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While there weren’t any
classes in session Tuesday, Sept.
11, the students at Vermillion
High School managed to stay
busy.

That’s because it was the fifth
annual Tanager Volunteer Day,
which found the students taking
part in a number of projects
around the community –
everything from painting
houses and washing windows to
sorting papers and working in
classrooms.

“You name it, we’re doing it,”
said Lenni Billberg, high school
social studies teacher who also
serves as one of the event’s
coordinators. “We’ve been doing
it five years now, and it’s really
grown. Each year we send about
500 kids out, and we’ve had
nothing but positive results in
our community.”

The students are broken up
into groups of 12-17 – which
are overseen by teacher advisors
– and sent to various
organizations or individuals in
the community who need
assistance.

Joanne Ustad, career
program coordinator for the

school district, said the students
completed “50 or 60 projects”
this year.

Throughout the summer,
Billberg contacts organizations
who might be interested, while
Ustad oversees individual
contacts.

“Once the organizations
have us, it spreads from there,”
Billberg said. “We have the
senior center that we help every
year, but this year we had a
sign-up list for seniors who
need assistance at their homes. I
think we have 35 senior citizens
that we’re helping in the
community this year.”

Freshmen Sowmya
Ragothaman and Kylee Retzlaff
were among those who assisted
some of these senior citizens,
spending the morning washing
windows, carrying boxes,
cleaning and weeding.

Both girls said they liked the
couple whose home they
visited.

“She was a really nice lady
and she liked to talk,” Retzlaff
said. “It was fun.”

Ragothaman agreed, adding,
“She was sweet.”

Before the girls and their
group left, the husband insisted
they each take a handcarved

bowl he had made, somewhere
between eight and 12 in all.

“He just laid them out …
and we all took one,”
Ragothaman said.

Among the groups and
organizations the students did
projects for Tuesday were Bluff
View Cemetery, the United
Church of Christ, the
Vermillion Arts Council and the
local schools.

“Absolutely everybody loves
us,” Billberg said. “Sometimes
the community is afraid of the
younger generation because
(they want to know) they’ll be
responsible. But in reality, these
kids are happy to be outside the
classroom. They have a free day
to do some fun stuff.

“It’s not always fun to weed
and paint, but you’re with your
friends, so you make it a game,”
she said. “It works out really
well.”

Ragothaman and Retzlaff
thought so, too.

“The Tanager Volunteer Day
is a really good idea, especially
on this type of day,”
Ragothaman said.

“The weather is nice, it’s a
great day,” Retzlaff added. “I like
seeing everybody help.”

Ustad said this is her favorite

aspect, as well.
“I hope that they see the

reward of volunteering,” she
said.

Billberg said it’s clear that
they have. After the second year
of the event, a group of students
came together to form a city-
wide clean-up day to take place
after D-Days.

VHS senior Chris Lubbers
has taken part in the volunteer
day all four years of his high
school career.

“It was kind of weird at first,
because we didn’t really know

what we were doing, but it’s
usually pretty fun,” he said. “You
learn a lot more about the
community, especially the
elderly people. You meet lots of
new people, and it’s a good
experience to help other
people.”

Lubber said the day also
encourages students to take an
active role in their community
outside of the school.

“It helps to start out
volunteering,” he said. “Most
people don’t have the
opportunity to start unless they

do this kind of thing first. Once
you realize it’s not that hard, it’s
not that big of a deal.”

Billberg said that while the
work itself is hard, the students
love it in the long run.

“If you go to graduation at
the end of the year, every single
speech by the students says, ‘I
learned how to be a volunteer. I
learned how to help out my
community.’

“That’s how you know it was
really fermented in them,” she
said.

Community gets boost from
Tanager Volunteer Day

Vermillion High School students put a new coat of paint on the fence at the Clay County Rodeo Grounds as
part of Tuesday’s fifth annual Tanager Volunteer Day. (Photo by Travis Gulbrandson)
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Grief support group
meets Wednesdays

A grief support group will meet every Wednesday until
Oct. 24, from 5:30 to 7 p.m. at the Sanford Vermillion
Hospice Office, 19 S. Plum, Vermillion, located across the
street from the hospital.

This support group is open to anyone who has
experienced loss by death. The weekly sessions address
common issues to those who are grieving. Coping skills,
expectations, change in family roles, goal setting, feelings and
emotions and support systems are some of the topics
covered. 

There is no charge. Pre-registration is requested. Please
call Julie Harding at 1-605-638-8484.

842nd returns from Afghanistan 
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Members of the South Dakota National Guard’s 842nd Engineer
Company arrive at Fort Bliss, TX, Sept. 17, after a yearlong deployment to
Afghanistan. The 160 members of the 842nd will be going through
demobilization at Fort Bliss for more than a week before returning to
South Dakota. 
(SDNG photo by Sgt. Jacqueline Fitzgerald)


