
THE GUIDE TO DOING GOOD IN AUSTIN

“Will it succeed? I haven’t the foggiest idea.”
John Thornton, founder of 

the nonprofit Texas Tribune, 
a news website
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Like most Kindergartners, my son loves to 
run. He’s asked a few times for his name 
to be changed to “Speed.” We’re sticking 
with Sam for now.
 We just started logging our miles for 
Marathon Kids, the annual fitness and 
health program for school-aged kids with 
more than 72,000 participants in Central 
Texas and thousands more in seven cities 
across the country. Sam was so excited 
at the kick-off event earlier this month at 
UT’s Mike A. Meyers Stadium. 
 I was pumped, too, but I was also 
struck by two things, in particular:

1.   Austin parents are super-enthusiastic 
about their children’s fitness. The 
parents themselves had varying levels 
of fitness and familiarity with jogging, 
you could tell, but the fact that they 
showed up at 9 a.m. on a drizzly 
Saturday morning to jog 300 yards 
with their kids indicates a big level of 
support, I think. 

2.  Austin is diverse as hell. It seemed like 
every ethnicity and nationality was 
represented at the kick-off, and from 
every socioeconomic background in 
Austin. If you think this town is too 
white, it might be because you never 
leave your neighborhood. I learned my 
lesson.

Marathon Kids succeeds on many levels, 
but the across-the-highway participation 
may be its biggest accomplishment. 
With sponsors like Whole Foods and 
Blue Cross Blue Shield keeping it free for 
all participants, and outreach aided by 
AISD and other local school districts, it’s 
obviously introducing more Central Texas 
families to the idea of fitness - and to 
each other. 
 Congratulations to Kay Morris and 
her team. I’m proud of this Austin-born 
nonprofit. 

LEARN MORE about Marathon Kids 

editor’s letter diversity 
wins

Another reason to be proud of Austin
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Sara hickman and her 
daughters and their  
adventures in  
volunteering.

State of giving
Thousands of state  
employees give  
millions every year. 
Guess which agency 
gives the most—and 
the least. 

Livestrong goes Local 
The global nonprofit 
stays innovative, 
launching a new  
patient navigation 
center for Central 
Texans in 2010. 

get Back to Work
How to make  
unemployment work  
for you, and for the 
community.

Austin’s Church Plants
Small, new churches 
are popping up across 
Central Texas, offering 
their help to local  
nonprofits.  

obama digs Volunteers
We explain his “call to 
service.” Where you fit 
in and what Austin gets 
out of it. 

GRASSROOTS

Wish List Jersey
Love, loss, and what I 
wore: Alissa Magrum 
on the power of a 
cycling jersey.

WiN thiS JErSEY
Tell us why you ride. 
We’ll pick a winner 
and send you the 
Wish List Jersey. 

THE MAGAZINE

the $4 Million 
Nonprofit 
Start-Up
Venture capitalist John 
Thornton launches a new 
site for serious journalism  
with $1 million of his own 
money—and support from 
viewers like you. 

A great Big 
opportunity 
One out of every four high 
school freshmen in Austin 
will drop out. The good 
news is, you can save them. 
A new program makes it 
easy to sign on as a mentor.   

GIVE BETTER

WHY GIVE NOW

CLiCk hErE for a list of Nonprofits in this issue
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When they weren’t playing bridge, my two Southern grandmothers spent their 
free time volunteering in hospital gift shops, one in Atlanta, one in Rogers, 
Arkansas. At eight years old, I found no greater excitement than to tag along 
and volunteer, too. 

Whether counting change to customers or delivering flowers to a patient’s 
room, I could hardly wait until my 12th birthday when I finally found myself a 
full-fledged candy striper at the Houston hospital down the street from where I 
lived. The added joy of wearing a red and white apron, complete with matching 
hat, was enough to make me giddier than I already was. The sacred grace of 
walking up and down hospital halls knowing I was helping people to heal was 
a spiritual magic. I was a child, but I was making a difference in strangers’ lives.

As I grew, so did my awareness. Although I was shy, my music began to 
be included in my volunteering efforts. Miss Bonner, my high school music 
teacher, pulled me aside one day to ask if I’d be willing to go and sing in a 

Sara Hickman on the best gift she 
could give to her daughters.
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WHY GIVE NOW

“we Are eACH 
OtHer’s AngeLs”
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psych unit…for fellow teens. Nervous of what I 
would sing or say, I agreed to go, and that single 
act of reaching out led to a wider appreciation 
and lifetime of music therapy for me—from 
working with patients in burn units, to singing 
to premature infants, to comforting those with 
AIDS or cancer, or just being an ear to kids who 
have attempted suicide. I realized that I had I 
become a touchstone of comfort as I reached 
out to those healing or dying, and amazingly, my 
own spirituality, my music, my own healing, has 
expanded as a result.

Now, at 46, I’m a grown woman with daughters 
of my own. From day one, I’ve tried to share with 
the two of them the understanding that people 
are linked by a fragile thread, that we are each 
other’s angels. One of the first events my first child 
ever attended with me was a candlelight vigil in 
1997 outside the governor’s mansion when she 
was about a year old. While she was riding on my 
back papoose style, we shared the silent hum 
of hope and forgiveness, the quiet peace of an 
Austin sunset, and a multitude of candles held 
by those protesting the death penalty.

Since then, my children have been involved 
in a wide array of volunteering moments: My 
girls have helped the homeless by taking socks, 
ponchos, knit hats, mittens and food out to those 
living on the streets. They have sat patiently 
as I pulled them by wagon to raise money for 
Crop Walk. They have played with children 
whose families are in transition and need gentle 
support via the Interfaith Hospitality Network. 

WHY GIVE NOW

Sara Hickman, here with daughters Lily (top) and iolana (green hat), is an Austin 
singer, songwriter, and writer. She’s a prolific artist and a prolific philanthropist. 

for some lunch money…!” When 
my daughter handed her last, small 
goodbye gift, a tiny drawing of a 
house replete with the words “Some 
day this will be yours,” I, too, had to 
wipe away tears.

I choke up, still, when I think of 
these moments with my children. 
What greater gift? What greater gift 
for a child to be the creator, and 
recipient, of the heartfelt reaction 
of someone’s need fulfilled, even if 
only temporarily? Could this not lead 
to our children growing up to create 
more effective ways of responding 

to our community’s needs, healthier 
relationships within families, deeper 
communication among all, and a 
broader understanding of how to 
create positive change? What could 
this world become…?

Our children are a reflection of 
what we teach them. Central Texas 
is abundant with organizations that 
need your time and support. Think 
of what a rewarding and beautiful 
way to spend quality family time 
together. Memories that will never 
be forgotten, lives that will be forever 
changed – theirs, yours, ours.

From gathering clothes, books and toys to send 
to Romanian orphans or even the simple act of 
keeping and filling individual “giving jars,” our 
girls have donated in various ways on behalf of 
charitable groups. 

I have been lovingly determined to bring up 
children who understand our actions create 
reaction, and that those reactions can lead to 
the greater good for all.

One of the gifts of involving your children in 
the act of giving is the gentle unfolding of their 
own creative outpouring, ideas that might not 
have existed except for their own ingenuity and 
sense of wonder. Two weeks ago, after touring 
the Capital Area Food Bank with her third-grade 
class, my youngest daughter signed up on the 
spot to return the next day and scoop rice for 
three hours into smaller bags. 

My oldest, when she was only five or six, 
decided to create about 30 drawings, held an 
“Art Sale” for the homeless on our driveway, and 
after she raised close to ten dollars, informed me 
we needed to drive around and find a woman 
on the streets who would need her collection of 
change. The woman we approached burst into 
tears as my daughter handed over the floppy 
sandwich baggy full of coins. Through her tears 
she said, “Thank you so much. I was just praying 

“One OF tHe giFts OF invOLving yOUr  
CHiLdren in tHe ACt OF giving is  
tHe gentLe UnFOLding OF tHeir  
Own CreAtive OUtPOUring.”
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GIVE BETTER

Thousands of State employees have quietly donated millions of dollars  
to Central Texas charities, one paycheck at a time.

by monica m williams

stAte OF giving 

L ast fall in a meeting room on Red River, 
a dozen mid-level managers from the 
Teacher Retirement System of Texas 

gathered around a table to learn about the 
state’s workplace giving campaign. They 
seemed less than enthused. 

Debbie Tucker, co-chair of the 2009 Capital 
Area campaign, was there to get their 
support. She had anticipated the lukewarm 
response. But she also knew that without 
management’s buy-in, TRS employees would 
be less likely to participate. Getting them on-
board was crucial if the agency was to meet 
Tucker’s campaign goals.

She decided to open the meeting with a 
game.

Tucker’s goal was to convince them that 
everyone benefits from the work of charities. 
Maybe they couldn’t see it at that moment, 
she says, but at some point in their lives, they 
were going to need help, too.

She asked them all to stand up. “I’m going 
to name some charities,” Tucker said, “and 
if any of you have been affected by that 
charity—either you or someone from your 
family—please sit down.” She started with 
the YMCA, Girl Scouts, Ronald McDonald 
House.... and within three charities, every 
person in the room was sitting down.

She had their attention—and their 
support. And because management 
became advocates for the campaign, TRS 

saw the highest participation rate of any 
state agency—85 percent of its employees 
donated using payroll deductions. “It totally 
exceeded my goal,” Tucker says.

volunteers take the lead
Tucker is one of the foot-soldier, local 
campaign committee members who 
work full-time for the state and volunteer 
to help run the annual State Employee 
Charitable Campaign (SECC). The SECC 
is divided into 20 regions, including the 
Capital Area region, which is led by 10 
volunteer committee members and 16 ex-
oficio honorary committee members. These 
26 people represent 85 local state agency 

offices that engage employees in a two-
month, two-part awareness campaign, first 
pushing for awareness about the employee 
giving program then introducing them to 
the hundreds of charities in Central Texas 
and beyond.

The fundamental belief these volunteers 
share is that everyone wants to give. In fact, 
they would never assume otherwise. 

Tammy Vega, chair of the Capital Area 
region says, “People sometimes question 
why we ask state employees to participate in 
the campaign. We know that some of these 
are low-wage employees,” she says, “But 
what we’ve seen is that a lot of times the 
employees who make the least give a higher 
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percentage of their paycheck than some of 
the directors and supervisors.”

In fact, she says, it seems employees who 
make the least give more during a bad 
economy, “maybe because they know what 
it’s like to need help and they know how far 
even a small amount can go.”

an employee benefit
“We see the campaign as an employee 
benefit. Everyone wants to donate to 
charity; the state just makes it really easy.”

Every September, the campaign begins 
with agency volunteers handing out 
information, hosting information fairs, 
inviting speakers from local nonprofits, 
offering free breakfasts and otherwise 

doing whatever they can to raise awareness. 
Each agency volunteer is responsible 
for encouraging employees to give, but 
they’re careful not to come off as pushy 
or threatening. “Contributions are strictly 
voluntary,” says Gretchen Willard, volunteer 
employee and local committee member 
from Texas Health and Human Services 
Commission. Instead the volunteer 
employees rely on personal stories, 

information about the needs in Texas and 
explanations of how the SECC works.

In fact once employees understand how 
the campaign works, they don’t have to 
be convinced to participate. “That’s why 
our biggest challenge is to educate people 
about the campaign,” says Vega. (READ 
“Four Myths about the SECC.”)

Vega, a Texas Youth Commission employee 
who’s served as chair since 1996, is largely 
regarded as the source of the Capital Area’s 
fundraising success. Last year, the Capital 
Area state employees raised more than $2.1 
million, with more than 8,000 state and 
higher education employees donating to 
more than 600 charities statewide. Those 
numbers have increased every year for five 

GIVE BETTER

“EVERYONE 
WANTS TO DONATE 

TO CHARITY; THE 
STATE JUST MAKES 

IT REALLY EASY.”
On January 16, 2002, I was only 26 weeks 
pregnant, I went into labor. It was too soon! I 
was immediately started on steroid injections 
(developed by March of Dimes) to help the 
baby’s lungs. On January 20, our daughter, 
Destinee, was born. She was 12 1/4 inches 
long and weighed 1 pound 10.25 ounces.

During her first week in the neonatal 
intensive care unit at Seton Medical Center in 
Austin, our daughter received her very first 
book from Capital Area Reach Out and Read. 
She’s seven years old now and still reads this 
book every day.

Her bills from being in the neonatal 
intensive care unit totaled $2.5 million, which 
was covered by private insurance, Medicaid 
and the Seton Fund. Luckily our extended 
family had a place to stay at Ronald McDonald 
House while they were in town to support us.

Once Destinee was able to come home, 
we were happy to find help through DARS’ 
Pride Program. They helped with testing and 
therapy to make sure our daughter would be 
healthy in the future. She is now working with 
Easter Seals Central Texas for speech therapy 
and United Cerebral Palsy of Texas for the 
little things she still has to work through.

All in all she is a very bright and blessed 
seven-year-old, and we as a family could not 
have done this without each and every person 
who supports these organizations. We thank 
you from the bottom of our hearts.

oNe child, 
seveN charities: 
Gretchen Willard, 
a state employee, 
tells the story of her 
daughter’s birth 
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While the 
Capital Area 
leads other regions, 
overall Texas employees donated $9.5 
million in 2008. It is one of the largest 
state employee giving campaigns in the 
country. See previous page to get an idea 
of which agencies give how much.

years, and the Capital Area bests all other 
areas in the state.

Holly Chacona of Hospice Austin, a local 
nonprofit that offers end-of-life services 
and that participates in the campaign says, 
“Tammy makes it fun, she makes it positive 
and she makes it about the employees and 
the community. She makes you feel like 
you’re doing this for yourself, not just to 
help others.”

Why give more?
Texas employees are already in the service 
to the public. They are may be aware than 
the rest of us of the true needs in this state, 
but they also already devote their careers to 
addressing those needs. So why make the 
extra contribution?

“In the end, who are we helping?” asks 
Reuben Leslie, a volunteer SECC coordinator 
from Texas Health and Human Services. 
“It’s us. As a state employee, when you 
donate you’re building your credibility, 
demonstrating that you care about the 
mission of your agency. When an agency sets 
goals and donates via SECC, there’s a team-
building element that increases respect and 
understanding across the different.”

Leslie, who’s been a volunteer coordinator 
since 2005, continues, “Nonprofits can’t do 
it alone. Government can’t do it alone. We 
have to work together. And we need the 
people of Texas to support that work.”

GIVE BETTER

The SECC is governed and ex-
ecuted by statewide and local 
committees of volunteer em-
ployees. For the Capital Area 

region, the employees chose 
United Way Capital Area to admin-

ister the campaign. That means a point 
person from UWCA helps disseminate 
campaign materials, suggest and support 
campaign activities including fairs at 
agencies, performs the accounting, and 
creates and prints the campaign booklets 
listing every nonprofit participating. As 
the adminstrator of the campaign, UWCA 
receives less than 10% of the total dona-
tions to cover their costs. UWCA does not 
come into contact with state employees.

At the end of 
the year, em-
ployees receive a 
tax statement from 
the charity they’ve 
chosen indicating their 
total donation.

The one-page form asks you to enter 
the six-digit codes of the charities employ-

ees wish to donate to. It then gives them the 
option of making a one-time gift or dividing 
that amount across 12 monthly paychecks. Says 
Tucker, “We’re always here to help. I will happily 
walk an employee through the process.”

four Myths about the secc

“I DON’T KNOW 
IF MY MONEY IS 
GOING TO THE 

CHARITY.”

“IT’S TOO  
COMPLICATED 

TO GIVE.”

“STATE  
EMPLOYEES 

DON’T MAKE 
ENOUGH TO 
DONATE TO 
CHARITY.”

“THE UNITED 
WAY FORCES 
PEOPLE TO 
DONATE.”
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GIVE BETTER

by chris jones

W ith his return to bike racing and an impressive showing in 
the Tour de France, Lance Armstrong is back in the glare 
of the media spotlight. Armstrong uses the attention to 

full effect, promoting his biking feats in unison with his Livestrong 
campaigns to fight against cancer.

Since its inception in 1997 the Lance Armstrong Foundation (LAF) 
has been helping people affected by cancer, and along the way has 
raised more than $300 million through its Livestrong Challenges and 
other fundraising efforts. With its new eco-savvy headquarters in East 
Austin and a patient navigation center set to open there in 2010, the 
LAF is setting the stage for bigger things ahead, using its tried-and-
true, though unusual formula for success.

“The mix of a highly visible athlete, a brand, a cause, grass roots 
support, and sporting events—it’s a weird combination, and I’m not 
sure it’s happened before,” says Doug Ulman, president of the LAF.

Hands-on help for cancer patients 
Eighty-one cents of every dollar raised by LAF goes directly to fund 
cancer programs and initiatives. Most of the money is put towards 
survivorship programs, but LAF also spends heavily on research 
grants and grants to community organizations offering direct services 
locally. Its newest program, the Livestrong patient navigation center, 
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With the opening of its new green headquarters and a patient navigation center 
in East Austin, the Lance Armstrong Foundation is embracing its roots.

is expected to open in early 2010, and will 
be available to anyone in the United 
States through phone calls or in-
person consultations—but there 
is a strong emphasis on serving 
the local communities.

“As part of moving, we wanted 
to start a direct service program 
here for people in Austin,” explains 
Ulman. “We are who we are today 
because of the generosity of people in 
Austin, so putting this facility together is our 
way of giving back and trying to improve the 
health of the people who built this organization.”

In addition to a library and other self-serve resources, the 
center will have several full-time patient navigators who 
will help people from the beginning of the cancer process 
to its final resolution—anything from finding information 
to contacting treatment centers, making appointments and 
arranging rides, anywhere in the United States.

Caroline Huffman, who will oversee the center and its 
activities, said Austinites have a choice of three major health 

“WE WANTED TO 
START A DIRECT 

SERVICE PROGRAM  
FOR PEOPLE IN 

AUSTIN.”

LivestrOng’s 
gLOBAL MissiOn 
gOes LOCAL
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systems in the area for cancer treatment, and the 
LAF has relationships with eight comprehensive cancer 
centers across the country, places where people can go for 
follow-ups.

“There are a host of issues that people have, and the gamut 
is pretty big, so are we going to try and fix all that?” she says. 
“No, but we want to be a solid foundation so that as we add 
services, it’s a smooth, iterative process for the patient.”

As it evolves over the next few years, the center will be 
a major focus for LAF, and could turn into something that 
can be duplicated by groups that raise funds in other cities. 
“It could be packaged up nicely, so these centers could be 
everywhere. That would be a big success for us,” says Ulman.

austin’s nonprofit hub
Since LAF opened the doors 
of its headquarters earlier 
this year, there has been an 
emphasis on engaging with 

the local community—giving 
tours of the new digs, inviting 

other nonprofits to hold meetings, 
and going to East Austin’s churches and 

schools to get its message out. Ulman believes LAF needs to 
be more proactive about getting out in the neighborhoods 
and educating people on cancer treatment and prevention, 
and that is where local volunteers come into play.

“The war on cancer has historically been fought in the 
research labs, but to win it you have to fight it in the streets, 
you have to convince people,” he explains. “When we open 
the doors to the navigation center, there won’t be a line out 
front, so we need volunteers to get the word out.”

With programs underway on the local, national, and 
international level, the LAF has its work cut out for it going 

“WE WANT A
SOLID FOUNDATION, 
SO THAT AS WE ADD 

SERVICES, IT’S  
AN ITERATIVE 

PROCESS.”

LAF’s new headquarters is an ambitious take 
on sustainable architecture, with enough eco 
features and recycled materials to stand out, 
even in our greener-than-thou landscape.

The first thing you notice walking into the 
building is the openness of the space and 
absence of offices and walls. With all the 
natural light, it has an open, airy feel designed 
to promote collaboration, and a series of small 
conference rooms with glass walls are spread 
out across the middle of the building.

The LAF offices were converted from a 
30,000 square-foot industrial building built 
in the 1950s, and about 75 percent of the 
material from the building was reused in the 
site, including slabs of re-used concrete that 
serve as solid hedges around the parking lot. 
Everywhere you look are signs of the energy-
efficient design: Rows of skylights provide 
natural light inside, while xeriscaping keeps 
water usage to a minimum outside. Behind 
the scenes, the building has an ultra-efficient 
air conditioning and heating system, and 
Austin Energy supplies it with green energy 
power sources. The LAF hasn’t received its 
LEED certification for the building yet, but is 
hoping to receive a Gold rating.

GIVE BETTER hQ: Lean  
and green in 
East Austin
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forward. Ulman and Armstrong have 
both been traveling internationally 
to talk with politicians and leaders in 
other countries, trying to persuade 
them to dedicate more resources 
and attention to cancer education 
and treatment. With only 75 employees, 
the LAF continues to bite off a lot for a 
non-profit of its size, but Ulman wouldn’t 
have it any other way.

“We don’t want to be a big bureaucracy, 
but we want to tackle huge things,” he 
says. “We’re totally naïve and audacious 
at the same time. And that’s the best 
environment to work in — we think we 
can change the world.”

GIVE BETTER

There are many ways to support LAF. 
Click here to learn more.

“WE’RE TOTALLY 
NAïVE AND  

AUDACIOUS AT THE 
SAME TIME. AND  
THAT’S THE BEST 

ENVIRONMENT TO 
WORK IN.”

MORE INFO
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GIVE BETTER

Just because you’re unemployed  
doesn’t mean you can’t be useful.

by david hughen

get 
BACk tO 

wOrk 

F or a number of years job seekers have 
been introduced to me through a 
mutual-introduction-email. Typically 

these introductions are along the lines of 
“David, meet Jan. Jan, meet David. David is 
a human resources professional who I think 
could be of help as you think through your 
career transition…” 

These introductions often resulted 
in my suggesting a coffee meeting 
at a mutually convenient 
Starbucks (the networkers’ 
obvious choice). These 
sessions followed a 
fairly consistent path. 
We covered traditional 
ground – looking over 
the resume, strategizing 
how best to use their 
network, confirming that they 
have a handle on their personal gifts, 
expertise, and genuine interests. I often 
wrap up by saying something along the 
lines of, “Based on our discussion, I would 
recommend these companies and people 
with whom you should connect…they’re 
hiring and you may be a fit…”

Lately, though, I’ve found I can’t wrap up 
those Starbucks conversations with a list of 
hiring companies. It’s pretty tight out there. 
Few companies are hiring for what I’ll call 
the “traditional jobs.” Yet, work still needs to 
get done.

In response to this emerging work 
dynamic, I’ve rethought how I approach 
these career discussions. Though I’m happy 

to have a pay-it-forward discussion with 
someone about “what’s next,” 

I need to make it more 
relevant to our current 

times. Why go through 
the motions when the 
very nature of work is 
being redefined?
This new approach 

to work should place an 
emphasis on how folks who 

are unemployed, under-employed 
or nervously-employed can distinguish 
themselves from the other job seekers and 
define themselves for the long-term.

We’ve come to know that organizations, 
whether for-profit or non-profit, are under 
intense pressure to be effective. Thus, 

“WHY GO 
THROUGH THE 

MOTIONS WHEN 
THE VERY NATURE 
OF WORK IS BEING 

REDEFINED?”
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the notion of work is emerging with new 
definitions. Noted author Charles Handy 
has suggested that “working organizations” 
are not in the position to be an alternative 
community providing meaning and work 
for one’s adult life. Instead, Handy’s view is 
that if we each considered ourselves “self-
employed” throughout our working life, we 
would never be unemployed.

So my Starbucks sessions now take a 
different course. If I can gain the trust of 
this individual who is anxious, stressed, 
unsure of the future, and at a low point of 
confidence, then I press upon them the 
following principles:

Become a brand 
A deep, honest exploration of your skills, 
interests and competencies serves as the 
definition of your “brand.” Turn your brand 
on by giving it a name (something more 
creative than “Jan Enterprises,” please!), 
create a website, a domain name, a logo, 
business cards, a charter statement.

Think about it. When you’ve met someone 
at a party and asked “what do you,” the job 
seeker’s response may be “WelL, I’m looking 
for a job.” Wouldn’t you be better served 
by responding to that question with your 
business card and your brand’s charter? 
This takes some exercising of different 
muscles. But, in time, your brand becomes 
the essence of who you are.

If you have a traditional job—working for 
an employer as an employee—then your 

brand is partially, but not exclusively, 
defined by that job. You have the 

luxury of carrying two business 
cards.

connect your brand to a nonprofit 
Your personal definition gains depth and 
substance when you share your expertise 
freely and willingly with organizations 
doing good in the community. And when 
I say “share your expertise” I mean find out 
how you can help the nonprofit improve its 
operations by applying your expertise.

This act of giving is a form of personal, 
mental health. It’s the gift that gives back 
in a number of ways. Practically speaking, 
it keeps your chops sharp when you aren’t 
working a traditional job and gives you 
access to the nonprofit’s well-connected 
board of directors. It ties you to people 
who sacrifice every day to give back to the 
community for low or no pay. That’s a crucial 
perspective and a grounding force.

Let’s say you have fundamental level 
of computer proficiency and you’d like 
to apply those skills to a great nonprofit 
organization. Here’s a recent posting from 
the Hands on Central Texas website:
Agency: Communities In Schools
Description: Data entry for the development 
database. We have hundreds of names 
we need to add to the database, and we 
are trying to get it all in before the holiday 
mailing.
Required: Computer profficiency and detail 
oriented.

there’s something bigger than you
Having spent 10 years in the world of start-
up, entrepreneurial companies I’ve come to 
understand the value of humility. In small, 
fast-moving organizations, you have the 
greatest likelihood of fitting in with the 
team if you carry yourself without a sense 
of entitlement.

Knowing that there’s something infinitely 
greater than you in this world provides a 
different perspective. People are more likely 
to be associated with you when you present 
yourself in this manner. It means you’re 
more willing to flex into new situations. And, 
when it comes to defining your brand, this 
sense of humility provides substance that 
goes beyond definition. It’s who you are no 
matter how you define your work.

GIVE BETTER

“YOUR PERSONAL  
DEFINITION GAINS  
DEPTH & SUBSTANCE 
WHEN YOU SHARE  
YOUR EXPERTISE FREELY 
AND WILLINGLY WITH 
ORGANIZATIONS  
DOING GOOD IN THE  
COMMUNITY.”

Connect with one of the organizations 
below to volunteer your expertise:

HANDS ON CENTRAL TEXAS

VOLUNTEERMATCH.ORG

DOGOOD.STATESMAN.COM

David Hughen is a strategic HR 
consultant and business coach at 
Austin WorkNet.

MORE INFO

http://www.linkedin.com/in/davidhughen
http://www.volunteermatch.org/
http://www.handsoncentraltexas.org/
http://dogood.statesman.com/
www.givingcity.com


GIVE BETTER

They’re small congregations 
starting up where larger 
churches trail off, and they’re 
on a mission to change 
communities for the better. 
by tiffany hamburger

i If you’re a socially engaged sort of 
person, and you’ve never heard the term 
“church plants,” you’re not alone. “Church 

plant” is a descriptive phrase, meant to 
explain the seeding of a community with 
new congregations. But before you imagine 
big buildings with crosses and stained-glass 
windows, think again. Church plants are a 
relatively new phenomenon in Austin, and 
everything from where they meet to how 
they serve defies common preconceptions 
about church. 

Take, for example, pastor Jacob Vanhorn’s 
Soma Austin Community Church. Its 50 or so 
members meet every Sunday on Congress 
Avenue in the Hideout Coffeehouse and 
Theater. Or the Austin New Church, which 
holds services at Akins High School. 

The church planting community is 
doing things differently, says Vanhorn, 
because so many “traditional” churches are 
closing, especially in  big cities. “Over 3,500 
churches close each year in America,” he 
says, adding that population growth hasn’t 

AUstin’s 
CHUrCH 
PLAnts

Jacob Vanhorn leads the congregation at Soma Austin.
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Georgetown

Leander

Cedar  Park

HuttoRound  Rock

Bee Cave

Dripping Springs

Austin

West Lake Hills

Sunset Valley

Hill Country Bible Church Northpoint
Parkside Elementary 
301 Garner Park Pass
Round Rock 78681

Iglesia Nueva Vida
1322 E University Ave
Georgetown 78626

HCBC Hutto
Hutto Middle School
151 Exchange Blvd, Suite 300
Hutto 78634

Summit Community Church
Ridgeview Middle School
1400 Via Sonoma Dr
Round Rock 78665

New Covenant Fellowship, PCUSA
13009 Dessau Rd
Austin 78754

HCBC Round Rock
Round Rock YMCA
206 W. Main St.
Round Rock 78664

Pflugerville

HCBC Dripping Springs
Walnut Springs Elementary
300 Sportsplex Dr
Dripping Springs 78620

Salt and Light Community Church
Email for location

Ecclesia Austin
Small Middle School 
4801 Monterey Oaks
Austin 78749

Hope Mission Church
5508 Highway 290 West
Austin 78735 
hopemissionchurch.org

Austin Hope
Various locations

Live Oak Church
Cedar Park 
Location TBD

SOMA Austin
The Hideout
617 Congress Ave 78701

Everlasting Covenant Christian Church
3121 E 12th Ave
Austin 78702

the Planter Network
In 2007, six Austin-area church 
planters met to share their  
experiences and build a formal 
network of churches. Today there 
are more than 40 church plants in 
Central Texas. These are just a few.  

“OUr desire is tO Be tHe Agents OF renewAL witHin tHe City.” 
—MAttHew HAnsen OF AUstin new CHUrCH

HCBC Northpoint
Jim Plain Elementary
501 South Brook Dr.
Leander 78641

Austin New Church
10701 S 1st St, 78748
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www.invgt.org
http://www.liveoak-church.org
austinhopenet.ning.com
www.ecclesiaaustin.com
hopemissionchurch.org
www.hcbcds.com
snlcc.org
www.hcbchutto.com
http://www.summitroundrock.org/
http://www.hillcountrybible.org/about/church-planting/
http://www.austinnewchurch.com/
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ARE CHURCH PLANTS AFFILIATED WITH A 
PARTICULAR DENOMINATION? 
VANHORN: No. Church plant denominational 
affiliations are as varied as denominations 
themselves. In our particular network we have 
nondenominational, Baptists of various groups, 
Presbyterian Church of America, Lutherans, 
and Methodists.

 HOW DO I CONTACT A CHURCH PLANT ABOUT 
WORkING WITH MY NONPROFIT?  
VANHORN: A nonprofit can contact me, and I 
can steer them to a good fit. Or they can visit 
the AUSTIN CHURCH PLANT SITE and check 
for church plants in their area.

DO I HAVE TO LIVE IN THE CHURCH’S 
NEIGHBORHOOD TO BECOME A MEMBER?  
VANHORN: One generally does not need to live 
in that immediate area. But our hope is that 
you would live close enough to share a city 
identity and be in relationship with others in 
the church beyond merely Sunday attendance.

HIGHLIGHTS

slowed, straining the churches that remain, 
and leaving many without a relevant or 
nearby congregation. “The endgame is 
going to be really bad if we don’t start 
new congregations,” he says. Vanhorn also 
emphasizes that the role of the church 

in community service is especially 
important, noting that without 
faith-based assistance, social service 
agencies and nonprofits will struggle 
even more to fulfill their missions. 

“Biblically, we’re called to raise 
up and train new church leaders to 
continue the work that needs to be 
done,” says Vanhorn. That means 
church planting organizations (like 
the Austin Area Church Planter 
Network) look for an area with a void 
left by previously existing churches, 
then train and support a pastor 
who then works to start a new, local 
congregation.

One of the hallmarks of church 
plants is their focus on service work 
within the community. Matthew 
Hansen, missional pastor of Austin 
New Church, largely heads up the 
church’s Restore Communities, which 
he describes as an affinity group 

working on common goals of renewal 
and service to the city. The approach is 
decentralized, with church leaders asking 
members to “find their hearts” as Hansen 
puts it, and figure out where and whom 
they want to serve. 

“We trust these people,” he says, noting 
that when people are allowed to follow 
their passions and are given the resources 
they need, “they take it and run with it.” 

He gives the example of a group whose 
passion was serving homeless children. 
They weren’t sure what or how they would 
accomplish this, but eventually they 
decided they would throw a birthday party 
each month for kids who wouldn’t have one 
otherwise. What they found in doing that 
project was the campus for the kids was in 
need of repair and cleaning. “They came to 
me,” he says, “and said, ‘Can we restore the 
grounds here?’ So we did it. One project 
leads to another, because there’s just need 
everywhere.” 

Lots of nonprofits now eagerly accept this 
help, but Vanhorn at Soma notes that there 
was an initial skepticism about working with 
a church. LoveAustin, his church’s outreach 
effort, met with a fear that the work they 
were offering came with strings attached. 
But that’s not so, says Vanhorn, adding, “we 
found if we were patient, and developed 
those relationships of trust,” people were 
thrilled to have the extra help.

“Our desire is to be agents of renewal 
within the city,” he says. 

“We have a deep desire to participate with 
others in the city who are also doing works 
of renewal, be they Christian or not.”

GIVE BETTER

“CHUrCH LeAders Ask MeMBers tO ‘Find tHeir HeArts’ And 
FigUre OUt wHere And wHOM tHey wAnt tO serve.”

Matthew Hansend and his family lead Austin New Church. 

Learn more about church plants in 
Austin.

PLANTR.ORG

MORE INFO
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GIVE BETTER

New legislation is less about 
stimulus money and more about 
getting you to volunteer. 
by amber fogarty

you’ve heard of the serve america act and the american recovery and reinvestment act, 
so now you’re thinking, “How do i get me a piece of that action?” But not so fast: they’re not 
exactly like bailouts for charities.

Think of them more like stimulus packages of manpower. According to Elizabeth Seale, President 
of the One Star Foundation, “The most significant thing about the Serve America Act is that it raises 
the awareness and the national dialogue around the power of service and volunteering … this is an 
opportunity to allow more people to have serious engagement, engagement for impact, on a variety 
of issues. It creates a pipeline for service.”

The goal behind both Acts is to get more people to spend time serving their communities. Seale 
believes that the Serve America Act could result in doubling the number of AmeriCorps members 
serving in the Texas, but this really depends on how Congress appropriates money to make the goals 
of the Act a reality. Here’s more about these acts and what they mean to you, the volunteer:

OBAMA digs
vOLUnteers Q What are these Acts 

about anyway?

The Serve America was passed in April with a goal of 
engaging millions of Americans in addressing local needs 
through volunteer service. This Act aims to expand the 
AmeriCorps program of national service from 75,000 
members to 250,000 members by 2017.

The Recovery and Reinvestment Act is the “stimulus 
bill” you’ve heard so much about. Signed in February, its 
purpose is to invest in health and human services, education, 
infrastructure, energy, and information technology; create jobs; 
and spur an economic recovery. This Recovery Act represents 
$38 billion for Texas, although most people don’t know that 
this is only a two- to six-percent increase from what Texas 
normally would have received from the federal government.

One of the most exciting aspects of the Recovery Act is the 
$201 million in funding to support an expansion of AmeriCorps 
programs nationwide. This investment is a strong vote of 
confidence in you and the power you have as a volunteer to 
strengthen our community. There’s an additional $50 million 
set aside for capacity-building grants to nonprofits, specifically 
focused on expanding the delivery of social services to people 
and communities affected by the recession.
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Q What the heck is AmeriCorps?
AmeriCorps is a government program created by President Bill Clinton through 
the National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993. Its purpose is to provide 
opportunities for Americans to make an intensive commitment to service.

AmeriCorps members serve more than 3,000 nonprofits, helping meet critical needs 
in education, public safety, health, and the environment. They engage in direct service 
activities, such as after-school tutoring and home-building, and capacity-building 
activities, such as volunteer recruitment, for the organizations they serve.

In addition to gaining new skills and experiencing the satisfaction of helping others, 
AmeriCorps members receive a monthly living stipend and an educational award at 
the completion of their service. The education award can be used to pay for college, 
graduate school, or to pay back qualified student loans. One of the accomplishments of 
the Serve America Act is increasing the education award from $4,725 for a year of full-
time service to $5,350.

Q Who gets the funding, and 
how do they decide? Are 
any Austin nonprofits getting 
some of this funding?

The Serve America Act is an authorizing bill, so there’s no dollar figures 
specifically associated with it. The money that will ultimately fund the initiatives 
outlined in the Act will come from appropriations, which follow a separate 
legislative process. The short answer – time will tell.

As for the Recovery and Reinvestment Act, several Austin nonprofits will receive 
this special funding, specifically in the areas of health and human services. The 
decision about who gets the money is decided, for the most part, by a competitive 
grant processes. Nonprofits complete a grant application with details about their 
program and how it meets the parameters outlined by the Act, and a committee 
decides which organization(s) should receive the funding. Not all the money is doled 
out through competitive grants though; some of the funding is distributed through 
existing partnerships or loan programs.

One example of local funding that is coming to central Texas is for the 
Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-Housing Program, created through the 
Recovery Act. The City of Austin will be getting $3 million to prevent homelessness 
and provide rapid re-housing for those who are homeless. These funds will be 
distributed by a competitive grant process which is currently underway.

You can track the Recovery Act dollars that come to the state of Texas by visiting 
the state’s Windows on Government site.

SO WHAT IS “UNITED WE SERVE?”
It’s President Barrack Obama’s call to action. It focuses on 
an initial 81 days of service, from June 22 to September 11, 
and urged every American to volunteer with an existing 
organization or create a project of their own.
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Q So does this mean that 
volunteers for these 
organizations are now 
getting paid?

Not exactly. The funding in these Acts:
1.  Significantly increases the funding for the AmeriCorps program to expand 

the number of service opportunities for people of all ages.
2.  Invests in the nonprofit sector’s capacity to recruit and manage volunteers.

Q
What if I wanted to 
volunteer through 
AmeriCorps or one of 
the other programs? 
How do I do that?

As an AmeriCorps alum, I highly recommend doing a year or two 
of service through this wonderful service program. There are 
opportunities to do all different types of work from mentoring 
disadvantaged youth to building affordable housing to environmental 
clean-up. I spent a year in Phoenix at a soup kitchen and hospitality 
center for the homeless. It was a life-changing year where I came face 
to face with the enormity of human need and the realities of poverty 
in this country.

You can spend a year or two as part-time or full-time AmeriCorps 
volunteer. To learn more, go to americorps.gov. You’ll even find an 
interactive program selector to help you check out the types of 
opportunities that may be right for you. You can serve as an AmeriCorps 
member locally or in any state in the United States. There are more than 
500 AmeriCorps members currently serving in Central Texas.

HOW ARE THEY TRACkING PARTICIPATION?
A couple of ways. First, if you’ve volunteered at all this 
summer, Obama asks you to GO TO Serve.gov and tell 
your story of service. They’ll also track participation via 
traffic and click-throughs on the website.
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Q Are there any examples of 
how these Acts are already 
making a difference in 
Central Texas?

Yes! A local AmeriCorps program that serves eight nonprofits was in danger of 
losing its funding because of changes in the way the One Star Foundation doles 
out its funds. (For a three-year period from 2009 through 2012, One Star will focus 
solely on educational initiatives like improving literacy and increasing graduation 
rates.) The Recovery Act money saved the Keep Austin Housed AmeriCorps (link 
to www.keepaustinhoused.org) program for 2009-2010.

This program provides intensive mentoring and case management services to 
Austin area adults, families, and youth who are experiencing homelessness, at-risk 
of becoming homeless, or formerly homeless. During its six-year history, the Keep 
Austin Housed program has a huge local impact, helping hundreds of folks to obtain 
or maintain safe and affordable housing. Further, the AmeriCorps members have 
recruited and trained thousands of volunteers who have assisted with mentoring 
clients and carrying out service projects to improve our community.

According to Kassi Darakhshan who manages the program, “Keep Austin Housed 
AmeriCorps members are so valuable to our community as they allow each agency 
to serve more clients in need. AmeriCorps members have also been instrumental 
in engaging and supporting community volunteers who contribute thousands of 
volunteer hours to these agencies.”

HOW CAN I RESPOND TO THESE CALLS TO ACTION?
GO TO Serve.gov and search for a volunteer project by need area or by location. 
Volunteer opportunites posted to the site are pulled from Hands On Central 
Texas, Idealist, and VolunteerMatch.org. The site also offers a toolkit for 
creating and leading a service project of your own.
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tHe $4 
MiLLiOn 
nOnPrOFit 
stArt-UP
Serious journalism needs a 
new business model, and  
John Thornton thinks 
philanthropy is the way to go.

So far, so good.
by monica m. williams
photography by joel salcido
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Or in the case of John Thornton, an 
obsession. And for the past two years the 
Austin Ventures partner has been obsessed 
with serious journalism as a nonprofit 
enterprise. He blogs about it, speaks at 
conferences about it, talks to anyone who’ll 
listen about it, and, most notably in July, 
he dropped $1 million on a new website 
devoted to it.

His new website is called the Texas 
Tribune, and it will cover Texas politics, 
policy, and the big issues the state grapples 
with year after year. Thornton hopes the 
Texas Tribune’s coverage will compel more 
people to click, link, download … and, 
offline, maybe even vote. 

When the Texas Tribune launches on 
November 3, it will do so with remarkable 
resources, the first and most valuable being 
the former president and editor-in-chief 
of Texas Monthly Evan Smith, who could 
fill a Volvo station wagon with magazine 
trophies the magazine won during his 17 
years of work there. With Smith signed on 
as editor-in-chief, Thornton has been able 
to attract significant journalism fire power 
from across the state, as well as a crew of 
talented programming, development, 
and business types. It’s a sort of online-
journalism dream team. 

And of course there’s the funding. 
Including his own $1 million, Thornton 
and team will have raised by launch about 
$4 million, which he hopes will sustain 
the effort for at least two years. And the 
fundraising continues.

is journalism  a charity case?
“Serious journalism is a terrible business,” 
says Thornton, who as a venture capitalist 
knows of such business things. “It’s more 
of a public good,” says Thornton, “just 
like clean air and national defense.” In 
economics, he explains, when something 
is considered a ‘public good’ it means that, 
if left to its own devices, the market forces 
by themselves wouldn’t produce enough 
of it. But unlike other public goods, serious 
journalism can’t turn to the government to 
prop it up.

“There are difficulties in arguing that 
the watchdog of government should be 
funded by the government,” says Thornton. 
“But I do think that philanthropy and some 
earned-income streams will give us a model 
that, while it may not replace newspapers, 
it can fill in the work that their economic 
model hasn’t allowed them to do.”

The economic model of newspapers, in 
fact, has long been the ball-and-chain of 

Every venture capitalist needs a hobby. 
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serious journalism. It can’t exist without 
the revenue from everything else people 
buy the paper for—crime, comics, and 
classified. Correction: Everything else 
people used to buy the paper for. The 
newspaper audience doesn’t have to buy 
the cow anymore when the milk is free 
online. And when the local paper online 
gets more clicks from cute puppy pictures 
than from its capitol coverage, it’s clear 
to bottom-line focused publishers where 
their resources should go.

And unfortunately, it’s not to covering 
the lege. According to Ross Ramsey, now 
managing editor of Texas Tribune, media 
outlets in the cities of Houston and San 
Antonio had 19 full-time capitol reporters 
in 1989. Twenty years later, they now have 
three reporters between them.

Thornton’s plan is to make capitol 
coverage a priority on Texas Tribune and 
give away that coverage to any newspaper, 
website, or media outlet that wants it. (Not 
that there’s another option for the content; 
this is the, after all, Interwebs where 
everything not free dies.) The syndication 
model will lead to ubiquity, which will lead 
to brand awareness, which will lead to 
donations—or at least that’s the idea.

“It’s a blast because I get to tell the story 
and refine the story. Without Evan Smith 
this would be a very different road, and I 
would not have gone down it. But for the 
most part our reception has been very, very 
warm. Having said that nobody got up this 
morning and said, ‘If I don’t write a check to 
a nonprofit newspaper I’m going to die.’ And 
particularly in a tough economy, foundations 
and the like tend to be focused on basic 
human needs. 

“Our argument is that a lack of ignorance is 
a basic human need. But I understand why 
they’re stretched to meet the commitments 
to grantees that they already have who are 
focused on health and human services.

“More than anything, this has brought me 
into contact with a completely different 
group of people. Most of the journalists 
I meet could go to any law school or biz 
school in the country. They have instead 
chosen what is essentially the route of a 
public servant. They are very passionate 
people. 

“Plus, it’s just been a blast meeting people 
who aren’t thinking about business all the 
time, who aren’t thinking about money as 
their primary motivator, and who really 
have a passion for an informed citizenry. 
And that’s a passion that I think I’ve sort of 
caught.”

LEARN MORE about the nonprofit-
journalism trend. 

“Our argument is that lack of ignorance is a basic human need.”

What’s it like now that 
you’re a fundraiser?
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“Increasing 
the level 
of civic 

engagement 
would be 

the ultimate 
measure of 
success.”
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How do you know it’ll work?
The Texas Tribune isn’t the first nonprofit 
to offer serious journalism; The Texas 
Observer, the 55-year-old progressive, 
print, bi-weekly nonprofit has long carried 
the serious-journalism cross for the state. 
Its incarnation as a nonprofit is relatively 
recent, says CEO and executive publisher 
Carlton Carl, officially becoming a 501(c)(3) 
in 1994. “It was never a profitable enterprise 
before that,” he says.

Today the paper reports growth thanks 
to a funding formula most nonprofits 
would recognize.

At a journalism conference hosted by 
Columbia University’ this past March, Bob 
Moser, investigative editor for the Observer, 
revealed the formula, which as reported on 
the conference blog, includes “filthy rich 
donors,” a loyal subscriber base, a board that 
commits to raise money, grants for special 
reporting and long-term development; and 
twice-annual fundraisers. The newspaper is  
also researching for-pay content and more 
micro-funded investigative projects.

Indeed, Thornton isn’t all-in on the 
straightforward donation model either. The 
Tribune will pursue “revenue promiscuity,” 
he says. “We are more confident in some 
(revenue sources) than others.”

“One of the supposed advantages of the 
nonprofit model is that it can help relieve 
news organizations of the financially driven 
biases that afflict for-profit newspapers,” 

Thornton writes on his blog. “Given limited 
foundation resources and limited potential 
for membership development, it seems 
that might be a taller order than some had 
expected.”

Aside from funding, the Tribune will track 
other bottom lines such as readership. It 
will also track how many other news outlets 
pick up their content and publish it in their 
papers or on their sites. But the ultimate 
ROI, says Thornton, would be a measurable 
impact on the citizens, government, and 
policies in Texas.

“There’s no particular public policy 
agenda we’re trying to pursue, so it’s 
hard to measure,” says Thornton. “I guess 
over the long term we would like to be 
able to take credit for an increase in voter 
participation. But that’s a very ambitious 
objective. God knows whether we can 
actually move the needle. But increasing 
the level of civic engagement would be 
the ultimate measure of success.”

LEARN MORE about Texas Tribune and become 
a member. 

The Tribune will pursue “revenue promiscuity,” says Thornton. 
“We are more confident in some sources than others.”
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a great big 
opportunity
One out of every four students entering 
ninth grade in Austin doesn’t make it to 
high school graduation. The good news? 
We can fix that. 
by monica m. williams
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remember middle school? The weird 
hormones, the tough homework, and 
the completely mortifying moments 
in gym class … all of it can overwhelm 

a kid just learning his place in the world. Add all 
that to the other, more difficult problems some 
children face at home such as divorce, financial 
struggles, or even homelessness, and you’ve got 
a kid on the brink of failure.  

The good news is we know how to help these 
children: Mentoring. 

The more positive relationships a middle 
school student has with adults, the more likely 
that student is to succeed, yet for more middle 

“people don’t 
understand what 
mentoring is—a 
lot of times it’s an 
hour a week doing 
whatever it is you 
normally do. ”

school students, the last person they 
want to talk to is their parents. That’s 
where mentors come in. “We’ve done 
all the research,” says Laura Garcia, 
director of community building in 
education for United Way Capital 
Area. “Students are twice as likely 
to graduate from high school when 
they have a supportive adult in their 
life. And parents today are so busy 
and stressed. 

“Having that relationship with 
another adult can make all the dif-
ference to a child.” 

Data and individual case studies 
prove this concept over and over, 
yet recruiting mentors still takes 
Herculean efforts. (See “United Way 
Capital Area Takes the Lead.”) What’s 
holding Austin back from taking the 
steps toward mentoring? 

“People don’t understand what 
mentoring is—a lot of times it’s an 
hour a week doing whatever it is you 

normally do,” says Garcia. Sometimes mentoring 
involves tutoring a child during school hours; 
sometimes it means a one-on-one outside of 
school. It depends on the program.” 

Choosing the right program used to be difficult, 
but not anymore. This year United Way Capital 
Area created One Hour for Kids, which brings 
together eight mentoring programs from across 
Central Texas to focus on one thing: middle school 
kids, specifically at-risk and economically disad-
vantaged students. (See “Definitions” side bar.)

“We’re reaching out to our corporate partners, 
churches, local businesses for mentor volunteers,” 
says Garcia, “and then we’re going to build a toolkit 
of best practices across all the programs. Our goal 
is to get at least 400 mentors in these schools.”

Considering the numbers—about 500 Austin 
kids dropped out of high school last year—we 
might stand a chance. But without mentors, you 
can count on seeing more high school dropouts 
in Austin’s future. 
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aisd dropouts, by group
STUDENT GROUP .  .  .  .  . AISD TEXAS
african american  16.9%  . . .16.1
asian/pacific . . . . . . . . 3.9%. . . . .3.6
islander
hispanic . . . . . . . . . . . .18.3 %  . . .14.4
native american. . . . 7.7%  . . . .8.4
white . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.9%  . . . .5.1
economically . . . . . 20.6%  . . .15.7
disadvantaged
female . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11.9%
male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12.9%
at-risk  . . . . . . . . . . . . .19.0%
bilingual or esl. . .33.1%
career and tech . . . 7.0%
education
gifted and . . . . . . . . . . 2.6%
talented
immigrant . . . . . . . . . .62.5%
special education 18.9%

the terms defined
“at-risk”
an at-risk student is one who 
historically does not perform 
well in school; has been 
held back a grade; has been 
expelled or is on probation or 
parole; is homeless; speaks 
limited english; is pregnant or 
a mother or father; and a few 
other criteria. 
“economically disadvantaged”
a student who is eligible for 
free or reduced-price meals 
under the national school 
lunch and child nutrition 
program. 
“dropout”
a dropout is a student who is 
enrolled in public school in 
grades 7-12, does not return to 
public school the following 
fall, is not expelled, and 
does not graduate, receive 
a general educational 
development (ged) certificate, 
continue school outside the 
public school system, begin 
college, or die.  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united way capital 
area takes the lead
Last summer, United Way Capital Area decided to 
do something about data coming in indicating 
that what determines whether a student drops 
out of high school starts in middle school. 

“Each of the organizations involved does some-
thing a little different from the rest,” says John 
Turner of UWCA, “so collaboration is a great way 
to multiply our efforts and efficiency.”

The project focuses on six schools in Austin and 
Manor Independent School Districts, schools that 
have been identified as having a high dropout 
rate. To encourage anyone interested in becom-
ing a mentor, UWCA created the 1HourforKids.org 
website, which walks you through the various op-
portunities in mentoring and tutoring. Volunteers 
can choose from programs by Big Brothers Big 
Sisters, Communities in Schools, RiverCity Youth 
Foundation, Seedling Foundation, and others. 

 
BIG BROTHERS BIG SISTERS

BREAkTHROUGH

COMMUNITIES IN SCHOOLS

CON MI MADRE

GIRLS SCOUTS OF CENTRAL TEXAS

RIVERCITY YOUTH FOUNDATION

SEEDLING FOUNDATION

MANOR ISD

SIGN UP AT 1HOURFORkIDS.ORG 

when and how did you get 
started with the cis/bbbs 
mentoring program?
They’d posted a website at work about volunteer opportunities 
in Austin. The community in schools BBBS program intrigued 
me because for just a small portion of your weekly time, you 
changed a large portion of your little brother or sister’s life. I 
commend BBBS’ thorough screening process; it really shows 
you how much they care about the people that they will be 
placing in their children’s lives. After a little bit of a wait (I’ll 
admit a little anxious to be paired) I was paired with a wonder-
ful young woman. The match made was well worth the wait. 

 

what’s the most rewarding 
aspect of mentoring? 
The most rewarding part of being a mentor is knowing that 
you are one of those people; you know the quote that says “To 
the world you just might be one person, but to one person you 
might be the world?” That’s how I feel about my little sister and 
that’s how I believe she feels about me. 
 
what surprised you the 
most about the mentoring 
experience? 
 One thing that really surprised me were the level of apprecia-
tion I felt by being involved in this type of program, and the 
amount of gratitude I saw from my little just for wanting to be 
a part of her life. The littlest things mean the most in relation-
ships like the ones built at BBBS because both parties know 
that the other doesn’t have to care; but they do, and this makes 
the relationship sooo strong. 
 
why should other people 
sign up to mentor a middle 
school student? 
 If you remember back to your middle school years, most would 
remember what an awkward time that was for you. I wish I’d 
had a “Big Sister or Brother” type that didn’t want anything but 
to support me and make me into the best possible individual I 
could be. Knowing you have that kind of positive influence on 
a young mind, that’s the best kind power you can have, and 
one of the most rewarding decisions you will ever make. 

Giftie R. Thompson, Middle School Mentor
“why i mentor”

“knowing you 
have that kind of 
positive influence 
on a young mind, 
that’s the best kind 
power you can 
have, and one of the 
most rewarding 
decisions you will 
ever make.”

MENTORING PARTNERS
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clayton christopher’s  
10 tips for how to be a big
Sweet Leaf Tea CEO Clayton Christopher 
has been a mentor with Big Brothers Big 
Sisters of Central Texas for almost six 
years. Here, he tells us what he’s learned 
about what it takes to be a successful 
“Big” to a “Little.”

1 Make the call. If you’re inter-
ested, the best first step is to 
give Big Brothers Big Sisters a 

call, or visit the website. Learn about 
the different kinds of commitments, 
even talk to Bigs to get their first-
hand experience. “Investigate and kick 
the tires,” says Clayton. Learn about the 
school-based program, or the tradi-
tional community-based program, and 
decide which level of commitment you 
can handle. Just don’t decide on that 
level of commitment until you’ve read 
the rest of Clayton’s advice.

2 Every Big must go through a 
screening process, which is de-
signed to ensure the safety of 

the kids and give them a good match. 
“My main piece of advice would be to 
be patient,” says Clayton, “because it 
can take anywhere from two to three 
months before you get matched.” But 
hey, it probably took you a long time to 
decide you could do this, so don’t get 
frustrated now! “They’ll always match 
you once you make it through the 
screening process…it’s just a matter of 
having some patience.”

photography by beth perkins
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clayton christopher’s  
10 tips for how to be a big

3Finally, you’re matched with your 
Little! Now what? “I can remem-
ber my first day, and Andrew can 

certainly remember it, too,” says Clayton. 
“We were both very nervous. Nervous 
and excited.” But never fear, because BBBS 
provides a match support specialist at 
the first meeting, whose job is to make 
introductions and facilitate the getting-
to-know-each-other process. Addition-
ally, the parent or guardian of the child 
is there, so everyone feels comfortable 
and well supported. In this environment, 
nerves are nothing to worry about.

4No, you do not need to be an 
event planner. “The biggest mis-
conception when I became a big 

what that I needed to have everything 
planned out and have all the answers,” 
says Clayton, “and that’s not the case. At 
all.” Turns out, the kids are in this for you, 
and not just how good you are at enter-
taining them. “The kids, while they enjoy 
the activities, what they really enjoy, more 
than anything else, is spending time with 
their Big,” says Clayton. 

5Really, the program is about 
your friendship. “I would say that 
now, the majority of our outings 

are running errands, because of a hectic 
schedule, as so many people have,” he 
says. “People think, ‘Oh, I’ll have to dock 
off three hours a week to do activities, 
but that’s not the case. The Little gets 
benefit simply from being with the Big on 
a regular basis, and it doesn’t matter what 
you’re doing,” says Clayton. “Once I figured 
that out, it’s become a lot easier.” So really, 
don’t sweat the planning.

6 Yes, you have the time. If the CEO 
of a growing company can do this, 
what the heck are you waiting for? 

But before you feel guilty about waiting 
this long, it’s OK—Clayton did it, too.  
“I put it off,” he says. “I was always inter-
ested in the program, but I always felt 
like I didn’t have time, running my own 
business, working well over 40 hours a 
week.” But, something pivotal happened 
in his life, and he realized: “You make time 
for what’s most important in life,” and, he 
says, “I would have gotten involved sooner 
had I known it was so easy.”
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clayton christopher’s  
10 tips for how to be a big

7The program is designed for kids 
who lack a stable role model, so 
don’t be surprised if you don’t 

bond right away. “It takes these kids 
a long time to warm up to you,” says 
Clayton. “Most of them have been sur-
rounded by a lot of inconsistency in their 
life…I can’t tell you how many times in 
that first year Andrew asked me, ‘So, how 
much longer are you going to be my Big?’” 
It may take a while—maybe even a year—
for your Little to realize you’re not going 
anywhere, but once they do, the rewards 
are rich.

8Want to feel joy? This is one way 
to do it. If you are looking for the 
satisfaction of helping someone, 

and feeling the amazing high that comes 
from giving of yourself, you are ready to 
be a Big Brother or Big Sister. “Nothing 
brings me more joy than when I see…
the positive effect on Andrew’s life,” says 
Clayton. “It doesn’t feel like a time com-
mitment when it’s something you get 
pleasure out of.” 

9Don’t worry—you’re a friend, not a 
parent. These kids need a positive, 
fun and healthy friendship, so it’s 

not up to you to worry about discipline. 
That’s for the parent. “It’s very impor-
tant to have a good line of communica-
tion with their parent or guardian,” says 
Clayton. Sometimes, Bigs can help get 
through to a Little in a way parents can’t, 
since the relationship is based in friend-
ship. But always work with the parents 
to keep things open, and to learn more 
about your Little.

10 Expect to be transformed. 
Though the minimum com-
mitment for the community-

based program is one year, you may be 
surprised at how involved you are in 
your new friend’s progress. “I hope to 
see Andrew graduate from college,” says 
Clayton. He talks about how much fun 
they have together, how fast the past five 
years have flown by. Then he says, “I hope 
to know Andrew the rest of my life.”
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Alissa Magrum is scary fit. She bikes, she swims, she 
runs—and sometimes all in one day. Usually she 
keeps her workout outdoors to enjoy the weather. 
Extreme heat, cold and even rain don’t seem to 
stop her. But one day earlier this year she went to 
the gym, instead of the streets, for her workout. 
And there among the people in the spin class was 
a woman wearing the “Wish List” jersey.

“It had to have been seven years after we made 
that jersey, at least five since we sold the last one,” 
Magrum says. “But there it was.”

Within 24 hours she’d be asked about the jersey 
twice from two different people. “There was no 
reason for it to come across my path three times 
that day,” Magrum says. “I took it as a sign.”

Flashback to 1999 when Magrum, who is now 
director of volunteer services for Communities in 
Schools, met her current partner, Tammy Stanley, 
while training for the Texas AIDS Ride. Stanley 
had lost 10 friends to AIDS in previous years and 

GRASSROOTS

“I took it as a sign.”
by monica m. williams

photos by joel salcido
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GRASSROOTS

Magrum had friends who were 
HIV positive. Both women had 
grown to love the “perfect 
communities” that formed 
around training and riding 
for AIDS rides across the 
country. “The riders 
are incredible, and 
their stories are just 
so moving,” says 
Magrum. “We all just 
bond.”

Magrum and Stanley were fans of 
an artist named Brian Andreas, a writer and artist 
famous for turning other people stories into shareable, 
meaningful phrases and art. Magrum sent Andreas 
their stories — about the people in their lives with AIDS 
and the rides and the communities they build — and he 
sent her the “Wish List” story and a drawing he’d created 
to accompany it. They were delighted by the work.

After getting permission from Andreas to do so, Stanley, 
a graphic designer, turned it into a story, and the Wish List 
jersey was born.

They found a company 
that would make them and 

ordered 500. Shortly thereaf-
ter, Magrum and Stanley founded the 

501(c)(3) Got2Give, and in selling more than 
1,600 jerseys to riders and non-riders all 

over the world, they’ve raised more than 
$56,000 for various charities both local 
and nationwide, including Communities 
In Schools, The Leukemia and Lympho-
ma Society, Susan G. Komen Foundation, 
The American Diabetes Foundation and 
various AIDS nonprofits in Dallas, Austin, 
and around the country.

That’s why this past May when 
Magrum came across the jersey again 

three times in a 24-hour period, she 
felt compelled to start it again. “When 

we first created it, it was part of our 
grieving process and a way to help 

others through their grief,” says 
Magrum. “And it turns out, we 
needed it again.” Just months 
before, Stanley had lost her 
nephew and father. “So the 
timing to bring it back was 

just right.” 
While Magrum and 

Stanley have set small 
goals for the project, 

“We’re really not sure what 
will happen next.”

MOre about the Wish List jersey.

BUy a Wish List jersey here. Sale proceeds go to charity.

win this jersey. Post a comment about why you ride, walk, 
or run for the cure and the winning entry will win this 
jersey. Just click here and enter the password WISHLIST to 
leave your comment/entry. 

MORE INFO
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“Nothing brings me more joy than when I see the positive effect on Andrew’s life.”
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