back to talk to Frances… I can hear saying, “I am not trying to micromanage but people must also start working on the doors murals”. Luisa explains me that there are 3 doors and that as they always need to use one, she wants them to work on the two others so that it can dry and that they can use another one while they are painting the other.

{Typing my notes I realized how much happened and how many different things Luisa is aware of and keeps checking… while being there with her I felt she was very relaxed, kind of layback and I didn’t have the feeling that so much was happening! It shows how professional she is}

I spent about 20-30 min talking with Luisa and walking around with her. We finally arrived in the small courtyard where the parents’ team is working. I told her that I’ll work for an hour or so and then will come to find her and talk with her more.

Painting in the backyard:

There are few parents. 6 or 7. It’s more lay back but also maybe less exciting as it’s a smaller group and we are in the back. As we are painting doors, people are either alone or by pair. Anna the team leader suggests that I go and work on one of the door. She suggests that I first start with a light green. She shows me the model and gives me the paint.

I ended up painting a door with Diana M, Jyoti and Melchior’s science teacher. We were both very worried to not be skillful enough. We have a nice chat. As I’m painting the only door that people can use to go in and out of the yard, it’s quite funny (although I was nearly banged down by so coming in). There are many pictures taken – by one of the parents from the PTA, by a photograph from a local newspaper. The borough president from Brooklyn came and asked to have his picture taken with us. We also have the visit of two NY cares persons. They tell us they just came to say hi and see how are things are going (I don’t introduce myself to them). They stay around for 5 min and then left. Later, Luisa explained me that they are ambassadors. On this kind of projects NY Care raises pledges and they come and collect the money and the paper work (so that the site captain does not have to do it). In that case one of the guy used to be a staff member of NY care and now he is working for New Jersey care but he volunteers for NY care as an ambassador.

I paint for a full hour and then leave.

I find Luisa sitting on a chair on the courtyard and having a snack. She mentions to me the different visitors, esp. the Brooklyn Borough President. It seems that he asked her if he could get the list of the names of the volunteers living in Brooklyn so that he can send them a thank you note. 

Someone comes to Luisa. She says she is from the office (maybe the president) of DRA value (one of the companies) and that she has to leave. She says that she is not the team leader. Luisa says that it’s fine and she thanks the woman for her company's help. She adds that she thinks it’s good as a team building exercise and the woman agrees. “Oh yeah it’s great’. When she leaves, Luisa explains me that “she’s great to have but not pivotal” as she’s not the team leaders. She says that she tries to get people to stay for the whole day but then she adds: “they’re volunteer, what can we do?” I nod (I also think that I’m going to leave soon). She also tells me: “we try to make it as fun as we can, as worthwhile as we can” (see my note below on the collective we). She insists on the fact that it’s important the people feel like it’s fun to do the work because they have a feeling of accomplishment. She notes that murals for that are great. People love murals.

She explains that she needed to come once before the assignment, but that in fact she came twice as she’s not living very far and that she could come early in the morning. The second time, Frances the team leader for Bank of T, who is very active, came with her.

I ask about the process for a school to get NY care involved. She explains me but adds that Jen could explain me better. A school has to apply to NY Care. Then during the summer a NY care staff visits the school to see what are the needs.

She notes that it’s one of the smallest projects she has done. Usually she has 90-100 volunteers. She says that it’s unusual to have only murals. Usually there’s a variety of projects, murals, fence painting, planting bulbs, books sorting, etc. she adds that murals are always exciting and very rewarding (more rewarding than a newly painted fence).

I ask how she gets assigned to the project. NY care does the assignment. I live in Brooklyn. I like murals. 

As we’re talking she keeps looking around, smiling to people, saying hi. 

She suggests going down to the cafeteria. As we are going towards the door (to get out of the yard) she spots a tree with red apples with a yellow spot. She goes and talks to Frances and reminds her about what to do during lunch time (brushes in paint thinner; close the pots; cover everything) and she then tells her that she really likes that yellow but that maybe they should keep only a few colors. She then mentions the apples in the tree where there is a bit of yellow. “Maybe it’s too subtle” she says. Frances agrees and says she’ll go and look into it. I make a comment to Luisa on her way of giving feedback and suggesting. She smiles and says that it’s her job.

We go down in the cafeteria again. We meet a team. She asked them if they have started painting (sth that they were supposed to…). They say no. It seems that they were on a break. Once again she notes that they are volunteer, what can she do?

In the cafeteria, she explains me that the 3 companies have decided to buy pizzas for lunch. They are paying for it. She notes that some people like to leave for lunch but that she tries to get them to stay because “we want them to have a volunteering experience” (note: she often says “we”… it seems to me as a collective “we” – we NY care)

“Since they are volunteering, we want them to have a good time”

I ask her if she’s also trying to get them to become a NY care volunteer. She says that it’s also part of it” we want them to become an oriented volunteer”. She tells me that on some project, they have so who is there and can do the orientation “on the spot”. 

She tells me that for her it’s really unselfish. It’s why she’s doing these projects and she wants to share it with people. She says that at lunch she will tell people about becoming an oriented volunteer.

She also explains me how people sign up for project. There is a calendar that NY care sends to volunteers and it’s also online. And then you either call the team leader, or sign online. To sign up you need to do a team orientation.

As we are talking a group of people arrives. Luisa talks to them: “How are you guys?” She stands (we are sitting at a table in the cafeteria) and goes and talks to them. They are the third corporate volunteer team (I don’t know their name). They have finished their part in the big courtyard. They are now going to paint murals in the cafeteria. Luisa explains them what they have to do: e.g. paint the different drawing, leave the black lines. She tells them that it is a nutrition theme and she notes that it seems to her that it’s mainly about kids eating. She tells them to be careful with the ladders; shows them how to use “scaffolding” on wheels (make sure you lock it). She also reminds them that the yellow is dripping. (Gives quite specific details and tips + security). The volunteers (9 or so) listen to her quite silently. Luisa ads that they should use realistic colors “no purple pizza”. Everybody laughs. They seem more “into it” (creates a context, an atmosphere: it’s fun to be here). She then explains them that they won’t break before the lunch arrives. She tells them: “Let me know if you need something from me”. She keeps building the atmosphere and cheering them: “cool! Are you glad to be inside? You guys did great out there. Do you want to go and take a picture in front of what you painted”?

She suggests that before they start painting the portraits in the cafeteria (and before the lunch break. It’s about 12:15) they go and take a picture of them in front of their murals in the big courtyard (while she was talking I took two pictures of her. I mentioned it to her. It was nice to see her pointing at the wall, explaining in a lively manner and people around her listening to her attentively). 

They all agree and we go upstairs. 

While we are leaving, she signals two persons (from bank of Tokyo; they have a yellow tee-shirt) and whispered: these two have been talking for an hour and I can’t do anything about it. She then ads that maybe they are friends. I asked her if she thinks Frances has noticed. She says that she does not know but that she has not said anything. She does not want to raise the issue.

We are outside. The team stands in front of their murals. 

The work is going fast out there. Luisa says that it is going in fact a bit faster that what she was planning. 

Before taking the pictures, she notices the painting of a girl who has no face. She asks to Mia the team leader of DRA whether it should not have a face… I was wondering replies Mia. I’ll do it. Luisa thanks her and turns to the other team and tells them that the elephant is fabulous. She takes two pictures of the group. One of the team members also asks her to take a picture. She takes two more. 

It’s 12:30. I thank Luisa. Tells her that I’ll send her an email that I’d like to go with her for the sorting project. She offers me to send her any follow-up questions. 

As I’m leaving another parent arrives. (While I was painting in the backyard another parent and her son – more than 12 – came to help)

My thoughts:

-A nice experience. I had a good time painting.

-People seem to have a good time and to be excited about what they were doing. Conscientious and happy.

-Luisa seems very professional, very organized and very good at motivating people. She always smiles, has a nice word, but also has an eye everywhere. As noted above, while there you don’t feel much is happening but typing my notes I realized how much in fact was going on.

- Luisa speaks in the name of NY care – “we” several times. She will speak to the volunteers at lunchtime about becoming oriented volunteers.

-She is aware of the fact that she is managing volunteers and so she can’t force them. She therefore tries to create a nice climate so that people have fun and feel that what they are doing is worthwhile. More than only a strategy to commit them (it is clearly one), it’s also the way she sees volunteering. It’s the way she feels about what she is doing.

