CONVERSATIONS ON BEST PRACTICES
CREATING PROGRAMS THAT APPEAL TO ALL GENERATIONS & BROADENING PARTICIPATION- BELGIUM

MAUREEN NEMECEK

The National Capital Area Chapter of the US Fulbright Association works closely with the agencies administering the Fulbright Program in coordinating calendars.  Those organizations are forwarding our invitations to Fulbright grantees.  They also make all arrangements for grantees—meeting them upon their arrival, providing orientation, etc.  Since these visiting Fulbrighters number in the 300’s, our Chapter works with them in an auxiliary fashion. 

In our very large, diverse and geographically spread out NCAC, we need a strong Board of “can do,” hands on, Board members.  We want to reflect the diversity of our membership in gender, ethnicity, academia, teachers, professionals, and internationals, and in age.  Our membership list is kept by the National Fulbright Association office in Washington, not by us.  They send out all our notices and invitations.  

We diversify and strengthen our Board by calls for nominations in our annual spring elections.  We invite members to self-nominate by submitting brief biographies.  We use electronic as well as paper ballots for those who wish them.  We have 12 Board members who are elected for two year terms.  Our President is elected for a one year term, but can opt to run for a second year.  When we have a resignation, we nominate someone to fill a term, who then has to run for the Board in the regular election.

This practice for the past two years has brought us a wonderfully active and diverse Board.  We have three teachers (two retired), three professors (one retired), one international scholar, four younger professionals in international development work, two mid-career professionals and one doctoral student.  Half of the Board is under 35.  Most of us are working full time and have family responsibilities.  We believe strongly in “giving back” to Fulbright and want to share that experience with others in community service.

Each spring we try to plan the next year’s calendar and suggest which Board members will head up the various committees.  In 2004, we had four events, in 2005-2006, we sponsored 10 events.  If someone has an idea for an event, he or she works up a proposal, including a budget (we have templates for all our activities, announcements, budgets, checklists for reports, etc., on our website and in our Board Notebooks, prepared by the President from year to year) and serve with a co-chair of the event.  We try and make our activities self supporting.  We charge an entrance fee to cover the cost of the activity and to subsidize the attendance of the Visiting Fulbrighter.

At each of our events, we have a table with information about our Chapter, contact business cards, a calendar of upcoming events, and sign up sheets to work on various committees.

Our membership is around 750, but for each event we probably get about 40 members plus their guests, 25 senior scholars and their guests, and a number of graduate student and visiting teacher Fulbrighters, depending on the activity.  Our attendance ranges from about 80 to 180 (for big events like the dinner at an Ambassador’s residence or the annual Holiday party.)  

We are funded by a $5.00 rebate per member from our annual dues to the national Fulbright Association.  These past two years we have been the fortunate recipients of a grant from the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs of the U.S. Dept. of State which subsidizes the attendance of the visiting Fulbrighters.  The balance of our expenses comes from ticket sales for events.

One of the most significant improvements we made as a Chapter was to find a centrally located venue, close to public transportation, in which to hold our meetings. Our Board is in touch by e mail, but we also have Board meetings every other month on a Monday evening.  We have a light supper and conduct our business from 7:00 to 9:00 p.m.

I think the ingredients for meeting the needs of a Chapter include:  a pleasant, convenient meeting venue; regular elections about which members are informed in a timely manner and are invited to participate in; a calendar of upcoming events that include a variety of activities, i.e., networking for students and young professionals in the monthly Happy Hour, for all members in the more formal Embassy dinner; the annual holiday party which features international cuisines; a jazz retrospective in celebration of Black History Month; a series of art and cultural salons taking advantage of the many free cultural activities in Washington; group theatre events; pot luck dinners at members’ homes for small groups; family activities such as tours, trips to the zoo; presentations on international relations such as the journalism panel in 2006, etc. 

With each activity we write a report and include a “Lessons Learned” summary so that we can improve the next time.  We keep a file of each activity so that the next chairperson can quickly see what needs to be done and how to proceed.  We also include evaluations for each activity.  We use “Survey Monkey,” a free web service (www.surveymonkey.com).

We are moving towards organizing a more formal mentorship framework to provide for interested students and scholars.  We are also working towards providing activities in some of our neighborhoods outside the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area.  For example, we have an Annapolis Area Fulbrighters group who are planning events in their region.

The structure is now in place.  We no longer have to reinvent the wheel.  Newcomers to the Board do not feel overwhelmed when they take charge of an event; most of the planning has already been done.

Perhaps our experience will be useful to international Fulbright alumni and their associations.  Please feel free to contact me for more information.
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