Alternatives…


It is good to remember that each individual volunteer pursuit varies and there is no handbook to a sure, one-way route to establishing a volunteer position. The steps mentioned have been successful for a number of volunteers, but there are always alternatives to consider. 

For example, at times volunteers decide to wait until they arrive at their travel destination to establish and commit to a volunteer position. This especially works better in larger cities that have multiple organizations working with street kids, such as Rio de Janeiro, Mexico City, Bogotá and Santiago, to name a few. Some volunteers do this after finding it difficult to pre-arrange a volunteer position. Admiringly, this doesn’t discourage or prevent them from volunteering.  Instead, they alter some of the steps mentioned above and wait until they arrive at their destination to establish a position. Other volunteers have expressed that they feel more likely to commit themselves to an organization where they initially have the chance to visit and compare their options. Therefore, they also wait.

Waiting until you arrive at your destination to establish a volunteer position is not necessarily a better or worse option; it is simply an alternative to consider that comes with both pros and cons. One of the benefits of waiting is that it allows you to visit selected organizations and compare their daily work, location, work environment, staff and kids before committing, a process that perhaps creates a more assured match for your skills and interests. By observing and engaging in this on-site orientation, you and the organization will be better able to assess if your skills and interests are a good fit for the work they do.  Think of this as a reciprocal, non-formal interviewing process that helps in determining if this is the right organization for you and vice versa.   

On the other hand, “waiting it out” demands a certain degree of flexibility. You may find yourself waiting a few days, or a few weeks, before finding the right placement. Even then, nothing is a 100% guaranteed. In addition, it calls for a certain amount of self-initiation and determination once you arrive at your destination. You must navigate yourself around a new culture and city and be persistent. This tends to work best for seasoned travelers that feel rather comfortable arriving at a foreign destination with an open agenda or travelers that have alternative plans to consider if volunteering does not work out.

 If you are a university student, another consideration is arranging a volunteer position through your university. Some students turn volunteer opportunities into credited internships, service-learning placements and research projects. This can be an excellent source of funding for your trip, via research grant money or university scholarships. In addition, you can receive mentoring and advice from faculty members. 


There are also language schools across Latin America that offer a volunteer component option into their programming. If you are planning on studying a language abroad and interested in volunteering, inquire about the language institute’s possible volunteer connections and opportunities to work with street kids. Volunteering while you are taking language courses, combined with a possible host-family living arrangement, can offer you great immersion experience to practice the language. Although, keep in mind that some host volunteer organizations, but not all, do require a working ability fluency to work with them. 


Remember that these alternatives still require preparation. It is advisable that you follow the steps mentioned above, making appropriate alterations to accommodate your specific situation. Whichever alternative works best for you, be creative, persistent and patient in your own pursuit. Your efforts can result in very rewarding experiences both for you and those you work with. 

