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Essential Energy Focus

Group Report
'V' Volunteers at the Chinese College of Physical Culture in Leeds
Focus Group Report.
Introduction.
The focus group involved eight of the volunteers who had been involved in the work of the Chinese College of Physical Culture (CCPC). They came from a range of geographical locations and had been active in a range of projects and challenges; from setting up classes to producing promotional artwork and supporting existing teachers.

The setting for the focus group was a church hall during one of the regular weekend training events organised by the CCPC based in Leeds. The group was facilitated by Dr. Ian Kenvyn as a neutral third party (and author of this report). Record-keeping comprised notes during the session followed by a full write-up immediately following the event. 

All participants were assured of the confidentiality of their responses. The guide for the focus group was to ask the participants to reflect and talk about their experience as a volunteer, secondly to consider if they were now doing anything differently as a result of the experience, finally the volunteers were asked to consider if there were further opportunities to improve the process and procedures. Throughout, the facilitator used a light touch to guide the discussion and summarised key points back to the group to check for meaning and understanding.

Following the focus group with the volunteers a second focus group with teachers who had worked with them during the project was conducted to add their perspective to the research.

Volunteers Experience.
1. Reflecting on the experience of being a volunteer.

Each participant had very positive reflections of the experience and they reported a sense of real growth and development, the essence of this is captured in the comment:

"This experience has affected me in a positive way physically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually".

This strong statement was affirmed by the whole focus group.

Volunteers talked about the challenge of taking responsibility for a range of projects – from establishing classes, supporting existing teachers through to promotional and administrative roles. They spoke of undertaking tasks that took them outside of their 'normal' comfort zone, but they perceived themselves to be supported and enabled to make the step-change.

A definitive feature of the volunteer experience was a perception of taking complete responsibility and ownership of the process. They shared a feeling that they were not subject to intrusive oversight and supervision so much as an enabling support from teachers and staff of CCPC.

All the participants reported an initial feeling of being daunted, in particular in activities that required them to 'front-up' to a range of outside factors. These included negotiating access to resources – such as venues – working directly with class participants (who were usually older then the volunteers) and originating promotional media. However, there was a shared sense of achievement and a feeling of a job well done when the volunteers came to reflect on what they had achieved.

The participants summarised their experience of volunteering as being positive and challenging. They also frequently referred to how they had changed and developed during that period, this is summed up by the participant who said:

"I feel I have changed, I know that I faced challenges and overcame them, I am now going to go on to more things". A strong comment, which leads into the second section of the report – reflecting on how the volunteering has had an effect on what they are doing now.

2. Doing things differently.

Here the participants were invited to reflect on what they are doing now and if having been a volunteer has had an effect on present activity. The essence of this is captured in the comment:

"Previously I had no real idea that the third sector existed. Since being a volunteer with the lishi arts I have been working for other charities and have travelled all around the country doing that. I am much more confident".

It is also significant that this same participant admitted that before his volunteering he used to 'drink quite a lot', but since being a volunteer he no longer drinks alcohol.

Two of the participants who were involved in the creation of artwork and promotional material said that they now felt more confident in pitching their ideas to other potential clients:

"Previously I created artwork for myself, but now having worked with what a client wanted I now feel more confident and able to work for others".

A participant who was a film-maker reflected that previously being behind the camera was like being an observer, but their recent work was more directly involved and empathetic as a result of the volunteering experience.

Another volunteer who is now seeking a job reflected that they feel they will be able to get an interview, and that they would also 'have something to say' that might increase the chance of employment.

The experience of working with a range of people and in a range of contexts was reported to have increased self-confidence for all the participants. At a more subtle level the participants said that they viewed others in a different light, and that their wider social interactions reflected a greater awareness of themselves and of others. This is captured in the comment:

"Working with a range of people of all ages and backgrounds, talking with them, training with them and sharing experiences made me realise that we all have so much in common."

The final guide question to the focus group invited them to consider if there were opportunities to improve the process and procedures within the volunteering experiences.

3. Opportunities and improvements.

The group reflected that they sometimes found the amount of written work required by the Youth Achievement Award was at times daunting:

"I didn't enjoy writing at school and at times I just did not want to sit down and write up what I had been doing", said one participant who was affirmed by others in the group.

There was also a feeling that some of the questions within the written work template were closed and gave little opportunity for a more personalised reflection.

The group also suggested that production of artefacts such as a blog or video diary would have been better reflective evidence of the quality of the volunteering experience.

The group were overwhelmingly supportive of their volunteering experiences and had very few critical reflective comments beyond those presented here. The final part of this section drew together a group of CCPC teachers who had worked directly with the volunteers to add their reflections to the evaluation.

The Teachers' Experience.
Four teachers who had direct experience of working with the volunteers agreed to a short focus group session to reflect upon the project, once again the guide approach asked them to reflect upon the direct experience of working with the volunteers, how are the teachers working differently now and are there opportunities for improvement.

1. Teachers' Direct experience.

There was a very positive response to the 'V' project and a sense of how the volunteers had made a valuable contribution to the work of the CCPC. A powerful observation suggested: "Having the 'V' volunteers was a way of putting the principles of the lishi arts into practice and brought a new energy into the organisation."

In particular the way in which the volunteers had new ideas and a fresh approach was valued by the teachers:

"They were full of new ideas and they brought a 'youthful' drive that was very positive."

A practical example was the use of social networking internet sites as a medium for promoting the work of the CCPC, this was seen as a particularly powerful way of reaching a new generation of students in the lishi arts.

Teachers of classes having a 'V' volunteer characterised an essential characteristic was the volunteer often being a 'bridge from the teacher to the class'.

The teachers' realised that the experience of the project had given them an 

opportunity for reflective learning, the essence of this presented next.

2. Doing things differently.

Working with the volunteers gave the teachers pause for thought and the prime outcome here seems to be a resolution to change some of the existing teaching practices, where a very wide range of content was applied to classes. Following the 'V' experience the focus group teachers said that they were resolved to build an initial base with a less wide range of content before progressing to introduce the extensive content of the lishi arts.

There was also a shared recognition that younger students represented future building for the CCPC and so adaptation and development was of fundamental importance.

3. Opportunities.

Reflecting on the opportunities for change the group were very positive about the involvement with 'V' and the volunteers (this is particularly relevant in the context of the granting of continuation funding). The CCPC is now more confident in how the full and part-time volunteers can add value to the work of the organisation. The proven popularity of the project also means that CCPC will be able to select the most appropriate volunteers – rather than having to seek recruits. The role and effectiveness of the Youth Achievement Award could be reviewed.

Overall, both the teachers and the volunteers who took part in the focus groups reflected upon a very positive experience that may continue to effect all concerned for a considerable time.

Dr. Ian Kenvyn (Trinity and All Saints University, Leeds) April 2008.
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