
 
 

New York Cares Team Leader Training 
Troubleshooting Scenarios Notes 

 

Section 1: Working with Children/Youth 
 
Scenario 1 
James, a friendly little 7 year-old, has been attending your arts and crafts project since last year. Last year 
James was a delight to work with, easy-going and very engaged in the artwork.  At the end of the last 
project James expressed to the volunteers that he looks forward to the project because they make it cool 
to be creative. However, for the past two projects, James has been moody and disruptive. James has 
ignored the group directions and has been distracting to the other children in the group. Today at the 
project, James seems to be determined to frustrate his volunteer buddy. At one point he says to her, “You 
aren’t my mother. I don’t have to listen to you.”  What can you do to help this situation? 
 

 Clearly there has been a change in James’ behavior, which is concerning.  Since this is a change in 
his behavior, the CP is the only one who can make sure James gets whatever help he needs.  
Children express their frustration and stress in different ways.  There may be something that is 
going on in James’ life that requires help, so the TL should definitely notify the CP of this sudden 
change. 

 TL should also reassure the volunteer.  She has clearly come to help, and James’ words were 
hurtful.  Talking to the volunteer and reassuring her may help to make the project end on a more 
positive note for her. 

 This is an example of why TL’s often do not pair up with a child on their projects, depending on the 
nature of the project itself.  In most cases, if this situation were to arise while a TL was paired with 
a child, the TL would need to leave the child they were working with to handle the situation.  This 
is an example of why it is best for the TL to troubleshoot and assist volunteers as necessary. 

 This is an example of why the divide in responsibility between the TL and CP is so important.  As 
the TL, you are responsible for the volunteers, and the CP is there to assist with client issues.  
While we are all concerned about James’ well being, we all have our own part of the project we are 
responsible for to make it run smoothly and efficiently. 

 
Scenario 2 
Annie recently graduated from college and began working at the Daily News.  She has been a regular 
volunteer at the Career Exploration project at the Chelsea neighborhood center. She has worked a lot 
with Mirna, a thirteen year old at the center who is very interested in working in journalism. Mirna has 
frequently asked Annie for her e-mail address which Annie has managed to avoid responding to; 
however, to this Mirna persists, “Annie, I want to go with you to the newspaper and see you in action. I 
keep asking you for your email, but you don’t give it to me. Why won’t you take me to your work with 
you?” How can you assist Annie? 
 

 Annie is unable to give out her e-mail address to a client, as it is a violation of policies and 
procedures.  (The exception to this is the Kaplan SAT program, which has strict guidelines 
regarding client/volunteer contact.) 



 As the TL, you can support Annie by reinforcing that she is not allowed to give out her 
information. 

 TL’s could also talk with Annie about setting up a trip for the students to go and visit the Daily 
News.  The TL should also talk to their PM and CP about coordinating this as a New York Cares 
project. 

 Another option would be to discuss with the CP about having “Career Day(s)” where the 
volunteers can come in and discuss what they do.  
 

 
Scenario 3 
On a recent outing to the Big Apple circus, Sophia, a new volunteer bought cotton candy for her buddy 
Joey. She did not check in with the Team Leader first and now all of the children want the same treat. 
Moreover, Miss T, the agency representative is very upset because Joey’s mother has stipulated to the 
agency, no sweets for her daughter.  How do you handle this situation? 
 

 Thankfully this is an issue of a child whose parent does not want her to have sweets.  This could 
easily have been a larger medical issue if the child has allergies. 

 TL’s can avoid this issue by discussing with volunteers prior to the project that nothing should be 
purchased for the children unless it is pre-arranged with the TL and CP. 

 Once this has occurred, the cotton candy should be taken away. 
 The TL should apologize to Miss T, and if they feel comfortable, be present with Miss T when 

speaking with and apologizing to Joey’s mother.  During this conversation, the TL should explain 
that the volunteer meant well, has been told not to purchase anything for the children, and that it 
will not happen again. 

 This also applies to purchases made by volunteers at the souvenir stand.  Purchases made for 
children need to be equal, and not all volunteers can afford to make purchases for the child they 
are paired up with. 

  
 

Section 2: While Working At The Senior Center 

 
Scenario 1 
When you arrive at the lobby of the Senior Center you notice that several volunteers have arrived and 
already engaged with the seniors who were waiting to greet them. You quickly learn that one of the new 
volunteers, Dan, has brought a friend, Alex, who has not attended a New York Cares orientation. Alex is 
also not on your attendance roster. Dan and his friend Alex have been talking with Nate, one of the 
seniors in the program who has asked if they will play a game of Backgammon with him.  When you 
arrive at the project, the 3 are engaged in the game. What do you do? 
 

 Volunteers are not permitted to bring guests.  Unfortunately, Alex cannot remain on the project.  
The TL should encourage Alex to attend an orientation and sign up for a future session of the 
project. 

 Even if Alex says he attended orientation, the TL on the project has no way to verify that 
information.  Alex is still not able to stay on the project. 

 If the PP has other volunteers in the center that day and is willing to have Alex help with other 
activities, that is acceptable as long as the CP is willing to take responsibility for him regarding his 
volunteering.  Alex is not considered a New York Cares volunteer, cannot work with the New York 
Cares team, and cannot get New York Cares hours for the project. 

 



Scenario 2 (continued from above) 
After waiting in the lobby of the Senior Center for 15 minutes only 2 more volunteers show up. Today you 
have organized Bingo and you were expecting 20 to 25 seniors. Usually you plan to break up the 
volunteers to work with two seniors per volunteer. As a result you were expecting ten (10) volunteers 
and now you only have five (5). Now, what should you do? 
 

 TL can play a different game, make the groups larger, pair up some of the seniors to help out or 
ask if the CP has other staff/volunteers in the center that are willing to help. 

 Stay positive!  Even though things aren’t working out exactly as expected, make sure the 
volunteers are having a good time. 

 Be honest with the volunteers.  Let them know you are short a few people but are still going to 
have a great project.  This encourages teamwork and helps the volunteers to have a positive 
experience. 

 The key here is flexibility and showing the importance of having a backup plan. 
 
Scenario 3 
Alternatively, you arrive at the Senior Center to discover that there are only 3 seniors waiting for your 10 
person volunteer team in the auditorium. It turns out that many of the seniors who regularly attend the 
project have been taken to Atlantic City on a last minute field trip. How do you manage this situation? 
 

 Similar to the above situation, having a backup plan is key! 
 Also, be honest with the volunteers here as well. 
 The TL can use this opportunity to have a brainstorming session with volunteers about what 

activities can be done on future projects.  This is a meaningful use of volunteers’ time and might 
encourage them to return to the project to see how their suggestions work out! 

 The TL can also ask the CP if there is anything else that needs to be done in the center.  As long as 
the volunteers agree and the service is somewhat related to the goal of the project, this is an 
acceptable solution. 

 Volunteers should also be given the option to leave if they do not wish to remain on the project.  
Since they did show to the project with the intention of serving, any volunteer who leaves should 
be marked as “Show” when attendance is entered. 

 
Section 3: Sticky Situations at the Book Club 

 
Scenario 1 
At your book club project at the Lower East Side Homeless Shelter you notice that one of your volunteers, 
Jim, seems disengaged and uncomfortable. When he first arrived, Jim did not seem particularly excited to 
be there. Now in the large circle, you notice that he has his arms crossed, and his head down. Jim appears 
to be distracted and uncomfortable. He does not seem to be listening to the group conversation and is not 
contributing anything to the discussion. How do you handle this situation? 
 

 Try engaging Jim in the conversation.   
 If Jim is still uninterested or not participating, speak with him privately during the break.  Perhaps 

the project is not what he expected, or perhaps he is not feeling well.  If Jim is not interested in 
being at the project, the TL can offer him the opportunity to leave if he chooses (The TL should 
NOT pointedly ask Jim to leave or require him to do so.) 

 The TL should encourage Jim to look at the website and select a project the might be a better fit for 
his interests. 

 



Scenario 2 
During a break at the book club project, you are approached by a few of your volunteers who tell you that 
Lisa, a volunteer who has attended the project several times, is using inappropriate language with the 
women in the book club.  Specifically they say that Lisa said “This books f*&^*%G sucks. Why are we 
reading it? These people won’t get it anyways.” How do you respond to this situation? 
 

 The TL should speak with Lisa privately to get her side of the story.  Although it is unlikely that her 
comments could have been misconstrued, the TL should get Lisa’s side of the story before making 
any conclusions. 

 Depending on Lisa’s response, the TL can ask her to leave the project.   
 The TL should reinforce that the curse word Lisa used is not the worst part of her comment.  The 

fact that she insulted the clients she came to work with is what stands out, and this should be 
pointed out to Lisa during the conversation about her remarks. 

 This incident should be reported to your Program Manager.  
 
Scenario 3 
You arrive in the lobby of the homeless shelter where your book club project takes place to await the 
arrival of your team. You notice that one of the volunteers, Rich, is sleeping in the chair in the waiting 
area. You assume he must be tired and waiting for the activities to get started. When the book clubs 
begins, Rich slouches in his chair, he interrupts the discussion and slurs his words when speaking. When 
you ask to speak with him during a break you smell alcohol on his breath. What do you do? 
 

 Rich must be asked to leave the project. 
 The TL can ask the CP to serve as witness, if they feel it is necessary, while they speak to Rich.  The 

TL can also ask security in the building to assist, as available and necessary. 
 If Rich is very impaired, it is appropriate for the TL to call a car service or ask if there is a family 

member or friend Rich would like to have contacted to pick him up. 
 This incident should be reported to your Program Manager.  

 
Section 4: Leading Disaster Projects 

Scenario 1 
You are leading a mold removal project, with a team of 10 volunteers who have signed up as a group.  The 
volunteers are excited and eager to help, but when you arrive at the home, you do not feel the conditions 
are safe for your team.  The group leader insists they will be fine and wants to continue, but you do not 
feel comfortable.  What should you do? 
 

 As the lead, you are responsible for making sure your team is volunteering safely.  If you feel the 
situation is not safe, contact the staff at the muck out base.  You will receive their contact 
information upon assignment.   

 You can thank the group leader for their input, but instruct them to wait outside the home for 
further instruction. 

 
Scenario 2 
While leading a distribution project at a church in one of the hardest hit areas, one of the residents 
seeking assistance begins arguing with a volunteer over the limits of what they can take.  They have been 
told repeatedly that each resident can only take one bottle of bleach, but this resident refuses to accept 
that.  When the volunteer continues to state the guideline, the resident asks, “Why don’t you want to help 
us?  Isn’t that what you’re here for?”  You over hear this exchange and see that the volunteer is very 
upset.  What should you do? 



 
 As the leader, you can reiterate the guideline to the client. 
 Inform the community partner contact of the issue.  The contact should also reiterate the 

guidelines. 
 You can suggest posting the guidelines or making them more visible, fi they aren’t already. 
 Reassure the volunteer- they were doing the right thing. 

 
Scenario 3 
You arrive at your distribution project, and meet with the contact at the site, Ms. Smith.  She is rushing 
around, addressing lots of concerns, and hastily tells you that your team will not be needed for 
distribution as planned.  However, she does have a large group of residents that need meals, and has 
nobody to serve them.  She asks you if your team can work on that instead.  What do you do? 
 

 Since this is a disaster relief project, volunteers are already told to be flexible and expect that the 
roles might change on the day of the project. 

 You can ask the volunteers if they feel comfortable changing the task.  They are there to help, so in 
most cases they will be fine with it.  You can also stress that needs change and flexibility on these 
particular projects is essential. 

 Any volunteer who does not feel comfortable should feel free not to remain on the project, though 
you should mark them as show, since they came with the intention of serving. 


