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Innovative Community Project 2 

Madison’s Virtual Internship Program: Collaboration for a Just Transition 

 

Summary:  

The much-needed social distancing measures prompted by COVID-19 changed the trajectory for many 

green teams around New Jersey, while also upending opportunities and plans for many young people in 

the summer of 2020.  In trying to make the best of a difficult situation, Madison green team volunteers 

worked together to organize, advertise, and implement a virtual internship program.  The effect of this 

program was to extend the volunteer base of environmental groups, and create systems of mentorship 

for many people new to volunteer work.  

Eligibility to Participate in Action: 
 
The Borough of Madison participated in multiple phases of community outreach and education for 
the 2020 Census.  These included a town-wide forum last fall and educational booths held during the 
town outdoor festival known as Bottle Hill Day.  Wind of the Spirit Immigrant Resource Center, with 
the active leadership of Melissa Elliot, collaborated directly with the town and the U.S. Census Bureau 
to talk with people, hand out flyers, and promote participation in the census.1  Despite COVID-19, 
social media, email and phone calls to neighbors were among the approaches used to help encourage 
participation in the Census. Green team members were also involved in distributing flyers and 
recruiting student participation with Drew University’s Civic Engagement program on campus.2  
 

 

Planning: 

Beginning in the spring of 2020, green teams, including the shade tree board, environmental commission, 

Sustainable Madison, parks and recreation, and open space committee, began to convene virtually on 

Zoom.  The switch to virtual meetings led to a greater capacity to meet across groups, and in coordinated 

meetings outside of monthly meetings.  It was recognized that many young people in high school and 

college were looking for opportunities for volunteer service work and internships, due to the cancellation 

of many school and workplace-sponsored programs.  Additionally, some adults who were laid off from 

work, or looking for opportunities to reconnect with nature or interested in meeting with other people in 

virtual settings, were also seeking participation in local activities.  

To meet these needs, a call for virtual interns or volunteers was devised, and submitted for borough 

approval.  Once approved, the press-release was circulated through the town website and also through 

social media maintained by green teams.  Several high school students, college students and adult 

volunteers were recruited to multiple green team activities.  Mentors were identified from a pool of 

existing and long-standing green group volunteers. 

 
1 Insider NJ. 2019. “Census 2020 Stakeholders Meet to Educate and Organize Effort to Tackle Census Challenge.” 
October 23.  Available online: https://www.insidernj.com/press-release/census-2020-stakeholders-meet-educate-
organize-effort-tackle-census-challenge/ 
2 Drew University. 2020. “The Census Comes to Drew.” April.  Available online: 
https://www.drew.edu/stories/2020/04/29/the-census-comes-to-drew/ 

https://www.insidernj.com/press-release/census-2020-stakeholders-meet-educate-organize-effort-tackle-census-challenge/
https://www.insidernj.com/press-release/census-2020-stakeholders-meet-educate-organize-effort-tackle-census-challenge/
https://www.drew.edu/stories/2020/04/29/the-census-comes-to-drew/
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Implementation: 

 

Green teams worked in collaboration to spread the word about internship and volunteer opportunities 

for people of all ages.  New volunteers were partnered with one or more mentors, who met in small 

groups by Zoom to discuss the variety of projects green teams identified as in need of attention, and to 

listen to volunteers’ interests and concerns related to our local environment, as well as the skills and 

talents that they enjoyed sharing.  Volunteer and internship permission forms were completed and 

submitted to Madison Borough, then volunteers collaborated to further community and town goals to 

support sustainability.  

Results: 

The work that interns completed over the summer was recognized both at a Borough Council meeting, 

and in a letter to the editor in the Madison Eagle, contributed by Madison Environmental Commission 
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chair Claire Whitcomb, and signed by Kathleen Caccavale, chair of Sustainable Madison, Gene Cracovia, 

chair of the Shade Tree Management Board, and council woman Maureen Byrne.3 

Peter Fried, a volunteer member of Sustainable Madison, mentored Max Drucker, an Economics major 

from Drew University, and Christian Wong, a computer science major at the University of Michigan on 

collecting, analyzing and describing information related to municipal and town-wide carbon footprints.  

Both Max and Christian extended their internship work past the summer into the fall semester, 

presenting their work in meetings and contributing to the Sustainable Jersey actions for the town. 

Lisa Jordan, also a volunteer member of Sustainable Madison, mentored Brett Cheadle, an 

Environmental Studies major at Drew University, and Becca Sari, an Anthropology major at Drew 

University, on completing an Impervious Surface Assessment.  Brett also contributed to written reports 

describing the Environmental Justice in Zoning and Planning Actions, and Becca contributed to data 

collection and assessment related to a town build-out analysis.  Lisa Jordan also worked with her son, 

Jacob Jordan, to digitize and classify all the sidewalks in Madison Borough, using OpenStreetMaps, in 

contribution to the pedestrian audit report. 

Kathi Caccavale, chair of Sustainable Madison, mentored Dylan MacDonald, A Vassar College cognitive 

science major, on identifying priority locations for green infrastructure projects for the borough.  

Madison High School student Henry McCann volunteered to help with stewardship of the rain garden at 

Gibbons Place.  Other MHS volunteers, Meredith Weiner, Zoe Baumann, and Niamh Kane helped to 

update maps of walking tours and paths around Madison.  The maps were originally designed by the 

community club: Rose City Steppers of Madison.  Their work was guided by Kathi Caccavale.  Meredith 

Weiner also contributed to the Madison tree inventory, in collaboration with Gene Cracovia, a volunteer 

member of both Sustainable Madison and the Shade Tree Management Board.   

Over ten new volunteers worked in collaboration with eight mentors (also volunteers).  Mentors often 

met with volunteers weekly, and at times even more frequently, to help guide projects to successful 

completion.  Projects were done in collaboration between new and returning volunteers, with tailored 

guidance on the project area, such as managing spreadsheets with estimated carbon emissions by 

source, or finding and accessing GIS data on impervious cover, or identifying native and non-native 

species for rain garden stewardship. Three of the new university volunteers have continued their 

contributions into the fall semester. Mentors understand their work as helping to provide training and 

an important gateway into civic engagement in contribution to environmental advocacy. 

We hope by sharing our town’s story of innovative community engagement during COVID-19, that we 

can inspire other green teams to recruit and collaborate with young people in creative and productive 

ways that further environmental stewardship. 

 

 
3 Whitcomb, C. 2020.  “Letter: Young interns boost Madison ‘green’ initiatives.” Madison Eagle. 17 October 2020.  
Available online: https://www.newjerseyhills.com/madison_eagle/opinion/letters_to_the_editor/letter-young-
interns-boost-madison-green-initiatives/article_e0647416-c1ec-5953-ac4a-5cd82ff39ba7.html  

https://www.newjerseyhills.com/madison_eagle/opinion/letters_to_the_editor/letter-young-interns-boost-madison-green-initiatives/article_e0647416-c1ec-5953-ac4a-5cd82ff39ba7.html
https://www.newjerseyhills.com/madison_eagle/opinion/letters_to_the_editor/letter-young-interns-boost-madison-green-initiatives/article_e0647416-c1ec-5953-ac4a-5cd82ff39ba7.html

