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Community Site: Voices Against Violence
 Founded in 1995 by Mr. Richard 

Carrington in response to concerns 
about ongoing issues of community 
violence. 

 Overarching goal: empower youth 
& the community affected by 
violence and reduce interpersonal 
conflict through educational 
activities and mediation

 This year, a special part of the 
camp experience was 
remembrance of loved ones, 
especially Mr. Rich’s son who 
recently passed away

Offers multiple services:

 Antiviolence and restorative 
justice programs

 Street violence intervention and 
conflict resolution

 Free after school program

 Free summer camp

 Neighborhood revitalization efforts 
and resources



The Beltzhoover Community

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

 Beltzhoover is predominantly an African-American 
neighborhood 

 There are many reported incidents of gun 
violence in the neighborhood every year. Children 
and staff members at VAV have lost their loved 
ones due to this. VAV staff members have also 
been lost to gun violence.

 Neighborhood revitalization efforts are in the 
works

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



Summer Camp at VAV
 Summer Camp Goal

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

 Various activities provided 
including:

 Literacy

 Dance

 Art 

 Coding

 Sports

 Field trips

 Self care and wellness

 Our campers and staff 

 Senior Staff: about 25, ages 19-30s 

 Junior Staff: about 20, ages 14-21

 Campers: about 150, ages 3-14

 Majority from African American 
families living in South Pittsburgh 
(Beltzhoover, Mt. Oliver, etc)

 Low income households: majority 
of participants qualify for free or 
reduced lunch program



Project: Tai Chi and Life Skills Courses

 We consulted with our mentors as well as the VAV staff to 
get a better idea of the needs of the community and how 
we could help

 It seemed like the staff needed more tools for wellbeing 
and resilience since many were dealing with trauma and 
stress from violence and other issues in the community 

 Our mentors expressed interest in Tai Chi for the senior 
staff to increase their mindfulness. 

 They also expressed interest in a life skills course for the 
junior staff to make them more effective support to the 
senior staff and to give them skills for their future 
endeavors



Main Project and Side Projects

Main Project: Tai Chi and Life Skills Courses
Side Projects:
Staff training on building relationships
Self care and mindfulness activities with 

the children 



Main Project: Tai Chi 
Course

 Goal: improve physical and mental health, 
reduce stress, enhance inner peace and 
harmony, and foster resilience through Tai Chi 
practice

 Course overview:

 Eight-Methods Five-Step Tai Chi: Focus on 
foundational movements and postures

 Health Qigong Dawu and Baduanjin: 
Complementary exercises for holistic well-being

 Course Schedule: Tuesday and Thursday at 
8:30am, 15 minutes

 Location: Open lawn in front of building, 
accompanied by soothing music



Main Project: Life Skills Course

 Goal: provide training and guidance to junior 
counselors in preparation for careers and life 
situations both at and past VAV

 Topics: self care, work ethic/professionalism, 
financial literacy, communication, goal 
setting, and education/career paths. 

 Course Structure: short presentation, 
related activity(s), exit survey 

 Course Schedule: originally planned for 
Tuesday and Thursday, 9-9:30am



Main Project: Life Skills Course 
Presentation Example



Main Project: Life Skills Course Manual



Side Project: Staff Training Presentation 

 Our community mentor expressed interest in us 
making a staff training on building relationships

 She mentioned past issues with staff connecting with 
kids and each other

 3 part presentation: building relationships in general, 
with coworkers, and with children

 Introduced foundational information and included 
activities, discussion and roleplay pieces for the staff



Side Project: 
Staff Training 
Presentation 



Side Project: 
Staff Training 
Presentation 



Side Project: Self Care and 
Mindfulness with Campers
 Each week had a theme relating to 

mental health
Week 1: Ice Breakers and emotions and 
coping skills
 4-7:hot potato  introductions and craft to 

teach about deep breathing 
 8-11: introductions and my emotions 

wheel/discussion on emotions
Week 2: Physical Activity 
 Discussion on stretching and exercise
 4-7: stretching, animal relay races, red 

light, green light
 8-11: stretching, numbers game,blob tag, 

relay races, basketball 

 12-14: stretching, kickball



Side Project: Self Care and Mindfulness 
with Campers

Week 3: Oral health and continuation of 
emotions/coping skills

 Discusson of oral health with all groups

 4-7 teeth coloring sheet

 8-11: marshmallow mouth flossing activity

 12-14:coping skills fortune teller, DIY stress balls, oral 
health kahoot

Week 4: Nutrition and Healthy Eating

 Discussion of nutrition and healthy eating

 4-7: myplate coloring sheet

 8-11: recipe: yogurt parfaits 



Cultural Community Wealth Model

Cultural Capital: VAV is working on promoting a culture of healing. They have 
talked about building up and reclaiming their history and neighborhood. They 

offer cultural dance classes, music and other activities. They also plan to paint 
a mural dedicated to the community. 

Familial Capital: the overall family vibe at VAV. Many staff members are 
actually family and everyone in the community is willing to help out however 

they can 

Aspirational Capital: the overarching mission of VAV, the activities and services 
provided to the community, support and funding of camper ideas



Project Evaluation 

 Life Skills: Junior Counselors fill out exit surveys after each lesson

 Future BTG interns: review life skills workshop and implement during 
training week. Gather qualitative feedback from senior staff about 
junior counselor professionalism and participation at VAV

 Tai Chi: pre- and post-program surveys, focus group discussions, and 
program feedback from site mentors. 

 Criteria for evaluation include participant satisfaction, resilience 
enhancement, and qualitative feedback. 

 Future changes to both courses can be made based on the evaluation 
results. 



Recommendations to VAV

1. More training sessions with junior counselors, including 

implementing the life skills workshop during training week

2. Creating a schedule for training week and camp to better 

organize counselors for camp situations

3. Getting input from groups about activities to create more 

tailored programming and stronger involvement 

4. More collaboration with other organizations around Pittsburgh 

to broaden youth’s view of the city



Reflecting on Our Experience 

 Our time at VAV been a very meaningful and significant 
learning experience for both of us.

We were involved with: 

 Creating workshops for staff

 Staff training 

 Building relationships with staff and children 

 Helping with camper check and lunch

 Activity planning for each age group

 Assisting counselors in supervising children 

 Interacting with campers who have special needs

 Seeing the impact of positive intervention efforts and 
social factors on a community



Personal Reflection: Mary

 I applied to Bridging the Gaps because I wanted to  
experience and learn about a Pittsburgh community 
that was different from where I was living and have a 
hands-on experience helping them. My time at VAV has 
been really meaningful and it really challenged my 
perceptions of myself and my abilities. I really enjoyed 
getting to know the staff and had a great time 
working with the kids. I was excited to tackle the new 
challenge of designing my own workshop and making 
activities for different groups. We were always busy 
and running around, but having the kids want to talk to 
you or give you a hug really made the experience 
worthwhile and enjoyable. 



Personal Reflection: 
Mengjun (Kate)

 In these two months of experience, I have come to 
realize the importance of educational resources. 
Through interacting with children, I have gained a 
deep understanding of the significance of 
patience and respect. Collaborating with Mary 
has been gratifying, as we work together to bring 
more assistance and change to VAV. I believe I 
have achieved the initial purpose of applying to 
be a BTGer, which is to gain a deeper 
understanding of American culture and 
communities.



A Huge Thank You To…

 Our Community Mentors: Emmanuela 
Abraham and Richard Carrington Sr

 Our Faculty Mentor: Dr. Jamie Zelazny

 Our BTG-Pittsburgh Team: Thistle, Brandi, 
Sheila and fellow BTG interns

 The supportive and welcoming VAV staff

 The amazing, friendly, energetic, brave, and 
resilient VAV campers

We are grateful for the relationships built and the 
time we got to spend getting to know and work 
with this community! 
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