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From a Reluctant Volunteer to the Office of the Secretary of Defense
Thinking about volunteering to help others? Looking for opportunities to show military families that you appreciate their sacrifices and their service? Not sure you have what it takes to make a difference? Hundreds of thousands of people have been in your place. One of those people started as a reluctant volunteer at the urging of her children and recently directed a national program from the Pentagon, while serving as a key advisor to the Secretary of Defense. The program works because of dedicated and talented people, many of whom started as reluctant volunteers. 
The following interview highlights her journey.
What was your first engagement as a volunteer and why did you start?
In 1995, I found myself in the middle of Kansas, a stay-at-home wife and mother of three young children, while my husband served our country in the U.S. Army. One day we saw an opportunity to serve as “mayor” of our little village, a housing area at Ft. Leavenworth. My 12-year-old son thought I should do it, and since we would only be stationed there for a year, it seemed like a great way to meet people. 
Meeting people as the mayor didn’t give me as much concern as facing a team of 4-year-old soccer players, my second volunteer opportunity. Without enough coaches, my son and his friends would not be able to play (at least that was their volunteer recruitment pitch). I knew nothing about soccer, but at that age all they need to know is don't use your hands unless you are the goalie. I figured that was enough to get started.
Did those experiences lead to other volunteer positions?
My first volunteer job in direct support of military families was as office manager for the Army Family Team Building (AFTB) program. I applied for the position and was selected – I’m not sure anyone else even applied. I took advantage of all three levels of AFTB training; they really helped me gain confidence as a presenter and as a leader in the mayors program.
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Can you tell us a little about those training and development opportunities?
The Installation Volunteer Coordinator (IVC) asked me to go through instructor training so I could better help the instructors prepare for their training. I was scared to death, never having talked in front of a group and being an introvert by nature; however, I literally read my notes that a close friend helped me prepare. I "passed" the course and became an AFTB instructor. I was supposed to help others prepare and figured I would never have to speak again, but that didn’t last long. Soon after, I was asked to go to the AFTB Master Trainer Course. The Army paid for childcare at the time, so I figured why not! Again, I was scared to death to give my presentation, but survived and became an advocate for the program. I couldn’t say enough about its rewards and benefits to a variety of audiences, including Family Support Groups, coffee groups, and training spouses. 
How did you overcome your fear of speaking in front of people? 
The IVC pushed me to become an instructor and give presentations. I was uncomfortable, but didn’t want to let them down. After a few times in the safe environment with other volunteers, I realized it wasn’t so tough after all. 
What was your greatest reward (source of satisfaction) in your first volunteer job in support of other military families? 
It was rewarding to help other spouses understand that what they are going through was not theirs alone. There are resources and people who want to help. I was selected for the Helping Hand Award in 1996, but the best reward was knowing I was making a difference. I still have spouses tell me I positively impacted them when I was at Fort Leavenworth, Fort Hood, or other locations. 
Sounds like you became increasingly involved in volunteering. Did you also find opportunities for more responsibility?
The leadership skills I learned from AFTB gave me the confidence to become a Family Readiness Group (FRG) leader when we moved to Fort Hood in 1996. I became active in a variety of Army Community Service (ACS) programs. During our 2 years in Texas, I was the AFTB program manager, Army Family Action Plan (AFAP) facilitator trainer, FRG leader, OPREADY trainer, youth soccer coach, and Parent Teacher Association (PTA) board member. I know that’s a lot of alphabet soup, but it all focused on the well-being of Army families, which had become my passion.
These programs all gave me the skills I needed to be successful. In 1998 I was asked to take over the Fort Hood Volunteer Child Care Fund—a not-for-profit organization that paid for child care for Fort Hood's volunteers—the financial outlook was dim. Through fund raisers and hard work, the organization got to a point where they were not only paying their bills but had $25,000 in reserves to pay childcare. I was able to turn this organization around because of the support of other volunteers and the skills the AFTB program taught me—leadership, problem solving, personality traits, etc. Along the way, I was recognized for my service, including the 1998 Fort Hood Volunteer of the Year for the AFTB program and Consolidated Agencies, and the 1996-1998 Helping Hand Award.
Frequent moves must have disrupted your volunteer service. Were you able to contribute overseas as well as in the US?
Absolutely—there was never a shortage of opportunities. In Belgium, I served as AFTB program manager, AFAP program manager, Red Cross volunteer/instructor, IVC volunteer, and PTA board member. I had the privilege of becoming an AFTB Core Instructor in September 1998, and being recognized as the Volunteer of the Year in 1999, while my family was honored as the Volunteer Family of the Year, and the next year as the Association of the US Army Outstanding Family in the Area Support Group. Being hired as the MWR Commercial Sponsorship program manager in 1999 was directly due to my engagement within the community as a volunteer within ACS. 
During the next four years, I had the opportunity to serve as the IVC, head of Child and Youth Services (CYS) outreach, and Family Program Director at Fort Belvoir in Virginia. As the first Family Program Director for the Military Intelligence Readiness Command, I was able to create a great volunteer program and an active AFTB program across 32 states. I continue to work with several of the people I previously worked with as volunteers. Today, they are contributing as contractors for the government. 
What are your fondest memories from volunteer service? 
Putting together a 5K fun run for all of Fort Hood, without any experience. What an opportunity! 
What was the biggest challenge you faced as a volunteer and how did you overcome it?
Having paid staff treat me as less than a professional. I acted like a professional, I kept regular hours, and I completed every task that I was assigned to the best of my ability. I earned the right to be treated as a professional and was able to show that "volunteer” is a pay status not a job title.
Your transition from volunteer status to paid leadership positions seems to have been rather natural. How did it lead to your current position?
In 2005, I moved into the Pentagon and joined the DoD Yellow Ribbon Reintegration Program. I have continued to grow and expand my responsibilities and associated contributions to families. As Director for the Office for Reintegration Programs for the Department of Defense, I am responsible for all reintegration programs, family programs, employment, and Employer Support of the Guard and Reserves (ESGR) for all of the Military Reserve Departments. I have also begun to develop a volunteer management and training program to help all the Reserve Components reenergize their volunteer programs. My professional path, from volunteer to Reintegration Programs Director, has allowed me to remain focused on my passion of helping military families. 
How has your service as a volunteer impacted your life? 
I can't get across the impact volunteering has had in my life. The foundation I received is what has given me the confidence to apply for each step I have taken. I would not be sitting where I am today but for the skills I acquired and the folks who mentored me along the way. 
What advice would you give to young people who are considering becoming a volunteer?
I believe that we have to go back to our foundation, encourage volunteerism and help make the military/community/world a little better than we found it. It may mean stepping outside your comfort zone, but there are many people ready and willing to help you. Take the first step, and you will soon discover your contributions will be more than you ever dreamed possible. 
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