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For my service-learning option, I am volunteering at Gateways for Youth and Families.  Gateways is an organization located in Pierce County, established to improve the lives of children who are underprivileged or ill-treated.  There are several programs which Gateways offers, including The Ranch Teen Center, which is where I specifically work every Friday afternoon from about 2:00-5:30.  The Teen Center focuses on providing kids aged 10-17 with a positive after-school environment.  
The Ranch Teen Center consists of over 60 youth, a paid staff whom the kids call “counselors”, as well as a handful of different volunteers.  For only $20 a year the Teen Center offers a safe place to “hang out” or mingle with friends after school, including different activities such as a drum room, computer room, pool room, video games, board games, etc.  However, there is more to it than that.  Classes are also offered here, including dance classes, cheerleading, drum-line classes, and music composition.  The counselors and volunteers often times will try and plan more casual activities for the teens as well, such as kick ball in the grass, a game of monopoly, etc.  This is a way for the staff to form bonds with the teens, as well as simply providing them with healthy activities as opposed to sitting in front of the computer or television all day.

In addition to classes and fun casual activities, Gateways’ Teen Center has had their teen members work on several group projects.  One project which I had the chance to help with is wooden boat building.  A marine expert from Lake Union’s Center for Wooden Boats came and instructed how to build an actual wooden boat which holds about 10-12 people.  Foster Parents of Washington actually sponsor this program by providing scholarships to foster children who would like to participate in it.  The teens spent a long time putting it together and putting the finishing touches on it.  To celebrate what they’ve made, they are going to take a trip and launch the finished boat.  I think this is a great opportunity for teens to accomplish quite a challenging task, while working together.
Another interesting project which is new to the Teen Center, and which I have a significant role in, is something called the “Teen Challenge.”  It consists of weekly challenges, where the teens are supposed to compete against each other in activities meant to challenge the brain.  The goal is to build leadership skills, teamwork skills, and develop critical thinking skills.  They recently began the Teen Challenge with an all day trip to Seattle, where the kids had to go on a scavenger hunt.  My role in all of this is to actually come up with the weekly challenges, as well as get the kids to participate in them and be excited about them.
With the Teen Challenge being my main “job” at the Teen Center, my other tasks are a little more laid back.  On an average day, kids will show up after school or when they want, and leave whenever they want.  When I am there, my role is to ask them about their homework, help them if they need help with any of it, play games with them, and supervise their interactions and activities with each other.  Another big part of what I do is to just be someone who cares, someone who they can feel they can talk to.  I think that a lot of these kids, especially those who are put into the foster care system, don’t necessarily have very many adults in their lives that they can look up to or talk to.  When you’re bouncing around between families, it is difficult to put trust in people.  At the Teen Center, the counselors and volunteers try to offer themselves as positive role models.
My experiences so far have been interesting, and enjoyable.  I have participated in many fun activities with the teens, such as playing pool, videogames, watching movies, playing kickball and soccer, building the boat, helping them with homework and computer help.  And while it has all been fun and I’ve enjoyed watching the happy expressions of these kids having a good time, there has been difficult moments too.  A couple of the teens are autistic, and don’t interact with the other teens very well because of their temperaments, and because the other teens aren’t usually very patient with them.  There have been several arguments that I have had to try and break up, usually with the help of a counselor.  There have also been a few threats between the teens which can be scary to hear and hard to know how serious it was, or how you should react.  When there are issues between the teens, I have learned not to judge their behavior and to deal with it as best as I can.  A lot of them were abused and mistreated, and now have poor social skills and not a lot of discipline.  
I am excited to continue working with the kids at The Teen Center.  One of the best experiences so far at Gateways was when one 16 year old girl and I sat on the swings while most of the others were playing a game, and she talked to me about herself.  She opened up about her life and how Gateways has helped her.  I found it very interesting that since she is the oldest teen at the Teen Center right now, and is very mature for her age, that she acts kind of protective, or motherly towards the other kids.  She has had to deal with more losses and pain in her life than I have, and I found myself humbled by that experience, with more respect for these kids than I had before.
