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In a time of economic slumps and an ever narrowing job market where college undergraduates find it extremely difficult to find a job within the field, there is me. I graduate next December from Salisbury University, a small liberal arts state school, with a BA in conflict analysis dispute resolution, and communications, with a minor in psychology. I have tried my best to make my self stand out from the crowd; I am involved in a number of student organizations and volunteer quite regularly through the AmeriCorp program I am serving. But is this enough to stand out; to be chosen from that stack of 30 job applications in the human resource office where the woman is scratching her head thinking what in the name is conflict analysis dispute resolution? I do not think it is and neither do thousands of other graduates who have taken advantage of the gap year. 


In short, the gap year is the term given to students taking a year off from either continuing their education or entering the job market. This year can be used in a number of ways. I will be examining the gap year from the perspective of students leaving their undergraduate work, like me, and explaining the different ways in which I could personally utilize the gap year focusing mainly on volunteer work. A number of aspects will be examined such as time commitment, cost, fun, what will be learned, value to me and my life goals, and value to the place I would be serving.


To conduct this research I first did much research in the way of studies done on gap year students. I found mostly journal articles on the growing trend and then a good amount on the effects of the gap year to both the student and the host country when the student chooses to study or volunteer abroad. Some other interesting issues I found in academic journals and government sponsored volunteer web sites was the warning of scams directed toward gap year students. During my research I also analyzed a number of gap year web sites for their value and how they fit in with my goals of volunteering. I was able to make up a chart comparing the sites on many different aspects that met my needs. This allowed me to more easily compare the sites for their value.  


A commonality I found was that most will define a gap year as a time off to further a resume, mature as an individual, discover themselves, and have fun. The gap year can take place at any time, during college, switching careers as an adult. The most common time periods are from the transition to college from high school an the transition that takes place after completing undergraduate work to either continue studying or enter the workforce. (Miller & Birch, 2007) The benefits to all students are numerous when conducted in a safe manor. The programs like volunteer work and internships abroad are, for obvious reasons, excellent for a students resume. They also allow time for maturity and develop new understandings and what they want to become as individuals. A gap year just for fun can also be helpful depending on how the program is set up but, either way still allows for that time of maturity and self confidence of doing something on their own. “The gap year is, therefore, a jewel of a period of time for students to creatively step away from the lock-step path of high school to college to graduate school or job.” (Bull, 2006).  It is estimated that roughly 50,000 students a year agree, and take a leave to experience a gap year. It has also been found that South America has replaced Australia as the number one destination for gap year students to travel abroad too.  

What is very interesting is that the United Kingdom was one of the first to fully embrace the gap year. It became popular there around the 1980s. From this there are numerous government agencies focused on gapers and making sure they have the best possible experience. From this it was interesting to see that when studying the gap year the first aspect that popped out to me in the academic journals was that little to no research was based off the United States. The president of the Center for Interim Programs wrote in an article featured in “The Chronicle for Higher Education”, “No formal research has yet been conducted on the gap-year trend in the United States, so we must rely at this point on accumulating anecdotal evidence.” (Bull, 2006)  Most of my findings therefore came from mainly the United Kingdom and Australia. Even in these findings though, research is only at the beginning stages since the gap year trend is still a new one. 


When participating in a gap year many students not only take time off but do it in a way that can be even more rigorous and productive than a year at college. My focus will be mainly on volunteering oversees. The aspect of volunteering within its self is looked at as a noble trait. When done for the benefit of another community or individual other than you, one can really learn a lot about others, themselves, as well as a new understanding of work ethic and therefore, ultimately benefiting everyone in the end. Volunteering in the home country or oversees is very beneficial for future goals as well. In my case I would like to one day have a career focused in nonprofit work and possibly on the international level. From this I would need international experience. To know what it is like to be in that culture. It is harder to help someone if you do not know where they come from culturally. The aspect of service will help me greatly as well. Volunteering abroad will teach me about needs of others in other countries as well as how those needs are being fulfilled. Lastly, the transition and emergence into a new language should help me better speak that language after completing the gap year which is great for any employer. I feel that volunteering will help me gain experience and make me more marketable in the job market. (McCormick, Nunez, Shah, & Choy, 1999). 


Although there are a lot of positives to volunteering abroad, one of the reoccurring issues I found were scholars warning of the bad effects of volunteers. There are more and more reoccurring cases of volunteer abroad companies sending students over and them doing more good than harm. In many cases the student takes away a job that a local individual would have had if the student hadn’t come over. Another aspect is the shorter gap year. A student should try and stay in the host country for around a year, when staying only a couple of months the student abandons the country especially if the company they are with has no one to full the position. Lastly, the term “voluntourism,” has been given to students or individuals just looking for a cheap vacation with no real want to help the host country. This lack of an individual want to help others results in inadequate fulfilling of needs and problems popular companies have had with students partying too much and overall just not caring (Barnett, 2008).  


Another increasing issue is the number of volunteer abroad agencies that are only in it for the profit and not for the good of both the host community and the student. This can have serious effects and is not as uncommon as one would like, do to the ease of the internet. The gap year industry is also an unregulated industry (Soskice, 2007). The Volunteer Service Oversees organization argues that it would be better to just travel abroad and learn about a culture than get stuck in one of these scams. Numerous horror stories can be found in the scholarly journals where students would arrive oversees and have no place to stay, or the place they were volunteering for did not even know they were coming. From this the Volunteer Service Oversees organization came up with a list of questions students should consider when looking at the reliability of a company. Theses questions are as follows: (Ditch unworthy causes, 2007). 

1. Will you be given a defined role and purpose? 
2. Will you meet face to face with your provider and attend a selection day to assess your suitability for the volunteering opportunities and gain detailed information about the structure of your placement? 
3. How much will it cost and what does this pay for?
4. How will you be supported with training and personal development needs before, during and after your placement? 
5. Is the work you do linked to long-term community partnerships that have a lasting impact? And how do volunteers work in partnership with the local community? 
6. Does the organization you are going with have established offices overseas that work in partnership with local people? 
7. Can your organization guarantee you 24 hour a day health, safety and security assistance? 
8. Does the organization have a commitment to diversity amongst its volunteers? 
9. How does the organization encourage long-term awareness of real development issues? 

10. How will your work be monitored and evaluated so that others can build on what you have done?

Taking these questions into account as well as my own personal expectations in a gap year program I analyzed a number of web sites. When examining different gap year volunteer programs I looked at seven main elements in a program, the cost, location, job descriptions, impact on host area, popularity of the program, resume appeal, and fun factor. From these specifications I was able to narrow my choices in volunteer programs to six of which I liked the best and fit well with both the ethics guidelines and my personal guidelines. 
The first of these is gapyear.com. I felt the need to analyze this site because it is the first thing that comes up when you Google “gap year.” One of the main things that caught my eye was that the costs were in euros. I immediately looked up the exchange rate and when I checked one dollar equaled .64 cents. The prices on the site were great but with the exchange rate it made it pricy. There is also a ton of different options ranging from volunteering, work abroad, just for fun trips, and studying. I mainly focused on volunteering when looking at the site. What I found most appealing was they had volunteer opportunities in over 90 countries. Each country had at least one site, but I took a closer look at Ecuador and it had around 30 different volunteer options just in that area. The job descriptions were also very thorough. Giving a great deal of information about where one would be staying and what they would be doing while there. They also had a break down of cost and things they will and will not cover, such as plane tickets. What was also great is that the jobs sounded fun and enjoyable. They were very descriptive which lead me to believe they were sincere and you would not just be cleaning floors. From this I also believe this experience would look great on a resume. One area I did look at that I was concerned with was the impact on the host area. Since the site had so many different options I am worried that they don’t evaluate the impacts. Also, many of their programs are for shorter periods of time. I do however believe that this site is very popular and that spots are filled quickly so that the host site should not have to go long with a volunteer. All in all this looks like a great site and job descriptions sound very fun the only main issue would be working with the Euro system.     
The AmeriCorps program is a great option for those wanting to volunteer and serve their country with out leaving the US. AmeriCorps is a program set up to give individual’s opportunities to volunteer with minimum compensation. When analyzing cost, it is a great program to choose since a stipend is awarded every other week depending on part time (900 hours), 242 dollars, or full time (1700 hours), 475 dollars. Members are expected to serve a term of a year of service. While serving there is a loan forbearance program so you will not have to make payments on your loans while serving. If you complete all your hours by the end of your serving term you will receive $4,725, for full time, and $2,363 for part time, educational grant that can be applied to loans or tuition. There is a national program locally, but there are also AmeriCorp vista programs all through out Maryland, which do receive a higher stipend that varies from position to position. The vista program is not guaranteed acceptance but the local program is as long as you pass the minor requirements of background check, age, etc. There are varying positions within all aspects of AmeriCorps. Many focus on community development and working with children. The impact AmeriCorps has on the community is a significant one. Since each program is a year long and popular host sites almost always get a new member or a returning member every year. With the local service one can renew there position and serve for a total of two years. From that point you would have to join the vista program to serve the third year. They do not let anyone serve with AmeriCorps for more than three years. I think this is a great option for individuals wanting to stay closer to home but also give back and make their resume look great at the same time. The programs also look a lot of fun and since the jobs vary there really is something for everyone. 
Idealist.org has become one of my favorite sites to browse. It is a database to connect people with nonprofit organizations to volunteer, find jobs, internships and more. Companies can post jobs and volunteer opportunities and individuals can post their resume or profile on the site as well. A great aspect is that it also has a large amount of postings from organizations looking for volunteers to go abroad. Some of which are even paid. These are not guaranteed however, one would have to apply but there are many others where there would be a minimal fee, or free depending on length of time. The job descriptions are put up by the companies and are usually very descriptive and long. I assume the impact on the host country is a good one since they are all established organizations that post but one would have to do further research since idealist.org does not. All of the programs on the site look like they would be beneficial to a resume and depending on one’s likes and what they want to do.  
The Center for Interim Programs is one I felt compelled to do because it was the only site that charged a consulting fee for their service. The fee is currently $2,100 for lifetime counseling service. One then has to pay for whatever gap year experience you and the counselor set up. The web site I found to be very generic, which worried me. I could not find anything on their credentials and things but I believe this is a ploy to get you to call in. They did say that they have served over 3,500 people in 20 years. Also, I found an article written by the director of the program that was posted in an academic journal. The benefits of this program is that of would be hassle free if you are willing to hand off the work and research to someone else and giving the sample gap years they listed it sounds as if, if you have the money to pay for it they will guarantee you a great gap year that will cater to your future endeavors. 
What is interesting to note is that during my research time I found a number of great United Kingdom programs that I would have jumped on if they were connected with the United States. My main focus was on US programs since I am a student of the US, so I did not delve into these programs like I did others. However, there is one program worth noting that I believe if the US was as much apart of the gap year program as the UK is they would have something similar. The program is called Global Xchange and is run as a program from the government of the UK. In this program students from the UK and students from a developing country, usually South America, come together in UK for three months to do service work and then travel together to the partnering developing country to spend the remainder time doing volunteer work. The money the students from the UK pay for the program is what funds the students from the developing country. Another interesting thing I found from UK was the possibility of a free trip as well as allowance money while volunteering. The only thing close to this in the US is AmeriCorps and you have to serve within the country. 

Cross Cultural Solutions is the best website I have seen so far for volunteering abroad. One of the things that stood out to me most was their strong consideration of the host site and making sure they were equip and helping the community. Almost everything is revolved around it in their programs which is excellent and how it should be. For example the site is excellent in providing full information on costs and times that one can attend due to what the country needs. They also make sure they don’t send too many or too little people over and will tell one browsing the site that this serving date is full and this one is looking for three more people. The costs were also good for the services. I have found cheaper programs but I feel that ultimately I would go with this program because it seems the most legit. Another feature I loved was that you live with a house the company has down there and stay with other members volunteering while their hired staff feeds you three meals, drives you to your location, and basically looks out for your well being while offering some site seeing tips. There are 11 countries where they send volunteers with programs focusing in all aspects like teaching, women’s empowerment, health, and environmental. I also found it very intriguing that site was even up front about what you might be doing while there. They had a quote from a volunteer who said “My contribution came in the form of scrubbing beds, cabinets and floors, organizing clothing to give to new guests, and caring for the children. Although they may seem menial tasks, this work provides the women with a safe, comfortable living arrangement, and allows them to go to the doctor, look for a job, or attend counseling sessions." I think it is great that they are not afraid to let people know that they may be scrubbing floors and such while they are there. The longest you can go is 12 weeks which I found interesting but you can also opt to mix it up and head else where or serve in the same country under a different role. Overall this program would be fun and it is a great resume builder.  

The institute for field expeditions is the cheapest option for volunteering abroad I have found yet. There are 18 countries in which one can volunteer and usually four to five options within each country. One of the things I liked most about the locations is that you have a choice of staying with a host family, or in a hostel. They also had some great programs in Ecuador which is where I studied abroad last winter semester. A big aspect though that I worried about with this company is the impact these volunteers are really having on the host area. As in Cross Cultural Solutions, there was little mention of making sure the host area is benefiting. Cross Cultural solutions would explain their prices and dates you can go because it was better for the host site. With the institute for field expeditions the prices are almost half of what Cross Cultural solutions are also they have options of volunteering for four days at a time. This worries me due to findings explained previously that say that shorter periods of time usually takes a job from someone who could have done it in that host site. Also the site has only sent around 1,500 people. This is lower than other sites such as gapyear.com and Cross Cultural Solutions. This leads me to believe that volunteer spots are not always being filled and the host site can not count on having a volunteer continuously. Over all I would be worried to go with this company ethically but the prices are great and the job descriptions sound fun as well. 
In a time where we all lead such fast pace lives and are forced to grow up and mature quicker than ever young adults need experiences such as these to possibly keep up. The job and college market is demanding and students are now finding that their B grade point average is not going to get them very far. The gap year has proven to me to be a great way to experience new things, expand horizons, mature as an individual and give you something to boast about on your resume. For me personally I am looking into another year with the AmeriCorp program most likely. I would love to volunteer abroad and if I did I would most likely go for three weeks with Cross Cultural Solutions to Ghana. In the meantime though I think AmeriCorp is an excellent program and I love the loan forbearance program. Also if I did that full time I would pay off half of my undergraduate loans with the grant program. For me it would not be as exciting as going abroad but I would still be volunteering at no additional cost to me, with even a small stipend to live off of. 
