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BETH: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. In our 

ongoing series on volunteer communications, today I have Sarah Hemminger. She 

is the CEO and the co-founder of an organization called Thread, and I’m thrilled 

to have her on to talk today about how they attract and build relationships with 

volunteers for a long-term commitment that the organization is making to kids 

that they work with. So, Sarah, thank you so much for joining me.

SARAH: Thank you for having me.

BETH: So you do some really interesting work, so can you talk a little bit about 

your organization, Thread, and how you came to start a nonprofit organization?

SARAH: Sure. So the beginnings of Thread actually are from when I was in high 

school so there’s really two parts to how we were founded. The first is during 

my time in high school I had a very close friend who when we first met he was 

the senior straight A student varsity athlete getting ready to go to the Naval 

Academy, but as I would hear, you know how high schools have a lot of rumors. 

I would hear rumors about him. People would say things like his mom was on 

drugs and his dad was in prison. He explained to me that years earlier his mom 

had been in a really bad car accident. She had been temporarily paralyzed and 

couldn’t walk so she couldn’t work and she ended up quitting her job and they 

lost their home. So when this all happened she became very depressed and 

became addicted to painkillers so that really spiraled out of control and they 

moved from their home into public housing. She became heavily addicted and 

then began selling drugs to support her habit and this all coincided for him with 

his transition into high school and so he during his freshman year ended up not 

attending school very much and failing the majority of his classes and was gonna 
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drop out. At that same time there was a group of teachers who said, “We are 

not gonna let that happen,” and so they would come to his house. They would 

make sure he had food. They would buy him clothing. They would give him rides 

to school. They basically wrapped their arms around him and while they couldn’t 

make decisions for him, they made it a lot easier for him to decide to get up and 

go to school, and it radically changed his life and so not only did he transition 

from being an F student to an A student, but I then went on a mission to try to 

convince him to date me, which eventually he did and then marry me so we’ve 

now been married almost 17 years. So that’s kind of a part of our founding story, 

but Thread wasn’t founded because of that. Thread was founded because years 

later I was in graduate school and I found myself away from my family in Indiana 

and entering a new school environment. I didn’t have a lot of friends. I didn’t 

really know people and I was just feeling incredibly isolated and didn’t quite 

understand as a severe introvert how to really connect with my community in 

graduate school, and one day I was just driving past the high school and the 

thought crossed my mind that I actually felt more competent to connect with 

high school students, even though I knew nothing about the students. I knew 

nothing about Baltimore Public City School System or really Baltimore at that 

point. I just assumed there were other students like my husband that were really 

brilliant, that were really capable, but that were really distracted by things that 

were happening outside of school and that’s how Thread was founded. It really 

was actually less about the kids and more about me and my desire to really 

connect with a loving and caring community that I could be a part of.  

BETH: That is, I mean it’s such an interesting story and the journeys that people 

decide to do, but deciding to connect with a community by actually starting your 

own organization is, that’s a big decision.

SARAH: Well, I didn’t think I was starting an organization so …

BETH: Yeah, I’ve heard that before. 
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SARAH: Yeah, I don’t even know what a 501(c)3 was when I started. I just walked 

into the school and wanted to find students who were academically under-

performing, so I didn’t think of it in that way. I was like “Let’s go hang out with 

kids.”

BETH: That’s awesome.

SARAH: I wasn’t thinking about it as an organization at the time.

BETH: So talk a little bit about what did you decide to focus on. Talk a little bit 

about what your organization does and how in the work that you do participation 

matters to help you grow and sustain yourself to do this work?

SARAH: Sure. So what we actually do is very similar to what my husband Ryan’s 

teachers did. So we enroll high school freshmen who during their freshman year 

are in the bottom 25 percent of their class academically so to give you a sense of 

things, the average GPA was .15.

BETH: Oh wow!

SARAH: Not 1.5, .15 on a 4.0 scale and then once students are enrolled, we joke it’s 

kind of a sorority or a gang and you cannot get out so it’s a long commitment so 

once students join, they have to opt in to join, but it’s for ten years so it’s the rest 

of high school and six years after and you know a ten-year commitment. That’s 

longer than your average marriage in our country so that’s a really significant 

commitment I think for anyone, but especially for a teenager it’s really hard for 

them to understand what that commitment is. Once they’re enrolled the way that 

we do things day in and day out is your student is given what is called a Thread 

family so it’s a group of up to five volunteers. Those five volunteers do the exact 

same things that Ryan’s teachers did for him, the same things you would do for 

your own child so packing their lunches, giving them money for school, tutoring, 

helping them find a summer job, taking them to college. If you would do it for 

your own child, we do it for ours and then kind of to complement that kind of 
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model you can think of it as concentric circles where the student is in the center 

and the volunteer family is basically surrounding the student, but then there’s 

another layer of volunteer support called the resource team and so we have legal, 

health, housing, work force development. What these teams do is they provide 

expert support so that the volunteers working directly with students don’t need 

to be experts. So for example, let’s say a student and their family is being evicted, 

you don’t want one of the five volunteers who is driving the kid to school to have 

to pull their hair out trying to figure out how to prevent an eviction if they’re 

not an attorney or has never been evicted. So instead they just call someone on 

the Thread legal team and what they do is they connect them to someone in 

the outer most circle of support who we call collaborators. These collaborators 

provide pro bono legal services to our students and their families and so it’s 

a way of both ensuring the services that our students need and their families 

need immediately are there, but it’s also a way of forming relationships across 

communities because you have these various layers. So the end goal is really the 

relationships and really thinking about how do we build communities, but the way 

that we kind of rally everyone to do that is the focus in on an individual student.

BETH: Wow, so to accomplish this, you need layer upon layer of different types 

of engagement with your organization, different levels of commitment, different 

levels of volunteer and probably a lot of them. 

SARAH: Yeah, that’s exactly right, so we currently work with 255 students and 

alumni and have over 800 volunteers and over 150 collaborators. So we’re a 

pretty big community at least in terms of the size of a local community. What 

we’ve found that critical to just executing this day in and day out is that we 

have a very unique model. Well, it’s unique for a nonprofit. It’s not unique for the 

corporate world. It’s very similar so what we have are those five volunteers are 

managed, coached, led, coordinated by what’s called the head of family. The head 

of family is a volunteer leader. That person’s job is not to focus on the student. 

That person’s job is actually focused on the well-being and the journey of the 

volunteers.
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BETH: Interesting.

SARAH: Yeah and then you have another layer called the grandparent so the 

grandparent again is a volunteer. Their job is to coach, lead, manage, coordinate 

heads of family. They’re responsible for the wellness and well being of the 

volunteer leaders and then it’s not until you get to a site director and the site 

director is the first kind of paid person in our structure that and again their job 

is to coach, lead, manage and coordinate the grandparents. This kind of middle 

management layer of the model working because it ensures that often times if 

you have like working with young people you have a lot of one to one models 

where you have one volunteer and one student, the challenge with that is not 

only that the student doesn’t get everything they need and the volunteer is 

often burnt out, but the problem is you’re generally speaking about a hundred 

students and a hundred volunteers and then maybe one staff member. So one 

staff member would essentially be the equivalent of a hundred direct reports. 

There’s no way that person, no matter how superhuman could possibly provide 

the support that the volunteers need and so by us layering it with heads of family 

and grandparents there is a coach for the coach and then there is a coach for the 

coach of the coach. It’s cultured …

BETH: Like mentorship really.

SARAH: I wouldn’t use the word mentor and the reason why I think it’s really a 

challenging word because mentor by definition is one person who has knowledge 

and imparting it to another.

BETH: OK. 

SARAH: And at Thread the way we think about it it’s a mutual relationship so 

I guess you can think of it as mentoring in both directions, but often times, 

especially with the power constructs that come into play with not things like 

grades, but things like age, one person is older than another and you have an 
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inference around who is actually imparting something. What we found is that’s 

just not generally true. A lot of the learning that happens is really our young 

people teaching us and so often times you know if you’re dealing with a mentor, 

they’re the ones mentoring us, but it is a coaching culture I would say where you 

know I like to think of it in that way. Coaching can happen in multiple directions 

and it’s iterative, right. It’s about everyone growing and proving changes, not 

just our young people proving and changing so a lot of kind of question around 

engagement, like what’s required of volunteers in Thread? What we require 

is not just about showing up to take the student to school. It’s not just about 

just showing up to tutor them, but it’s about how do you show up? Are you 

transparent? Are you vulnerable? Are you sharing your life with them? Are you 

just intruding upon theirs? So this has come from and has been asked from older 

students is what was it that has caused you to change. What they tell us is that 

the thing that’s most impactful is actually watching us change.

BETH: Really?

SARAH: Absolutely.

BETH: That’s a lot of insight for a young person.

SARAH: Well, they said it in a slightly different way in the initial interview.

BETH: Oh, I’m sure.

SARAH: They said, “You were such a hot mess. We watched you make mistakes, 

fall down, get back up, fall down again, get back up again, fall back down again 

and get back up and all of a sudden we looked and you moved a mile ahead of 

where you were and we realized there was something to that process.”

BETH: You’re so right!

SARAH: Well, they’re right. What they were saying was that I think a lot of times 
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our young people, they’re used to being poked and prodded and having their 

privacy invaded and they think you can just show up in a real way and actually let 

them see you and in the process they gain the confidence that they can attempt 

things that they might not have otherwise thought they could do and once 

they start attempting again that there’s support there. So I understand you’re 

not gonna get it perfect the first time, the second time, the third time, but it’s a 

process and people continue to try and once that happens, you eventually get 

the winner.

BETH: That is interesting. I mean it definitely reminds me. When I was raising my 

kids, the first ten years I had this business my business was out of my house and 

during that whole time I used to say how glad I was that my children had the 

opportunity to see what work looks like, to see that sometimes there’s deadlines 

and sometimes you can’t do something they want you to do and sometimes 

you have to be quiet and all of those things that children are often not exposed 

to seeing what things really look like because there’s this filtered version at the 

dinner table if you’re lucky enough to have a dinner table you know to hear kind 

of an adult-filtered version of what life after school looks like. So you know to be 

able to really directly interact with so many different adults and watch them you 

know fumble through to success is something that most adults aren’t willing to 

let children see.

SARAH: Yeah, that’s the culture shift we’re trying to bring about in the 

community. Generally speaking it starts where you’re talking about and then 

it goes a whole other layer deep so I think it’s letting our young people see 

who we really are and also us getting comfortable with the process of growing 

and changing ourselves, but then it’s also thinking about like how do you 

extrapolate that to the broader community so often times we get grouped into 

haves and have nots or the people with the problem and the people solving 

the problem and really if you look at the data around, the best example I 

know of is the study that was in Youngstown and Allentown. So these are two 

cities that demographically were very similar in terms of race, craft, religious 
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preference, however their outcomes relative to the economy prior education were 

dramatically different and looked at what was the difference between the two, 

why they even looked so similar and the outcomes were so different and it turned 

out that it was actually the cross pollination of the social networks. So it was in 

Youngstown that wasn’t doing very well. The two of us, we might bowl together, 

go to church together and work in a factory together, but in Allentown, the 

town that was thriving, you and I might go to church together, but I work at the 

factory with my friend Barbara and I would go bowling with my friend Bob and 

that diversity and the cross connectedness would was actually what solved a lot 

of underlying issues like I said around crime and education of young people and 

so it’s kind of getting people to rethink what is a problem we’re trying to solve? 

We’re not actually trying to solve poverty. We’re not trying to solve crime. What 

we actually need to do is integrate so a lot of times when we describe Thread 

we think of it as we’re not an education organization. What we really are about 

is weaving a new social fabric that is diverse and is inclusive and the question 

is how do you create an environment where that’s possible because you know 

relationships are really messy, really difficult. They’re long term, they’re not easy. 

It’s not you know an overnight thing and it’s neverending.

BETH: So what are you doing? To build up this community of hundreds and 

hundreds of volunteers, what kind of things are you doing to communicate this to 

your volunteers, to the ones you want to attract? Also let’s start with that I guess 

before I ask you too much of a compound question. How are you communicating 

this message in a way that’s bringing the right people to you?

SARAH: Well, we think there is no such thing as the right person. Anyone is the 

right person so instead we take the position that’s important to meet everyone 

in the Thread community where they’re at so that might mean meeting a student 

where they’re at and you know the student, you might show up to take a student 

to school and they cuss you out or they won’t get in the car and that might go 

on for a month on end before you can ever even get a real conversation with 

the student, but similarly with a volunteer, you know not everyone, we assume 
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everyone is not coming to Thread ready for a personal internal revolution.

BETH: Right, yeah. 

SARAH: Instead we assume they’re not and so it’s about like how is our 

infrastructure built to then support them on their own journey understanding that 

that journey for each individual is gonna go at a different pace. It’s gonna have 

a different texture and taste and fee. The whole thing is gonna be individualized 

and so that’s why the heads of family and grandparent is so critical because 

they’re kind of like the Sherpa for other volunteers on that journey so the 

volunteers can really be that Sherpa for our students.

BETH: And are you structured in a way, does somebody need to start as one level 

and move up through the levels or can somebody come in and say “I’m really 

interested in a grandparent role”?

SARAH: Yeah, it actually has to do with where your heart is at. To be a 

grandparent what are the qualities we need in a grandparent? Well, we need 

a grandparent who actually wants to coach heads of families so it’s a different 

interaction. Like you’re trying to motivate another volunteer to then actually not 

even do something directly with the student in that case, but you’re trying to 

motivate another volunteer to be able to motivate another volunteer to motivate 

the head of family, to be able to motivate the volunteer so the volunteer could 

actually do the work that needs to be done so you know you have to really want 

that role. It’s a very different role than picking a student up for school and you 

have to be able, especially you know our size community the majority of our 

volunteers currently are university students, but it’s very quickly our base is 

diversifying and we have young professionals. We have retirees, we have stay at 

home moms and so what’s required not is different from what was required years 

ago because now the grandparent, let’s say that you’re a 20-year-old Hopkins 

undergrad, you have to be able to empathize and coach and be there for either 

heads of family, but one head of family might be an 80-year-old who recently lost 
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their spouse. It might also be another Hopkins undergrad and then another one of 

your heads of family might be a young professional who just moved to Baltimore. 

So you know part of what’s becoming really key to Thread’s growth is our ability 

to training the volunteer leaders, not just train them to be great coaches of their 

own peer group, but to be great coaches of an increasingly diverse group of 

volunteers that they have to work with.

BETH: Wow, and I would say interesting skill set, but I almost feel like I want to 

say what an interesting life set. Like you know that’s bringing to people to kind of 

begin to recognize that these dynamics don’t only happen in the work place and 

these multi-leveled complex relationships are everywhere in life to be navigated 

and both bring richness and opportunities in addition to headaches and 

complexities and learning how to navigate all of that is sort of part of just moving 

through all phases of life. It doesn’t, there’s no like magic switch that when you 

grow up and get a job that those challenges go away.

SARAH: That is exactly the point like when I think about my daughter Evie, 

She’s two years old. Sometimes the way we look at our young people is just so 

off, we’re like just check the box for high school graduation and yes, it will be 

fantastic if my daughter graduated from high school. It’s not that I don’t want 

her to graduate. Don’t misunderstand, but what I want for her is the ability 

to navigate the world in a way that allows her to figure out her purpose and 

leverage her skills and her passions to actually add value and so part of that is 

the other human beings that you’re interacting with, how do you treat people 

and how do you interact with people, how do you show up? You know intellect is 

not or lack of intellect is not why I think we see the societal challenges we see. I 

think it’s a lack of ability to relate to one another and I think technology is part of 

that where in many ways it’s brought us together and in another way it’s torn us 

completely apart.

BETH: Oh, absolutely!
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SARAH: And you know so we just have to find ways. What part of is ways that 

people build relationships 60 years ago. It’s so different today. Like it used to 

be religious communities that used to be just in your physical geographical 

neighborhood. Like that is not how the world works anymore. So where is this 

space to get to know people deeply, like really know them? 

BETH: What have you seen that works in that? Like what kinds of tactics are you 

guys utilizing to help these individuals become a community?

SARAH: Yeah so there’s a couple of key principles that I think are important in 

that. So what we found is in order for people to actually get to know one another, 

you need four things and I always joke that the best example of like thousands 

of people being mobilized in Baltimore was when we were in the Super Bowl and 

the reason why was because it obeyed the four principles. So you have to have 

a common goal, which in the case of the Super Bowl is really clear. You want 

the Ravens to win. You need to have a role definition. You need to know where 

you fit in the picture. So my daughter wears purple on Fridays. You have to have 

urgency so you don’t throw your Super Bowl party in May or it’s too late. So it’s in 

January or February and then the fourth thing is you have to be able to measure 

the outcome. You know if you won the Super Bowl or not and so in Thread we 

try to make sure that everything we do really obeys those four principles so it’s 

being clear within your little microcosm within Thread, like if you’re in a Thread 

family, what is that Thread family’s common goal? What is each person’s role 

and that changes over time. How do you if you’re the volunteer leader, if you’re 

the head of the family, how do you create a sense of urgency and then how do 

you make sure people understand what is success and so one of the big lessons 

learned over the last few years is it’s very, very, very important to not measure 

success as having to do with the student. So in our mission statement we say that 

we want students to become academically enhanced, self motivated, resilient 

and responsible citizens and a big shift we’ve had in how we engage volunteers 

is now instead of defining their success based on their students, we’ve redefined 

success very clearly as are you self-improved?
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BETH: Oh wow! That is really interesting.

SARAH: Right, so if you can’t show up to pick the kid up for school, why is the 

kid every gonna be responsible because you’re not modeling and the benefit 

of that is it’s super measurable and two, it’s completely within your control. 

You can’t control what a young person does. What you can control is what you 

do and what we know after doing this for 12 years is if you, if the adults are 

self-motivated, resilient and responsible, the kids end up just fine. Even in the 

craziest and most difficult situations and it’s messy along the way and it’s not 

always fun and it’s very hard work, but eventually and in some cases with some 

kids there’s a reason it’s ten years long. But we get there and so that’s kind of 

one bucket of things that are just underlying principles of how we engage. The 

second kind of group of underlying principles is our staff and volunteers just 

do an amazing job last year of coming up with kind of an arc of training of how 

you build relationships and where it starts is you start with shared interests and 

then it moves to shared experiences and then that moves to shared networks. 

So a lot of the you know programmed activities and events that we have really 

are focused on those three things. So are we you know bringing one helping our 

young people figure out what they’re interested in, if they don’t already know, 

exposing them to lots of things, but then allowing them to share that interest 

with other people in you know if they’re an expert in tae kwon do and being able 

to share with the volunteers and their family and with other students. We go 

camping every summer and we canoe on the Susquehanna and we climb up the 

side of a rock cliff and jump off and so that experience is one of those like once 

in a lifetime. Everyone remembers something off that cliff and sharing networks 

so if you really have a relationship with someone, they know your parents, they 

know your children, they know your siblings, they know your neighbors, because 

you’re actually integrated into one anothers community in a deep way and so 

you know part of how we start to notice dramatic changes, you can see it when 

the networks start being shared when it’s not just the relationship with you, say 

between volunteer and student, but it’s the relationship. For example, we had a 

dinner last week and one of our student alumni was at my house and she brought 
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her daughter who is the same age as my daughter and the two of them played all 

night together, so that’s like sharing her network. Our children know each other 

and they’re growing up together. So those are some of those. Those are just the 

foundational components of how we build relationships, but again like because 

it’s so messy and difficult, that’s why you have to have infrastructure where that 

head of family is there and the volunteer gets in a fight with a student and they’re 

really angry and people are hurt and you know things get said, you have to have 

someone who can help navigate that, help bring people together even when they 

don’t want to be brought together and so that’s why, I know that sounds so dry 

and not interesting, but that’s why it’s important.

BETH: No, but I think that’s right. Like these are the issues that happen and this is 

what I love to talk about. Like what is a little underbelly things that nobody ever 

talks about. You know volunteers sometimes the fact that someone can get into a 

fight with somebody that they volunteered to help and support, you know there’s 

that nature of “oh my gosh, I can’t believe that,” but of course that happens. 

Especially if you’re talking about many of your volunteers being university aged 

kids. I mean they’re not that much older than probably some of the kids that 

they’re working to be involved with and you know people of all ages in an intense 

relationship there’s intense emotions. 

SARAH: Exactly, exactly and so it’s just assuming. That’s what I said. There is no 

right volunteer because ...

BETH:Yeah, right, exactly. People are people.

SARAH: Exactly and no matter who you put together, it’s not gonna be perfect. 

The question is can you anticipate the imperfections to assist them to support 

people through that and so that’s where we focus our energy is just assuming 

it’s not gonna be perfect and what are we doing to support people in working 

through that.
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BETH: I mean and that’s so much healthier than treating anything that doesn’t 

work like a breakdown because like you see what life is gonna be like. So you 

know your program has a commitment to stay with these students for ten years 

and you’ve been around for 12 years. So I’m assuming that some volunteers 

maybe have stayed for that whole ten years, but I’m sure there’s a lot that 

haven’t. How do you manage that in your organization? How do you manage 

volunteers with the on-boarding and exiting of people from this community, 

which in your case means from a student’s life? 

SARAH: Yes and no.

BETH: OK. At least it could.

SARAH: One critical thing is that over the course of the time in Thread we reduce, 

let’s say the student has five volunteers, we gradually reduce that down to one. 

Why? Because if you have a 25-year-old that you need five people chasing after, 

it’s the equivalent of Evie living in my basement when she’s 25.

BETH: Exactly, something broke a little further back. At that point, plus a 25-year-

old probably doesn’t want to be that heavily managed. 

SARAH: Correct, in fact the 25-year-old should be managing, which in most cases 

they are so…

BETH: I have an almost 25-year-old son. I totally get it.

SARAH: Exactly so what we do is in the most ideal circumstance, which is not 

the majority of the time, but in an ideal circumstance, the attrition of volunteers 

matches the maturation of the student, meaning you will naturally have a flow of 

volunteers and the student should naturally need less volunteers and that should 

flow and parallel, but more often than not it doesn’t work out that seamlessly 

and so what happens is we’re very intentional about when we place people 

in Thread families that we’re not going to have an entire Thread family of like 
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undergraduates that are all freshman. Why? Because then the likelihood that they 

would all potentially leave at the same time is very high so we stagger how we 

place people and the diversity in a number of dimensions, one of which is like 

diversity of likelihood of transition at any given point in time so that’s kind of one 

part of it. The other part of it that’s so important though is just because someone 

is no longer formally in the Thread family doesn’t mean that the relationship ends. 

So we have volunteers who for example who are medical students who went on 

to do residencies in other states and one of our students emailed, actually flew 

out when their former volunteer who is not officially a Thread volunteer anymore 

had his first child. He flew the kid out there to meet his child!

BETH: Wow!

SARAH: So there’s lots of, you know …

BETH: I see …

SARAH: They’re like family.

BETH: Right. 

SARAH: So it doesn’t end just because someone, the relationship isn’t meant 

to be permanent and it becomes something that radically transforms the entire 

social construct not just in the student, but also for the volunteer, which is why 

Judy isn’t technically, not technically in Judy’s Thread family, but our daughters 

hang out together even though I’m not officially one of the five so there’s a lot 

of kind of cross connectedness that occurs, but to your point, which is very 

important is key that you never have inconsistency for the student. So that’s 

why you know if you have five volunteers and one leaves or even two leave, you 

still have three there to create that consistency and we can add two more and 

then the three that are there though actually your critical part of facilitating the 

formulation of new relationships with the two new people.
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BETH: So the transitions in and of themselves help students build skills to 

weather transitions.

SARAH: Yeah, absolutely and I mean just to be perfectly blunt, there are moments 

when like where a relationship is still intact, like a volunteer might not formally 

un-enroll from the Thread family, but they just have to take a break. They have to, 

it’s just so intense sometimes or sometimes a student is either in Thread having 

a fight with a volunteer and it deepens and they really don’t want to talk to 

each other for awhile and that’s why you just, it’s messy. It’s really messy, but it’s 

real. It’s real and over time with the right support it works out, but it’s just very 

difficult.

BETH: Right. From actual tactical technical basis, are there any tools that you’ve 

used or found that have just helped facilitate some of the communications or 

relationships or just building connections among people? Like what do you guys 

use to talk to each other?

SARAH: Sure, so we, I mean we have a couple of different tools. So we are 

building, we measure what’s called touch points so that’s any interaction between 

a student and a volunteer. So part of what we recently built that’s critical for our 

ability to scale within Baltimore is a system that allows us to tract those touch 

points in real time so that’s a place where the volunteers can log the information, 

they can see what other volunteers have done, what their students have done and 

there’s also very basic things like listservs for each Thread family where they can 

all communicate with one another.

BETH: And what system do you use for that? 

SARAH: It’s just through Google.

BETH: Just through Google. OK.

SARAH: Yeah.
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BETH: I know these are tiny little things, but people who have never done a 

listserv like to know that. 

SARAH: Yeah we’re a volunteer organization for seven years with a very small 

budget so many of our tools are free.

BETH: Right and there are so many people that are in that same situation that are 

maybe in their first, second or third year or maybe at your stage, but you know 

everyone is at different phases and lots of people still need you know access 

to free tools that are still out there. So I always love to know if you’ve found 

something that’s free and works well for you and still works well after 12 years, I 

want to make sure that I share that!

SARAH: Yeah and another thing that I think is still critical though is that again 

these are things we’ve pulled from whether it was from a gang, a sorority or a 

company, they all kind of function the same way truth be told is that we have 

regular meeting structures. So there’s a regular monthly meeting called Thread 

Talk where we enroll students from three local high schools here in Baltimore. 

So for example Douglas High School has their monthly meeting. Well, all of the 

volunteers from that site gather at one time and the site director, the staff person 

provides ongoing training, updates, but then they break out and the head of the 

family actually leads, leading or dinner or with their volunteers so during that 

meeting they might figure out who is driving little Johnny to school on Friday 

and who is taking to the Os game so a lot of that coordination, while it can be 

done in email and it can be done using our system to launch stuff, it’s also done 

in person and in person touches are really critical and that also extends to for 

example, all heads of family that are at a given site all get together once a month 

for head of family meetings. All grandparents get together once a month for 

grandparent meetings so there’s a lot of problem solving and learning happening 

in person on a regular basis throughout each month and that I think utilizing that 

sort of thing is complimentary to having you know technology systems that allow 

you to communicate as well. I think it’s a combination of all of that.

www.iriscreative.com
http://iriscreative.com/


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

BETH: Sarah, if somebody that’s listening really would love to build the kind of 

relationships in their community that you’ve built in yours, is there one piece of 

advice you could leave people with? Say start here and focus on this first?

SARAH: I mean in general I think the key to it is to be congruent so …

BETH: What do you mean by that?

SARAH: So you can’t ask volunteers or young people to do something you or a 

staff person or a board member aren’t willing to do. So one of the things, this 

is a simple example, our board is just phenomenal and what’s so phenomenal 

about them is they actually model this same evolution and growth so like each 

of them are on a journey and our co-board chair are Sherpas for the board so I 

think being congruent in whatever you’re doing is really important because kids, 

especially young people see when you’re saying one thing and doing another 

so it’s having that congruence, not just in programmatic stuff, but all aspects of 

the organization in how you go about doing whatever it is that you’re doing. I 

think that congruence and that consistency is what actually makes relationships 

work because if you’re transparent and you’re clear and you’re honest and direct 

with people about what it is you’re doing and trying to do, they have a lot more 

patience so when things aren’t easy and they don’t work, if you’re not transparent 

there’s very little patience.

BETH: That is really great insight and you see that in so many areas in life and in 

business. I mean that is something that seems so obvious but just isn’t. Like you 

don’t think about it that way. It’s very, very true. Sarah, thank you so much. This 

was great insight. Great interesting things. If people had questions or wanted to 

talk to you a little bit more about how you’ve built the organization that you have, 

what’s a good way to get in touch with you?

SARAH: People can reach out through our website at Thread.org and there’s a lot 

of information there about how to learn more, how to get involved as a volunteer, 
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a collaborator and be a part of Thread in a number of different ways.

BETH: Terrific. Thank you so much for your time. I really, really appreciate the 

time with me and you sharing your experiences with me and with the nonprofit 

community.

SARAH: Great. Thank you so much!

BETH:Thank you!
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