
Guidelines and Tips for PTA/PTO Leaders 
 
We hope that this guide will help you to steer clear of difficult terrain in the land of volunteers 
and to provide survival tips in case you find yourself in a rocky territory. The best way to start is 
to map out a clear definition of what you want your volunteers to do, and when you'd like to 
have it finished. Establish one primary contact on your campus to interact with the volunteers. 
Even with a good map in hand, however, you may find that you stumble across some trouble 
spots.  
 
Miscommunication sink hole …. 
 
The dreaded miscommunication sink hole. It is one of the most dangerous threats to a healthy 
volunteer experience. It comes in many different varieties, from unclear or shifting work plans 
and guidelines, to lack of response from either the volunteer or the campus. These sink holes are 
an obstacle, but they can be surmounted. Look ahead for the characteristics of the different type 
of sink holes and how to get around them.  
 
Getting past the lack of response sink hole  
 
An elementary school had set up a volunteer project to have someone come in and train them on 
how to develop a website for the class. Being a school, there was red tape galore. Meetings were 
set then canceled, the school was to arrange for an ISP and didn't. In a normal project, it’s 
customary to generally follow up with the volunteer every two weeks.  If you hear back that the 
volunteer is frustrated, increase the frequency of follow ups to a weekly basis until it seemed that 
the project is in the clear. This keeps both the teacher's and the volunteer's enthusiasm for the 
project going.  
 
Bridging unclear guidelines sink hole …. 
 
Sometimes a project falls into the "lack of response sink hole" from a volunteer won't respond to 
requests. If follow ups don't work, arranged for another volunteer to come take over.  Giving a 
little time, do another follow up with the volunteer.  You might find that the initial problem was 
due a change of work focus that was the reason why the initial volunteer didn't work out. They 
may not have had the skills, or they were concerned about the time that it would take to complete 
the project. This is when you will most likely need to develop a new work plan and guidelines 
for this type of project.  A new work plan and guideline creates a sturdy bridge to cross the 
treacherous ground safely and then the volunteer opportunity is able to work effectively.  
 
Overall sinkhole strategy …. 
 
The tried and true survival technique for bridging these gaps is "polite" perseverance. Always try 
to make it work with a volunteer before giving up. If the volunteer isn't responding, check in 
with them to see how things are going. Sometimes this is enough.  If they don't respond, then 
considerately ask them if there are any concerns or comments that they have, and if there's 
anything you can do to offer your help. If you still don't hear back then contact them again and 
provide them with an out if they need it.  Then you will know if it is truly over and that you’ve 
got to start the hunting for another volunteer.  



Path obstructing "work plan" boulders  
 
When you’ve successfully made it past all of those sink holes, you might encountering a gigantic 
boulder in your volunteer pathway. These are tricky obstacles; sometimes you think the path is 
clear when suddenly a landslide will drop a gigantic boulder right in front of you. Other times, 
you've picked a route that has a boulder already in place. The best way to get through these 
boulders is to break them into smaller rocks, enabling you to pass on through.  
 
Avoiding a boulder ridden path …. 
 
Sometimes the work will probably scare away any volunteer that isn’t already committed.  Work 
with the volunteer.  Look for others who can help the volunteer along the way. Make sure that 
the volunteer has a clear short-term job description. After the volunteer feels more comfortable, 
you will not only find that you’ve kept the volunteer but have a volunteer who will remain 
involved.   
 
Dealing with an avalanche …. 
 
Sometimes a project sounds small.  Once started, you may find that the task is huge and beyond 
the scope of your volunteer.  If the project takes a lot of time to do and also requires different 
skills from those available, speak with the volunteer and let them know that this was larger than 
the agreed scope of the volunteer project.  Explain that it is probably more appropriate to take a 
different route.  Coming to an agreement will maintain a good relationship with the volunteer.  
 
Path clearing strategy …. 
 
The risks of having the volunteer do something that they find too overwhelming are many. Not 
only might you loose a valuable volunteer, but you also might have someone who really isn't 
skilled at the task and may, inadvertently, do more harm than good. Again, keep the project small 
and doable and you're more likely to get great results.  
 
Parting words....  
 
Hopefully you’ve found some things that are helpful. Working with volunteers isn’t scary if you 
know what to do.  Looking for cues that the volunteer is sending may help you to realize that 
something is wrong with either the communication or scope of the project. Most volunteers 
appreciate it when you recognize that the project's taken a difficult turn and check in with them 
to see how they're doing. Being alert and aware will help to ensure that your volunteer project is 
a success.  
 


