in European Voluntary Service (EVS) Projects

Thoughts Around an Innovative Training Event Held in Arnhem

(NL), 20-24 November 1999

How can organisations be beiter prepared and equipped for taking part in European
Volwntary Service projects? The paviicipants {n a training event for EVS supervisors,
organised by four National Agencies, bad the chance io look at some of the key challenges
organisations face in running quality EVS projects. Here are some reflections about the

training and its resulis.

Background to SOHO International
Since the beginning of EVS in 1996 it has been
obvious that one of the biggest challenges ithe
programme faces is 10 keep a balance between ihe
demands of guantity and qualite. On the one hand,
EeCommissioner Edith Cresson dreame of 100, 000
voung people going through an EVS experience
while, on the other hand, the programme is in Fact
designed as a fairy structured approach o informal
learning with a number of high-reaching objectives,
such as:

QO Inclusion of voung people with litle or no access
o other Youth Mobilioy schemes

Q Imcgration of voung people into the labour
markel

© Cooribution 1o a European civil sociery

© International exchange of good practice in fields

where volunteers are active:

Afier three vears and te panticipation of some 6, 000
young people in EVS, it is hard 10 say if the
programme and its operators have managed Lo reach
this balance berween qualine and quantity. The
answir will vy from person 1o person aceording to
perspective and role in the programme and the
cquality criteria applied.

Looking at the elaborated set of quality standards for
the programme that the National Agencies for EVS
have developed, Twould say most of it is functioning
— especially when it comes o support and training
structures which are in place for the volunteers. To
cizhle the voung people w reflect on and make use

of the experience they are going through, a number
ol training events before, during and after their
service are an obligiiore pant of the programme.
These training events are specially designed 1o Jead
young people w become responsible for their own
learning process.

What about the
organisations involved?
The success of the programme depends o a large
exterm on the ability of the organisations involved
foster and support the voung people's leaming
process. An analysis of the problems that have
occuned in projects over the kst three vears clearly
shows that the shoncomings were often on the side
of the organisations: a) lack of communication
and/or co-operation between Sending and Hosting
Cganisations; b} not enough opportunity provided
for conrributions from the volunteers; o) clash
between expectations and reality on the side of the
Huosting Organisations, and o on.

Prirnarily, these are net the Fale of the organisations
themselves; in most cases the organisations were not
sufficiently prepared or trained enough to fulfil their
role in the projects. Organisations have their own

. agenda and interests in panicipating in EVS. They do

not tike part simply for the sake of helping and
guiding young people through an important learning,
process, Their attitude is perfectly understandable.

Froblems arise when programme organisers, in this
case Natonmal Agencies, ignore the interests and

agendas of the organisations and merely concentrate ),
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on the volunteers. For the success of the programme, the
organisations, meaning their responsible representatives, have 1o be
supported and trained in a way that acknowledges that they 100 are
LEARNERS in the projects and not just receivers of the services that
voung people offer through the programme. They can gain a lot once
they are prepared to LEARN, in other words, are prepared to CHANGE,
Ideally EVS projects are a constant confrontation between the three
pariners involved (Volunteers, Sending and Hosting Organisations) —
a confrontation in the context of exchange and dialogue.

For this process 1o succeed, it is vital 1o have sufficient training and
suppont structures for the organisations taking pan. And with the
numbers of volunteers expected to increase over the next few years,
there should be a clear focus on the organisational level o ensure that
there are a sufficient number of supported and well-prepared
onganisations taking part. Otherwise the balance between quantity
and quality might suffer.

SOHO International is one example of the kind of training which is
relevant for organisations taking part in EVS.

Origin of SOHO International
SOHO Intemational as a training concept was formulated during the
seminar on “Training in European Youth Projects™, held in Austria in
April 1999. At this meeting Peter Barendse (EVS Agency in the
Nethertands), Paulos Berglof (EVS Agency in Sweden) and myself sat
together to think about an international training project for actors in
the framework of the EUYouth programme European Voluntary
service. We agreed to involve volunteer supervisors from Sending
Organisations and Hosting Organisations from four different
countries - SOHO International was born,

Since there was a strong commitment from all three of us w make this
plan a reality the development of the training project went very
smoothly and quickly.

We also wanted to have panicipants from Southem Europe in onder to
have a wide spread across the EU and a fourth paniner country was found
with Spain. The Dutch Agency agreed to host and krgely fund the activity;
the other three Agencies (AUT, SWE, ESP} also agreed to contribute
financially and to recruit panticipants. The trainers’ team was agreed on in
a joint effoet by the three "founders” of SOHO Internationzal. [ offered 1o
be one member of the team and o use this concrete experience as the
practical part of my participation in the Long-term Course Training for
Teainers in European Youth Projects (see information below), My
collcagues Peter and Paulos agreed and searched for two more trainers
for our team. In October 1999 our complete SOHO team met for a two-
day preparatory meeting, the three trainers (Ninni Magnusson, Maike
Hubers and myself) and Peter and Paulos representing the organisers.

SOHO International content

and outcome of the training
Who exactly came together for four cold autumn days in the beautiful
small town of Amhem in the Netherlands? Altogether 24 so-called EVS
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supervisors (6 per country) from Sending as well as Hosting
Organisations. By the term supervisors we mean the representatives
of the organisations directly in contact with the young people. We did
not want administrators, we wanted the “volunteer managers” with at
least some EVS experience to draw on.

Aims and objectives
As initiators, the training team was driven by two main aims:

© To develop a model for a very practical training for EVS
supervisors on an international level, which could be offered
regularly with different combinations of countries involved

© To contribute to more quality in EVS projects.

With these aims in mind, we designed the training course in a way that
would enable panicipants o atain the following leamning objectives:

© To raise awareness of the individual role and responsibilities of an
EVS-supervisor

© To raise awareness of the inercultural dimension of EVS projects

© To raise awareness of the international dimension of EVS projects
and of the “Added Value™ of intemational parinerships and co-
operation,

We were very conscious of not offering a skills-oriented training since
it carries the risk, especially ar international level, of losing out on a
number of participants due to over- or under-challenging conents. It
wias obvious from the beginning that the group of participants from
four different countries would be very heterogeneous in terms of
experience, knowledge and skills,

We did not want to provide the participants with a “golden book of
supervising in EVS projects” or with a list of the ten most important
tasks of an EVS supervisor. We prepared the programme with the
main intention of making the participants think, and of raising their
awareness of their own personal role/part in an EVS project, The
participanis should be aware of what it means o enter ino
intemational partnerships such as EVS projects. The training should
help them to reflect on what they can give and what they can gain by
linking up with 4 young volunteer and an organisation in another
COuntry.

Content
The three full waining days were dedicated to the following topics:

... The role of a EVS Supervisor
- .- The Intercultural Learning dimension of EVS projects
. .. Parinership and Communication within EVS projects

We used a mixture of methods during the training - working groups.
simulation exercises, role plys, individual reflections, ete, But the
most important part of the Training was the in depth sharing of
experiences available in the group - with the different perspectives
from Sending and Hosting Supervisors from different countries.
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The role of an EVS supervisor
Pamicipants wxchanged their cxpedences and opinions in two key
areas: 1y the wasks of an EVS supervisor, and 2) the qualities
considered necessary for an EVS supenisor 10 possess. Based on a set
of questions we had prepared in advance, the participants discussed
their views and experiences in working groups, [t was important that
all participants could contibue and understood that there 15 no
“ideal” EVS-supervisor.

At the end of the day the geoups tried w summarise their discussions
about the moles that are o be fulfilled by an EVS supervsor, and
interestingly enough, all the qualiies thar emerged fitted o main
[unctions: those of an omganiser and of a communicator, Many
participants strongly identified with the le of 2 communicator as a
nerworker - linking people to create a net which provides security as well
as something o lean from (volunteer w hosting community, volunteer
ok working oolleaguees, current volunteers 1o former volunteers, €ic,),

Another facet of the communicator is as listener and guide. In the one-
to-one rekuionship with the young volunteer the supendsor should ry
ter buildd up trust and negotaee the volunteer's needs with the
expectations and requirements of the environment. We closed the day
with a practical exercise illusicating this aspect of the cole, Pamicipants
paired up and, in wm, one was blindfolded and guided by the other
without words through the sumoundings of the seminar site,

The intercultural learning aspect in EVS projects
The design of this day had wken the least time w agree on in the
preparation phase. I seemed so perfectly logical to starn with 2 short
theoretical input on intercultural leaming (1CL), continue with an
exercise 1o reflect individually on one's personal associations with this
term {“ICL-DNA"Y and then, as the "highlight” of the progeamme, a big
simulation exercise focusing on behaviour patterns when being
confronted with differemt rules (CBARNGA BARNGAT). Finally we
planned to faciliue working group discussions, linking the eesults of

the exercises o everybody s realities,
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Chur original satisfaction about this part of the programme was a bil
shaken while cunning the sessions, and even more doubes surfaced
reading the evalwation [orms of the participants, This part was the one
almosi evervbody considered only “moderaie”™ when i came 1o s
relevance for the daily work. What had lappened?

Whenever 2 European Jevel waining event s planned within the
framework of the EU Youth Prosrammes it seems o be an unwrilten
law, not 10 be questioned, that some elements about imercoloural
learning have to bea part of it - no matter what the topic or how shor
the event. It is =0 rempting o ke one of these fncy simulation
exercises, build a programme around it and meanshile 1o forge
aboui the needs of your targel group in the training.

In our wam evaluation meeting afterwards we disowssed this mager
length and cume to an unspecticutar but very important conclusion:
Good and relevant training Is not abour impressive methods but about
acdequate methocds for the aims and objectives vou want 1o achieve. We
agreed that in the shon tme avaitable it would have been much more
worthwhile 1o help the panicipants reflect on the imvisible culture of
their orginisation - the informal decision-amaking process, the subtle
hieranchics, te unofficid muss and mousenoms, e, gl the elements
[orming an onganisational identity, sometbing that a voung volusteer is
confronted with and dhat a supervisor should prepare himsher 1o deal
with ir. Bur to do so the supervisor must be aware of this cultuee,

Partnership and communication:

the international dimension of EVS projects
Obwiowsly, the international dimension of the group was an imporant
element in the learning process with which we intended o stimulate
the panticipants, & lot of project failures we due w nsufficiens
communication and co-operation berween the partners in the EYS-
project, cspedially berween the Sending and Hosting Organisations.
The participants should become aware of the importance of the
“rriangular partnership” (Seoding and  Hosting Organisation and
Volunteers and the prevequisites for its success,
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Playing BARNGA, a1
simulation gme on
interculiurl leaming
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With the help of concrete case studies the panticipants could focus on
the needs of this panicular partnership beyond filling in grant
application forms. How can co-operation built on trust avoid some
problems or deal with them comstuctively? There was 4 strong
agreement among the participams that vou should have met vour
partner faceto-face before exchanging young volunteers - even more
503 you are ralking about yvoung people with special needs,

During the last 2 hours on this day we opencd a “Markerplace” where
the: particigants could profit from the resources of the geoup once
more and negotiate about concrete partnerships, collect mor:
information, review some of the things learnt through the training,
and whatever else each panticipant deemed necessary for himvherself
to serengthen their confidence as an EVS supervisor.

The SOHO theme
For the whole: programme design it was vital 1o create an atmosphere
where the participants felt comforable w open up and exchange
thoughts, ideas, experiences - failures as well as successes,
weztknesses as well as sorengibis,

One element of the training that belped considerably w create the
vight atmosphers was the use of an overall theme - in our ease SOHO,
the abbreviation derived from the warget group (Sending Organisation
& Iosting Organisation) but at the beginning it was nothing but an
image without any characteristics. We decided thar SOHO would be
whatever the group made L.

Nevertheless, we Felt it necessary 10 seq up a starting point 1o inspire
everyone and o show that we as a weam were preparesd to contribute
to the development of the characteristics of the SOHO theme. To
welcome the participants to SOHO lind we dressed up on the first day
in a [y “cyberspacy” way, offered people drinks and snacks in
various bright colours and took pictures of them standing underneath
our silvery arch. Many participants appreciated this weloome since it
soon made them feel comfortable and got people talking and

lashing together from the very beginning,

During the training, groups had to think about their inerpretation of
SOHO for the last night, Working on this sk became a clear link
among the participants, and something like 2 SOHO group identity
developed. Every morning the SOHO Times was “published” with all
the news and gossip fit tw print. I cemainly provided enough source
of fun and laughter, its highlight being on the kst nighe with all kinds
of funny games, role plays and lide skeiches (for details please
contact one member of the team).

Acconding to the feedback and the writlen evaluation forms, we
succeeded in creating 2 comfonable aumosphere. There was a strong
group identity, the “SOHO proup™ One quote from an cvaluation
form reads: “The idea of having SOHO as 2 theme was geeat - it gor
everybody involved. Since there were no concrete answers at the
beginning, we creaiedd SOHO wogether; that's why it was the most
imporant part of the waining”,
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The future of SOHO
Owerall, "SOHO International” was a very successful waining, In our
team ecvaluation meeting in January we concluded thar we had
reached most of our set objectives - with the exceprion of the part
about intercultural learning, Cenainly the participants, some of whom
were very experienced, reflected on their role as EVS supervisors and
becarne more aware of the importance of international partnership

 and eo-operation. Alovol participants menticned thar they had leae

tremendously feom the others in the group. One paricipant even
voiced that he would tey w convine his volleagues in bis organisation
to totally rethink their approach w hosting volunteers.

We have apreed that we will offer this kind of waining agin with other
vountries involved. We will also produce a repont abour the first
SOHO training including a deseription of the major training clements,
Through wide distribution it should work wwards increasing the
number of training activities of this kind, because we strongly believe
that the organisatioms involved in VS newd more incernational
training if the balance berween quality and quantity is 10 be
maintained in the coming vears,

For more information, the report or advice, please coneact:

Peter HOFMANN, lnterkulturelles Zentrum, Austria

tel.: 0043-1-5867343-20, e-mail: Peter. Hofmann (@i oral

or
Peter BARENDSE, NIZW, Netherlands

tel.: (031-30-230-65-46, e-mail: Perer. Rarenclse@nizw.nl
: or

Paulos BERGLOF. National Board of Youth Alfairs, Sweden

tel.: (040-8-4625368, e-mail: Pailos Berglofed ungdomssiyrelse se

Training for Trainers for European Youth Projects
This Long-term Training Course was organised by the Interkulurelles
dentrumy, Vienna, and funded through the Youth for Europe
programme, The course was designed by an intemational growp of

expents in the field of teining. It contained six phoses and included

three seminars and one practical experience. Every participant bad w
have one conerete taining experience as a part of the course, The
course began with an S-day seminar in May 1999 in Austria, continued

- with a second §-day seminar in September in Budapest and finished

this dfarch in Iraly.
For details plesse comact

Helmut Fennes, nteckulourelles Zentrum, Austri,
tel.: (N:43-1-5867544-15, e-mail: elmut. Fennes @iz or.a



