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Applied Environmental 
Awareness Partners  with   
After School Programs  
 

Applied Environmental Awareness (AEA) 
joined forces with three of the YMCA’s after school 
programs to create environmentally themed murals. 
The programs began with a discussion among the 
kids about environmental topics and I was impressed 
and pleased to hear how much they knew.  More 
importantly, what surprised me was that the ideas 
were the children’s original thoughts. The children at 
Lantern Ridge, Shawnee and the Y’s 4-H Clover Bud 
programs painted, cut, glued and drew pictures 
resulting in three unique murals. All the murals were 
made from reused cardboard and fabric from the 
YMCA Thrift Store, along with markers and paint. 
The murals are now on display at the Y Center on 
North Main Street. 

At our Lantern Ridge after school program, 
which works with elementary and middle school aged 
children, the focus of the mural was “alternative 
transportation”. Many of the participants had already 
heard of the giant word “alternative” and helped 
explain the concept to everyone else. Some of the 
alternative forms of transportation that were thought 
of were pogo sticks, canoes, bicycles and buses. A 
few of the older children had other things on their 
minds that they wanted to get out on the mural, the 
most interesting being political opinions. At first I 
was thrown off, but then it turned into my own 
learning experience. They knew a ton about the 2008 
election and had even formulated views and opinions. 
One participant knew both Obama’s and McCain’s 
platforms, ages and backgrounds. When asked how 
she knew so much, the answer was the “television”. 
All of a sudden I realized the powerful impact that 
we, not only as YMCA volunteers, but as leaders of 
today and tomorrow have. 

 
       See A.E.A. on page 6 

 

 
 
“Building community 
through learning, 
leadership, and service.” 

 

HIGHLIGHTING STUDENT 

PROGRAMS & GROWTH OF 

THE YMCA AT VIRGINIA TECH 

Price's Fork Homework Club 
meets on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 
3:30-4:35 at Price's Fork Elementary 
School.  The after school program allows 
volunteers to assist fourth and fifth grade 
students with the school work assigned 
to them.  One day students may need 
help with their daily homework 
assignments, such as worksheets and 
spelling lists and the next day they need 
help studying for a test on the Civil War.  

Volunteers work with students 
on a one-on-one basis or in some cases 
with a few students at a time who may 
be working on the same assignment.  

While the students usually have 
quite a bit of homework to complete,   

they still find time to squeeze in a little 
socializing!  Although this program is 
designed more as a tutoring experience, 
it also serves as a mentoring program and 
the kids really enjoy interacting with the 
volunteers and getting to know the 
college aged volunteers.  If you are 
looking for a great way to tutor and 
mentor a group of fun-loving fourth and 
fifth grade students, then the Homework 
Club at Price's Fork Elementary is a great 
volunteer opportunity for you. 

 
~ Stephanie Connelly, PFHC Program 
Leader 
 

Program Growth with  
Price’s Fork Homework Club  

Children, teachers and tutors of Price’s Fork Homework Club. 

AT VIRGINIA TECH 
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YMCA and Campus Collaborations  

  After working closely during these many weeks with RLC’s Graduate Assistant Kerry 
Priest, RLC Intern Shelley Casey, RLC Director Dr. Trudeau, YSP Director Sandy Wirt and 
YMCA Executive Director Gail Billingsley, I’m thrilled to report the projects have been a 
success overall.  Projects completed include: 

·  Three groups assisted with the YMCA Book Fair 
·  Two groups completed yard work and deck staining at Barb Michelsen’s home,  a 

previous YSP and YMCA Executive Director 
·  One group lent many hands to Blacksburg’s Sustainability Week Home Fair 
·  Small groups planned and implemented mini-lessons for several of our after school 

programs 
·  One group did pumpkin painting and interviews with Senior Connections participants 
·  Three groups completed yard work and fall garden preparation at Bob and Emily 

Stuart’s home (also a previous YMCA Exec Director) 
·  The same three groups as above also assisted with renovations at the Y Center 
·  Two groups volunteered with the YMCA Crafts Fair 
·  One group worked on renovations at Jake and Courtney Grohs’ home 
 

 It’s incredible to be able to look back on this semester and see everything that the 
RLC volunteers have accomplished!  Everyone involved has learned a lot about this 
monumental process and we look forward to having things run even more smoothly next fall 
when our partnership continues.   
 

Early this semester, the YMCA at 
Virginia Tech was approached by the 
Residential Leadership Community (RLC), 
requesting service opportunities for 200 of 
their incoming freshman.  The RLC, directed 
by Dr. Denise Trudeau, is a themed housing 
community here on campus that focuses on 
building freshmen and sophomore leaders who 
are “socially responsible, educated in theory, 
demonstrate leadership accountability and who 
grasp a deep understanding of effective 
leadership behaviors.”  A requirement of their 
first semester on campus is to provide a few 
hours of volunteer service in the local 
community.  The YMCA was tasked with 
finding suitable group volunteer experiences 
for multiple groups of about 15 individuals 
each. 
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 Those in the Residential Leadership 
Community are known around campus for being top 
notch students, volunteers and leaders.  A few of our 
dedicated, long term program leaders were, in their 
earlier years, strong members of the RLC as freshmen 
and sophomores.  We look forward to seeing what 
new relationships grow from this fortunate 
collaboration. 
 
~ Jen Pollard, Program Coordinator, Y Student 
Programs 
 

 

Kindergarteners through second graders do 
crafts with volunteers 4-H at Gilbert Linkous 

Elementary School. 
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The Y Goes Global with Alternative Breaks!  
The Alternative Breaks program of the YMCA at Virginia Tech has a long-standing history 

of introducing its student participants, the leaders of tomorrow, to diverse communities and 
cultures both in the United States and abroad.  This Winter Break, we again prepare to send 
another dedicated group of students to serve and learn in the Dominican Republic.  Over the past 
three years, YMCA at VT student groups have worked to build a school and community center in a 
small neighborhood of Hato Mayor in the Dominican Republic.  Last year’s Alternative Winter 
Break participants had the unique opportunity to finally see this project through to completion. 
This year, 15 Virginia Tech students will donate their Winter Break from January 3rd – January 
19th, 2009 for the Y’s third return trip to the Dominican Republic.  In particular, we will be 
spending the majority of our time abroad in Nagua, which is a community located on the northern 
coast of the Dominican Republic.   
 

Within Nagua is a community with 
needs very similar to that of Hato Mayor.  
A very small building in poor condition is 
currently being used as a kindergarten 
classroom as well as a youth and women’s 
group activity center.  This winter, we are 
excited that our group will begin 
construction on a better building made of 
concrete.  Together with local community 
members, we will dig the foundation, cut 
rebar, mix and pour concrete in the 
foundation and pile up cinderblocks. The 
hope is that we will be able to build to 
window level by the end of our time in 
Nagua.  
 

When not at the construction site, we will spend our free time getting to know the 
community of Nagua. The last weekend of our stay will be spent in Hato Mayor so that the 
student participants can see a completed project in use and can meet the community we have 
grown to love and respect over the past 3 years. We hope that our work in Nagua will be the 
beginning of another long-term relationship with a second amazing community in the 
Dominican Republic. 

Although we are excited to get our hands dirty with yet another construction project, 
service to this international community is part of our goal.  The personal growth and leadership 
development of our students remains paramount in fulfilling the YMCA at VT’s mission of 
“Building community through learning, leadership, and service.”  After experiencing new 
people and new cultures, our students will return with the realization that each and every 
community has something to teach one other.  Although the trip is advertised as a 16 day service 
opportunity, the learning and development will continue for years to come.  Throughout, the 
students will be challenged and encouraged to find their passion and niche in making the world a 
better place, whether it be thousands of miles away or right here, at home in Blacksburg, VA. 

If you are interested in how these trips spark and facilitate personal growth as the Y 
works to train the leaders of tomorrow, please contact Jake or Courtney Grohs at jrgrohs@vt.edu 
or simoncm@vt.edu.  Thank you for your interest in and support of our passion! 

 
~ Jake and Courtney Grohs, Alternative Service Break Program Leaders 

 

Logan Thompson with some of the local DR children.   
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New Face: Welcoming our Associate Director 
Abigail Convery is our new 

Associate Director that joined us this past 
summer.  Abigail has a broad range of 
experience throughout her career, from 
running a community outreach campaign 
for a citizen lobby group to working in 
West Africa as a Peace Corps Volunteer.  
Her experience in community organizing 
and project management is diverse.  
Abigail has a strong background in the 
sciences, which culminated in a Masters 
Degree from the University of Georgia 
where she worked on developing 
landscape models to evaluate the 
effectiveness of different satellite image 
data types. While the science career path 
was a fascinating field, Abigail was 
interested in implementing what was 
learned in science more so than the 
research aspect of the field.   
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This realization led Abigail to work as a 
regional planner for the New River Valley 
Planning District Commission (PDC) 
developing, managing and implementing 
projects associated with natural resource 
planning, transportation and economic 
development initiatives.   

Abigail found us through Aliana 
Havrilla, our Community Programs 
Coordinator. Aliana and Abigail had worked 
together at the PDC and when Abigail 
expressed an interest in a change of scene, 
perhaps learning more about the non-profit 
world and community involvement at the local 
level, Aliana suggested that she consider the 
Y.  She did, and was hired on as the new 
Associate Director!  

Face we Remember:  
Alumni Spotlight   

See New on page 5 

In this edition, we chose to feature Michael 
Blackwell and spotlight his contributions to the 
YMCA at Virginia Tech. The following is a 
question-and-answer interview with him. 
 

What years were you involved with the YMCA 
at Virginia Tech? 
                I attended an Alternative Spring 
Break Trip in 1990 as an undergrad (which 
totally changed my life by the way), was 
Assistant Director of YSP in 1998, and YSP 
Director from 1999-2002.   
 
What is your current career path? 
                I am currently serving as Assistant 
Director at University Honors at Virginia Tech.  
 

What is your favorite YMCA memory? 
                My time with YMCA Student 
Programs was wonderful in so many ways. 
Mostly I remember the amazing young people 
that I was blessed to know over those years. 
Many of them are still close personal friends- a  
sort of extended family all over the world- who 
are becoming fine adults and doing great 

Michael enjoying the holiday season with his two daughters. 

things with their lives.  My favorite times were the overnight 
retreats where we worked hard, shared our life maps, went 
star-surfing, sang songs and told stories around the campfire.  
 
What really matters?  
                What really matters (as Rumi might say) is to meet 
in the presence of the Friend - that in our sincere and open-
hearted participation in each other's lives we find a union 
with something greater. This being together supports us in 
becoming our best selves, engenders joy and hope, and 
succors us in our need. The YSP is a sort of perfect 
 

See Alum on page 5 
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New continued from page 4 
Abigail’s priorities in this position include 

increasing the YMCA’s capacity to implement our 
current programs as well as fundraise for Phase II 
renovations at the Y Center and the Hale-YMCA 
Community Gardens on North Main.  In order to 
increase that capacity, she believes it is important 
that the YMCA stay on the cutting edge of 
addressing those communities needs and continue to 
build positive relationships and partnerships with 
those that have similar interests and complimentary 
resources.  In addition, increasing the YMCA’s 
visibility with what we do is very important for 
developing even greater community support for our 
activities. “The YMCA provides some incredible 
services and support to our local community, 
although many people do not realize it.”   

Abigail intends to focus on issues that are 
her strength, using her experiences in community 
development, land use planning and partnership 
building to continue to move the YMCA into the 
forefront of issues that focus on the quality of life of 
people in the New River Valley.  These priorities 
coupled with administrative duties associated with 
the position will keep her busy in the years to come!  

Abigail currently serves as a board member 
for Partners of the Americas, an exchange between 
professionals in Virginia and Santa Catarina, Brazil 
as well as Sustainable Community Partners, a new 
non-profit organization out of Roanoke that supports 
local sustainability efforts in our region.   
    ~ Y Staff 

Alum continued from page 4  

thing: people coming together in 
community to serve others and is a 
tremendous good to all those involved.   
 
Is there anything else you would like to 
share with former Y alums, current 
volunteers, Board members, etc...? 
                 I guess I would say "Thank you" 
to all those people who have planted the Y 
so firmly and affectionately, a long list of 
practical visionaries that goes back over 100 
years and continues to this day.  I love 
meeting the new kids of the YSP, who are 
just like the kids I knew in my day- so 
bright, alert, loving and alive!  We need to 
continue to support them and offer them an 
environment where they can find purchase 
in a difficult world.  I know for a fact that 
the YMCA has made a real difference in 
this world, and touched the lives of so many 
people.  And I can't say how thrilled I am 
that it continues to evolve and grow with 
the times.  I am still honored be a part of 
one of the great associations: YMCA at 
Virginia Tech.   

 
Thank you Michael 

 for your continued support of  
the Y and YMCA Student Programs! 

 

  

YMCA Community Development  

 
The Y's newest project is the Hale-

YMCA Gardens and Solar Greenhouse on North 
Main Street.  Because of a very generous 
donation of 15 acres of land, the Y is developing 
a Community Garden area that will consist of 
educational opportunities, a solar greenhouse, 
raised beds as well as natural garden areas, an 
orchard area and gathering space.  We envision 
this property to remain green and in the 
community's use for generations to come. 

The Y Center is also progressing nicely. 
 This past September, we completed a 2800-
square-foot dance & special event room that is 
wonderful for parties and programs - but 
especially great for dancing!  We were honored  
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to name the room after Emily & Bob Stuart.  Many of 
you may know that Emily was the Executive Director 
of the Y for 18 years, beginning in 1970.  She and her 
husband Bob danced the first waltz in the new room! 
 This winter, we'll be working on a pottery studio and 
another classroom for crafts and meetings. 
  
Stop by and see what's going on!   
 

~ Elizabeth Gail Billingsley 
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The 4-H Clover Buds, kindergarten 
through second graders, helped create a “tree of 
hands” by covering their palms with colorful 
paints and then placing them on the canvas. They 
were so excited about getting their hands on the 
tree, resulting in a very abstract mural. It seems 
we have discovered a group of budding, edgy 
artists. Without a doubt everyone had great time. 

At Shawnee we discussed recycling, 
reducing and reusing and how the 3 Rs will help 
keep our planet happy and healthy.  Sadly, one of 
the girls at the program had to leave site because 
she was sick. She was so upset that she was not 
able to participate. But I was so proud when I 
found several of the other children making mini 
murals on scraps of cloth to send home to their 
friend who was unable to participate. 

Without a doubt this was a successful 
project and I am looking forward to continuing 
AEA’s involvement with the after school 
programs. Thanks to all the Program Leaders 
who invited me to play with their children for the 
afternoon. ��������

 
~ Cameron Burkholder, AEA Program Leader 

Children at our Shawnee After School Program  
show off their mural. 
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YMCA Lancaster House 
403 Washington Street SW 
Blacksburg, VA 24060 
(540) 961-9622 
(540) 961 5217 (fax) 
ymca@vtymca.org 
www.vtymca.org 


