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As institutions worldwide grapple with how to best use the skills of volunteers to help supplement and enhance their resources, I will describe how The Tribute Center, an institution in New York City that has yet to open, has put volunteers and its volunteer program in the forefront.  I will detail how volunteers are effectively communicating our institution’s message and helping to fulfill its mission by giving visitors to the World Trade Center site in New York City an understanding of what happened there on both February 26, 1993, when the first attempt to destroy the trade towers was made, and September 11, 2001.  Through the volunteers’ efforts we are deepening the understanding of these events for visitors to the site, people who are familiar with the events largely through the mass media.  The volunteers and their stories provide a human perspective on what happened and give visitors an entirely new sense of the impact of these events upon the people who live and work in the region.

TRIBUTE CENTER HISTORY

First, some background.  On September 11th of this year, New York City commemorated the fourth anniversary of the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon and the Crash of Flight 93 in Shanksville, Pennsylvania.  Temporary and permanent memorials have been created in both Pennsylvania and Virginia, but New York, the city most severely affected by the attacks, has yet to create its memorial.  The millions of visitors who come to the site annually find a large void with only a few signs on the fence surrounding the World Trade Center site to help them understand what happened there.  They arrive and leave with many of the same questions – where did the Towers stand? Where can I see the names of the victims?   Where will the memorial be?

Last year, a private organization originally created to help the families and loved ones of fire fighters who died on September 11th began the difficult task of trying to fill this void.  This group, the September 11th Families’ Association, decided to create an interim visitor and learning center to serve the public in the years leading up to the opening of the permanent memorial and museum (projected opening date 2009).   

The Families’ Association wanted to create a place for the thousands of visitors who come to the site annually – a place that would answer their questions and meet their needs.  It will not be a collections-based museum or a place that will bring historical perspective to the events which it addresses.  And it will not be strictly a memorial to those who lost their lives in the World Trade Center attacks.  Instead, The Tribute Center – the name we’ve given this project – was conceived to inform the visitor and pay tribute to all who were affected by the attacks.  These ideas are driving the creation of all of Tribute’s programs and its design. 

Because of this focus, it was important for the Association to develop an understanding of the people who visit the site, their expectations and their questions.  One of the Association’s founders frequently took groups of teenagers on tours of the site and their queries provided the initial input needed to help formulate our ideas of what the center should be.

Additional information was gathered to supplement ideas gleaned from the tours.  The Association surveyed the people who come to the World Trade Center site to find out from them what they expected to learn from their visit to the site.  This survey revealed that seventy-eight percent of the tourists wanted a guided tour of the site and seventy-nine per cent hoped to hear about the personal experiences of rescue workers, survivors, and family members. 

The Association also reached out to people affected by the events – people who escaped from the towers, residents and workers in lower Manhattan, people who lost loved ones, rescue workers, and volunteers who came to help with the recovery efforts.  They asked for the advice of this group of individuals and, together, they developed the mission of The Tribute Center and began to formulate its programs and exhibitions.

With this direction – the feedback from visitors on tours, visitor surveys, and a mission statement – the Families Association began to create The Tribute Center to serve the needs of the World Trade Center visitors.  The Center will be a place where visitors can meet people who were affected by the events that have indelibly marked that place and can listen and learn.   

Peoples’ stories will be told through exhibitions within the Tribute Center space, and they will be told by volunteers leading walking tours around the perimeter of the World Trade center site.  Drawn from the communities of people who witnessed the attacks and were directly affected by them, these volunteers relate the basic facts about the World Trade Center attacks and also share their own experiences, helping visitors understand the wide-ranging impact of what happened.    

Although The Tribute Center’s exhibitions are still being researched and designed, volunteers have already begun to lead tours of the site.  These guided walks were inaugurated in October of this year, more than six months before the Center is scheduled to open, in order to start serving World Trade Center visitors.   After describing the training program that we created to enable the tours to begin quickly and effectively, I will address some of the questions that arose in the early stages of this program’s development – for example, can people who have such a deep personal investment in the stories they are telling be effective spokespeople for the Center?  How do visitors react to coming in contact with people who so recently experienced a life-changing event?  Are there psychological and sociological repercussions for the visitor as well as for the docents? 

CONTEXT TO PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT

As we developed this program, we drew upon tools used by museums for their volunteer educational efforts or docent programs and added other techniques and methods that we felt were needed to support our particular goals and help the volunteers deal with the possible emotional side effects of participating in this program.  As the project develops, however, it is taking on a life of its own, generating its own structure and tools.

We pay particular attention to preparing volunteers for interacting with the public about potentially controversial topics and ensuring that the volunteers themselves are prepared to deal with their emotions before, during, and after the tours.  We encourage our volunteers to talk openly with each other about their own reactions as well as their experiences giving the tours.  As a result, they help one another work out solutions to frequently encountered situations.  

We consult regularly with trauma therapists and have built them into the training program to provide support for both volunteers and staff.  We also draw from training models used to help groups of individuals work effectively with one another, models that facilitate team-building and collaborative learning efforts.

Our work with the volunteers begins with a rigorous selection process.  Before they enter the program, volunteers go through a process that is very much akin to the hiring process.  We prepared a volunteer “job description” that describes the qualifications we look for in a volunteer as well as the responsibilities we expect each to take on.  The description indicates the time commitment that each will be required to make, and further it outlines what the volunteers will gain as a result of their work with Tribute.  

Each person interested in volunteering fills out an application form that asks for details about their background, professional experience, and availability.  They then have an in-person interview where they meet with our volunteer coordinator and a therapist who is working with us to support the project.  This allows us to meet each candidate and assess whether he or she is emotionally able to deal with the challenges of this very personal volunteer program.   The key question is – can the volunteers tell their stories to a public audience without raising issues that are controversial and without becoming emotionally overwhelmed by the experience?

This process helps us identify individuals who have the capacity to make visitors feel welcome, comfortable and safe; who can tell his or her story from the heart; who listen well and answer questions appropriately and to the point; who are aware of his or her emotions as well as the emotional responses of the visitors and can handle them smoothly; and, finally, who show both the capacity to be supportive of others and can serve as a role model to visitors and to other volunteers.  We also look for people who have a basic knowledge of the events surrounding February 26, 1993 and September 11, 2001 and then, in the training, provide them with the tools to build upon that knowledge and talk about all aspects of the events, as well as the recovery and relief efforts and the plans for the future.

Our first group of volunteers was hand picked.  We needed to quickly train a group of twenty guides to deliver tours around the World Trade Center site in time for this year’s September 11th anniversary so we selected individuals who we knew well or who showed signs of being ready to participate in the program with little training.  We also enlisted this “charter” or “pilot” group in helping us develop the training program and asked them to give us continual feedback that we could use to refine the training and make it work for a less experienced group.  

Going forward, volunteers will be recruited broadly from the many individuals, groups, organizations and businesses that were affected by September 11th:  family and survivor groups, former World Trade Center companies and affected local businesses, and residents in the tri-state area.  

Training

Once we select someone as a volunteer, they must attend from one to two days of training sessions that are designed to enhance and strengthen their skills.  The principal objectives of this training are 

· To help volunteers define their own stories in relation to September 11th and determine what is appropriate to share; 

· To assist volunteers in learning and/or increasing public speaking skills so they effectively and confidently interact with the public, whatever their volunteer assignment, but especially if they are guides; 

· To provide volunteers with factual information about the history and development of the World Trade Center site as well as the 1993 and 2001 attacks, so they can give accurate and consistent information to visitors;

· To train volunteers to listen to and encourage others’ stories; and

· To provide volunteers with an understanding of the different ways in which people learn and how they might ensure that their presentations are effective for individuals with diverse learning styles. 

Through training, learning to define their stories, and learning how to listen to others, volunteers progress in their personal recovery and healing, grow stronger and stay more connected with others. They are also better well-equipped to lead groups around the site, give presentations, greet visitors, and assist with scheduling and other supportive services.

Our first or charter group of volunteers helped us test the length and detail of the training sessions, the format for the tours, their path and duration, and the responses of both visitors and volunteers. The findings of focus group meetings with this first group are helping us refine both the tours and the process of training volunteers as we move into our first year of tours of the site.

To date, two groups of eighteen volunteers have been recruited and trained and a third group will be trained in mid-November.  On November 15th, regularly scheduled tours will be given seven days a week.  We expect to train twenty new volunteers each month between January and our opening in May, allowing us to have as many as 150 trained guides by Tribute’s opening in the Spring. 

Evaluation 

In order to assess the effectiveness of what we are doing, we engaged a consultant to provide ongoing evaluation for us.  This includes assessments of volunteer participation, tracking how many volunteers keep their commitments, and how many continue, seeking to improve their skills and to mentor new volunteers.  The evaluator will work closely with the trauma consultants who monitor the response of the individual volunteers and note particular challenges or awkward situations that tours encounter.

Ongoing training sessions will provide an opportunity for the guides to share their experiences and talk about how to deal with the difficulties they encounter on their tours as well as build their speaking skills and knowledge. Periodic visitor surveys will also help us evaluate the public response to the tours and keep our approach fresh and directly responsive to the visitors’ questions and needs.  To show our appreciation for the work of our volunteers, we will create programs and opportunities to acknowledge and thank them, build community, and address emotional burnout and healing.  Through these efforts we hope also to ensure the retention of our incredibly dedicated and inspiring participants. 

Early feedback that we have received is overwhelmingly positive for both the volunteers and the visitors.  As our evaluator states, “Not only do the visitors leave the tour forever changed…but the docent does as well.  Thus, the power of this experience is twofold.  Part of it comes from learning the details of the terrorist attacks, which undoubtedly provokes strong emotions. However, it is hearing the courageous and intimate details of the firefighters’, survivors’, volunteer workers’, residents’ and family members’ stories that is indelible in our minds and hearts.”

The Tribute Center Volunteer Program has been designed to respond to a very real need on the part of visitors to lower Manhattan during this interim period rebuilding at the World Trade Center. As important as the tours of the site is the fact that the Volunteer Program is helping the healing process of its participants.

When we started this program, we anticipated having to help the volunteers get to a point where they could formulate and tell their stories.  We expected them to feel initially at least that they couldn’t talk about their experiences.  In fact, we have found that most not only can tell their stories, but also want to do so.  They comment that their friends, co-workers, and families are tired of hearing from them yet they still feel the need to talk about their trauma and the need to be with people who understand this.  We are pleased to see that a fledgling cultural institution like the Tribute Center can fill that need.  

As we build the Center and its programs, we are documenting our progress, hoping to leave for future generations not only a record of the impact of September 11th but also an understanding of how peoples’ responses, their need for information and their need to relate information and experiences changes over time.  The Tribute Center, itself, is a new kind of institution for America.  We are taking what we know about museums and about visitors and pairing them to respond to a need for information and personalization without significant interpretation.  Four years after the first major attack on American soil, as a people we are still struggling to come to grips with the events of September 11th.  The Tribute Center is one manifestation of that struggle.  
� When I use the word survivor, I am referring to people who escaped from the towers before they collapsed or people who survived the collapse.  This term is also sometimes used very broadly to include residents and workers in the vicinity.
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