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Coordinating a Team Schedule

Program
Federal land management agencies internship program

Technologies

Text messaging
MySpace

Internet message boards
E-Mail

Cost
Minimal

Need

Robin Wood, Center for Academic Enrichment and Outreach at the University of
Nevada, Las Vegas, was charged with coordinating the schedules of about 12
teenagers, which is not an easy task. She had to ensure the interns knew when they
were working and that they could get to and from their jobs in a timely fashion.
Transportation breakdowns. Sick days. Changes in work schedules. Wood quickly
found herself working like an air-traffic controller to juggle the ever-shifting needs and
challenges of the group. But too often, she simply couldn’t connect with students fast
enough to ascertain their daily needs.

“We struggled,” Wood said. “There were days when I'd show up (at job sites) and kids
weren't there because they weren’t at school and had no way to let me know. | didn’t
want to go outside the box because | didn’t know what people would view as the
correct form (of communication). When | got into it, | realized | didn't care. | just
needed to get them the information as soon as possible. Sometimes, circumstances
would change at the drop of a hat. | had to have (the students) on board.”

Description

The goal of this now-defunct program was to provide more opportunities and exposure
to underrepresented cultural minorities through internship positions within the Bureau
of Land Management, the USDA Forest Service, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Department
and the National Park Service. The students, high school juniors and seniors, most
Hispanic and many first-generation, came from the Las Vegas school system. The
interns generally worked three-hour shifts after school at the four federal agencies in
the Las Vegas area. The grant for the program—about $1 million for the first 18
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months—came from federal land sales, Wood said. Unfortunately, the original three-
year grant was discontinued at about the halfway point.

Evolution

With a nudge from the students, Wood turned to what was in the hands of her nearly
all the interns: Cell phones. Though they couldn’t have the phones on during school,
they could send and check for text messages in the morning, at lunch and between
classes. Soon, she was clicking away to make and confirm each day’s work and
transportation arrangements. “It was a two-way street,” Wood said. “And it went on all
year.”

The students then asked Wood if she had a MySpace account. She quickly established
one and used it as a clearing house for a variety of critical information. Next, Wood set
up a free message board on Yahoo.com where the interns could find nuts and bolts
they needed to get the most out of their experience.

Between the three methods of communication, Wood found she’'d covered her
bases—without costing students or the program extra cash. Many of the interns already
had cell phone plans that included free texting. The MySpace and Yahoo sites were
free. “There wasn't any technology budget (in the grant),” she said. “The things we
used we're free or readily available.”

But convenience—and relevance—were an even bigger benefit than the lack of
expense, she said. “The nice thing is this is something students are probably already
familiar with,” Wood said. “You're not having to twist their arms. Communicating with
them is quite different because they don't like the normal forms. They like the quick
and dirty forms. Many of them can’t write a letter to save their lives. But they like to be
called on their cells or get a text message or use MySpace.”

Results

Wood estimated she “at least tripled” her success rate of getting interns to their jobs
on time every day. Though the program’s funding was discontinued, many students
were exposed to new career possibilities and the college paths necessary to realize
them, she said. A handful of the interns are now serving as college interns at the four
federal agencies. “They were all good kids who were dedicated to it and a couple are
still involved,” she said.

One unforeseen result of employing the technology to communicate was simply a
better personal connection with the students: “It let them know | wasn't afraid to use
technology,” Wood said. "l wasn't a technophobe and that made them more open.
We seemed to communicate better when they felt that we had something in
common.”
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Tips

1. Tailor your method of communication to the size of the group you need to reach.
“Know your population,” Wood said. “If you're a coordinator with 40 or 50 people,
text messaging might be manageable. | dont think it would work with several
hundred people.”

2. Bone up on your school district’s policies on technology, communication and
Internet use. “Make sure the district doesn’t block whatever web site you're trying
to use,” Wood said. “Here, they block everything. That's why text messaging was
so big.”

Warning

"I wouldn’t use MySpace with anyone under the age of 16,” Wood said. "I don’t think
a lot of them have the maturity to be on things like that. You hear the stories about
sexual predators and people trolling for (personal information). They don’t understand
that danger. They're still naive.”

Contact

Robin Wood

Center for Academic Enrichment and Qutreach
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Box 452006

4505 S. Maryland Parkway, las vegas, NV 89154
702-806-2441
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