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Community Site: Voices Against Violence (VAV)

• Founded in 1995 by Mr. 
Richard Carrington in 
response to concerns about 
ongoing issues of 
community violence. 

• The organization aims to 
empower youth affected by 
violence and reduce 
interpersonal conflicts 
through educational 
activities & mediation.

Offers multiple services 
including: 

● Anti-violence and restorative 
justice programs

● Street violence intervention 
and conflict resolution 

● Free after-school program 
● Free summer camp



A Closer Look at the Beltzhoover Community
• Predominantly an African-American 

neighborhood

• There are many reported incidents of 
gun violence in the neighborhood 
every year and there are children and 
staff members at VAV who have lost 
their loved ones due to this.

• Revitalization efforts by local 
organizations are ongoing.

• VAV’s summer camp takes place in 
the McKinley Park Community Center 
and the surrounding park area. 

Source: http://www.city.pittsburgh.pa.us/cp/maps/pittsburgh.html, Public 
Domain



Summer Camp at Voices Against Violence
Overall Goal:

• Engaging children and adolescents in 
healthy, meaningful activities during 
the summers

• Various activities provided including:
• music
• art
• nature walks
• robotics
• sports
• field trips
• self-care & wellness

Our Campers:
• 150 participants, ages 4-14

• Predominantly from African American 
families living in various neighborhoods 
in the South Hills area of Pittsburgh 
(Beltzhoover, Mount Oliver, etc.)

• Low-income households - 90% of 
participants qualify for the free or 
reduced lunch program



Project Creation: Self-Care and Wellness

• We consulted our mentors in the project & VAV staff to better understand the 
needs of the community we were working with.

• Many of them talked about the trauma that many members of the community 
(including members of staff as well as kids participating in camp) had from 
past experiences of violence and other issues in the community. 

• They expressed a desire to learn more about self care and wellness in order 
to handle those issues in a more healthy & positive way.



Project Description 
• Helping staff members identify ways to 

look after themselves during camp 

• Providing opportunities for children to 
engage in healthy and meaningful 
activities that they can incorporate into 
their daily lives 

• Education on ways to practice self-care 
without relying on technology 

1. Self-Care 
Presentation and 

Guide for Staff 
Members

2. Self-Care 
Activities for 

Children

3. Children’s 
Book about Self-

Care 



1. Self-Care Presentation 
and Guide for Staff 

• Staff members and camp counselors are shaping 
the experiences of children, which can be both 
physically and mentally challenging. 

• It is therefore important for them to look after their 
own health and well-being too. 



Self-Care Presentation and Guide for Staff

• Signs indicating one’s need for 
self-care

• Types of self-care (physical, 
mental/emotional, social, spiritual) 
and examples

• Importance of hydration and sleep
• Developing self-care plans
• When to ask for help

Self-Care Guide 
● Reading level tested: 6th grade
● How to develop self-care plans
● Examples of self-care practices

Self-Care Presentation 



2. Self-Care Activities for 
Children 

● Help the campers learn more about the importance of 
healthy eating, physical & oral health, and 
mental/emotional health in fun, engaging ways. 

● Encourage them to participate in activities that do not 
involve the use of electronic devices. 



Self-Care Activities for Children  
Week 1: Getting to Know Each Other 
● Ice breakers: Step In, M&M feeling 

game, toilet paper activity 

Week 2: Nutrition and Healthy Eating
● Brief discussion on major food groups 

and nutrients accompanied by an age-
appropriate activity 

● 4-7: singing the “Taste the Colors” song 
● 8-11 girls: designing healthy meals 

using the MyPlate coloring sheet 
● 8-11 boys and 12-14: making yogurt 

parfaits with fruits



Self-Care Activities for Children  
Week 3: Physical and Oral Health 
● Importance of physical health and the benefits of exercising 
● Ways to prevent cavities 
● Accompanied by an age-appropriate physical activity 

○ 4-7: animal race and freeze dance 
○ 8-11 and 12-14: relay race, freeze dance or musical chairs 

Week 4: Mental/Emotional Health 
● Importance of mental/emotional health and how our physical and mental 

health are connected 
● In the process of planning activities revolving around good mental health 

practices 



Self-Care Activities for Children  



3. Children’s Book About 
Self-Care 

● Help the campers remember the importance of self-
care as well as self-care practices that they can easily 
incorporate into their daily lives. 

● Create a small present for them to look back at their 
memories at summer camp.  



Children’s 
Book Summary

● Two children from 
Beltzhoover (where VAV is 
located) have the summer off and 
spend their time watching too 
much TV and eating “junk” food.

● Their parents bring them to 
camp and their counselors Mr. S 
& Ms. J show them how to 
practice self-care and incorporate 
healthy behaviors while having 
fun doing it.

● Reading level tested: 6th grade



Healthy People 2030
• Since 1980, the Healthy People initiative has set measurable 

objectives to improve the health and well-being of people nationwide. 
• Our project is relevant to the following objectives of Healthy People 2030 

• Increase the proportion of children and adolescents who show resilience to 
challenges and stress. 

• Increase the proportion of children and adolescents who do enough aerobic 
physical activity.

• Increase fruit consumption by people aged 2 years and over.
• Increase vegetable consumption by people aged 2 years and over.



Project Evaluation
• After each of our activities, we asked for feedback by asking about which 

parts of the activity they enjoyed and what they learned from the project.

• Our project could be evaluated further next year by future BTG members or 
camp counselors who could review the information provided with the kids at 
the beginning of camp and could survey them about what they remember 
from the previous year to determine the effectiveness of the activities.

• Counselors can also be surveyed to see how they incorporated self-care into 
their routines at camp.



Recommendations for the Future
Our recommendations for VAV in the future include:

1. More training sessions with Junior staff 
2. Getting more input from camp youth about activities to create more 

tailored programming 
3. More collaboration with other organizations around Pittsburgh to 

broaden youth’s view of the city
4. Having a mental/behavioral health provider who can provide therapy 

& counseling to the children at VAV and their parents/guardians on a 
regular basis



Reflecting Upon Our Experiences…
• Our time at VAV this summer has been a 

significant learning experience for both of 
us. 

• Our experience included:
• Activity planning for each age group
• Assisting camp counselors in supervising 

campers
• Helping campers with problem solving 
• Interacting with campers who have special needs 
• Putting ourselves in children’s shoes 
• Seeing in real life the importance of early 

intervention and the impacts of social factors on 
health 



Personal Reflection - Saad
“Working at VAV this summer challenged my inner perception of myself and 
what I thought I was capable of. I have thoroughly enjoyed getting to know 
the caring staff of VAV who care so much about the lives of the wonderful 
children we have the privilege of working with. This position kept us on our 
toes constantly and some days could be physically and mentally exhausting, 
but its all worth it when one of the kids runs up to you to give you a hug for 
no reason.”



Personal Reflection - Jiyeon

"My time at VAV this summer has been a very meaningful and memorable 
learning experience for me in many ways. Not only was I able to practice 
putting myself into these children's shoes, but I also recognized the 
importance of taking care of myself to become a better mentor for them. I 
am so grateful to have been able to work with the supportive and caring staff 
members at VAV who all share the same passion for supporting the 
children, their families, and the broader Pittsburgh community as a whole."



A HUGE THANK YOU TO… 
• Our community mentors: Dr. Maureen Anderson and Mr. Richard 

Carrington 
• Our faculty mentor Dr. Jamie Zelazny 
• Our BTG team: Thistle, Antonio, Brandi, and fellow interns 
• All the wonderful and supportive staff members at VAV 
• And most especially, all the compassionate, joyful, adorable, 

adventurous, artistic, brave, energetic, resilient, and imaginative 
campers at VAV! 


