
If it’s 6 p.m. at the Smyrna unit of the Boys & Girls Clubs of 
Rutherford County, Tenn., there’s a good chance kids are train-
ing to run a 5K. Or snapping photos, solving brain-teasers or 
sculpting clay characters for an animated movie. 

They’re participating in the special programs offered every eve-
ning from 6 to 7. They likely chose their activities during “Rush 
Week” – the first week of each school year, when Club youth get 
to sample and sign up for interest-based classes like Team Fit, 
Whiz Kids, Photography Club or Clay Tech. “Rushing” takes 
place in the front lobby, where parents, too, are drawn in to 
learn more. 

Rush Week is just one of the ways this Club promotes its fun 
and exciting programs to kids and their parents. Does it work? 
The Club’s average daily attendance, which tripled in a little 
more than a year’s time, suggests that it does.

A PLACE IN THE COMMUNITY
In 2010, the Smyrna Club was located in a 10,000-square-foot 
storefront. Membership was on the rise, and attendance was sky-

rocketing at other Clubs in the organization. But the Smyrna 
branch had always been cramped, says Chief Professional 

Officer Todd Bale, and it couldn’t serve much more than 
100 kids per day. So the organization launched a capital 
campaign and raised the funds to build a new facility on 
a donated parcel of land.

Months before the $3.2 million facility opened, Smyrna 
Unit Director Kelly Rubin and her staff began meeting 

with school administrators, volunteering at school events 
and setting up member registration booths at open house 

nights. Through these early recruitment efforts, they built 
relationships with both school officials and parents. They also 
conducted an informal assessment of local families’ needs and 
interests that would inform their program offerings. 

While the new facility was under construction, the Club pro-
vided transportation for new members to its existing Smyrna 
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branch, which remained 
in operation. Then, when 
doors opened on the new 

unit on Aug. 30, 2010, aver-
age daily attendance imme-

diately doubled to 200. Club 
leadership set a goal of 250 youth 

per day by May 2011. That goal was 
quickly surpassed, and, by the beginning 

of the next school year, the unit had reached an 
average daily attendance of approximately 350.

The new facility is extremely accessible. The Club 
can be reached on foot from five schools; staff pro-

vide walking escorts for elementary children. Buses 
and vans bring in kids from eight more schools.

The Club also works hard to show parents how the Club 
Experience benefits their kids. The mandatory new-parent 
orientation covers not only the Club and its programs, but 
also the history of the Boys & Girls Club Movement. “This 
is more than just an after-school program,” says Rubin. 
“Parents can see they’re part of something bigger when their 
kids join the Club.” 

And they become advocates, making sure their kids attend 
regularly and encouraging them to participate in programs. 
“Parents vote with their kids,” says CPO Bale, “and kids vote 
with their feet. So this is a real testament to the quality of the 
programs and staff at the Smyrna Club.”

GREAT PROGRAMS,  
GREAT STAFF
Boys & Girls Clubs of Rutherford County has committed 
to hiring a full-time unit director, education director and 
program director for each unit. The Smyrna Club also has 
a recreation director. The organization still relies on a large 
and talented group of part-time and seasonal staff members, 
says Bale. But each Club now also has a core staff in the areas 
key to implementing the Formula for Impact. As full-time 
professionals, they are less susceptible to turn-over.

At the Smyrna Club, Rubin wanted to make further 
improvements, so she reorganized her team. Rather than 
running all the programs for one age group of mem-
bers, each youth development professional is 
now assigned to one program area, such as 
Academic Success or Healthy Lifestyles. 
Groups of members, who are still orga-
nized by age range, rotate through the 
program areas. Club staff can now 
develop greater levels of expertise and 
take more ownership of their programs.

Rubin also wanted to keep kids fully 
engaged in the final hour, from 6 to 7 
p.m., when the Club is open but the core 
program rotations are over. She challenged staff 
to develop their own special programs and recruit 
members to participate in them – the genesis of Rush Week.

Club staff track attendance and program participation on a 
daily basis with membership management software, reveal-
ing which programs are popular and which may need to 
be tweaked. When the staff identify a member who hasn’t 
attended recently, they contact the family to invite them 
back to the Club. If the family is experiencing a financial or 
transportation challenge, the Club tries to help address it.

The Club continues to cultivate community relationships, 
including one with an alternative high school. When the 
school brought its students on a field trip to sample Club 
programs during the school day, 20 new teen members 
immediately registered. Now, the high school provides after-
school transportation to the Club.

Whether it’s providing free memberships to homeless youth 
(there are an estimated 900 in Rutherford County) or open-
ing its fitness facilities to family members, the Club has 
made itself an invaluable part of Smyrna. As Director of 
Communications and Special Events Michelle Clifford puts 
it, “A brand-new, world-class Club – full of kids every day – 
is a source of pride for this community.”

Michelle McQuiston is writer/editor for BGCA.

HONORING EXCELLENCE
At the 2012 National Conference in San Diego, Boys & Girls Clubs 
of America’s President and CEO Jim Clark (left) and Senior Vice 
President of Program and Youth Development Services Judith J. 
Pickens (right) presented the very first Honor Award for Attendance 
and Participation. The Smyrna branch of the Boys & Girls Clubs of 
Rutherford County has more than tripled its average daily atten-
dance, grown Club membership and increased program participation. 

Unit Director Kelly Rubin (second from left) accepted the honor, 
along with the unit director of the Club’s Murfreesboro branch,  
Ginny Wright. Rubin attributes the Club’s success to several factors: 
location, community support, transportation, dynamic programs and 
a reorganized, highly dedicated staff.

With  
attendance 
up, the Club 
is focusing 
on deepening 
impact in key 
areas such as 
reading and 
literacy.

Family movie night draws kids and parents.

17CONNECTIONS


