History of Ada Friends

The early history of Ada Friends has been lost to, well, history.  It was started in the HELPS (Helping Everyone Learn Personal Service) Department of the ONU Chaplain’s Office sometime shortly before Vern LaSala became chaplain in 1996.  The program was based on Big Brothers Big Sisters’ community-based match program as well as the Kenton One-to-One program, which was very similar to BBBS.  In the early years, the HELPS coordinators made an attempt to work with Allen Co. BBBS, but the BBBS office did not have the time (or the interest) to work with Ada Friends at that time.  The Ada Elementary Guidance Office has been a partner and a great help since the beginning.

There are no surviving records until Megan Pritchard and Kristy Williamson became HELPS coordinators in 1998.  They seem to have had about 25 matches per year with maybe two matches returning for the following year.  Megan and Kristy held an end of the year pizza party.

Abby Marvin became the HELPS coordinator during the 2000-01 school year.  She implemented a contract for the Bigs, Littles, and parents so that everyone would know what was expected of them.  That year there was a Christmas party and an end of the year party.  Surveys were sent out in order to find out where the program needed improvement.  There were about 36 matches with 7 returning for the next school year.

Abby Marvin continued as the HELPS coordinator for the 2001-02 school year.  The contract was rewritten in “plain English,” which made it more effective.  The kick-off party was instituted that year because many Bigs expressed a certain amount of trepidation regarding their first meeting with their Littles.  Additionally, there was a Christmas party, a game day, and an end of the year party.  Quarterly check-ins were instituted as well to try to keep track of how the relationships were progressing.  There were around 50 matches that year, with 5 returning for the next year.  A large number of seniors graduated.  In the spring, Abby was awarded Ohio Campus Compact’s Charles J. Ping Award for Leadership in Community Service for her work with the program.  Later that spring she was also awarded an OCC Student Citizen Fellowship, a $2000 grant for a service project—Ada Friends.  Allen County BBBS was under new leadership and approached Ada Friends about a Hardin County partnership which was slated to begin during the 2002-03 school year.

Abby Marvin turned the HELPS coordinator job over to Bethany Dishion completely so as to concentrate on Ada Friends.  Caryn Stratton was Assistant to both Abby and Bethany, with the expectation of taking over as Ada Friends Coordinator when Abby graduated in the spring.  Fall quarter was very exhausting as Abby, Caryn, and Dawn Hensel, newly hired BBBS Hardin County Case Manager, attempted to adapt BBBS standards to the Ada Friends process.  There were some benefits associated with the partnership, including background checks, references, increased information about the Bigs, interviews, and the institution of monthly check-ins.  However, not only were the BBBS standards not designed to process 100 people at once, the Executive Director, John Neville, turned out to be very difficult to work with.  As of May 1, 2003, the partnership was terminated for the good of the Ada Friends program.  In other news, due to the grant, almost monthly group events were held, to everyone’s delight.  The grant also funded most of the background checks and the Ada Friends Library, which consists of games, books, and craft supplies that Bigs can borrow for their weekly meetings.  This year there were about 42 matches all together, with a record 22 Bigs wanting to return for the next school year.  The most probable explanation for this surge is due to three reasons:  1) monthly check-ins caught problems while they were still little problems, 2) more group events made the program seem more exciting, and 3) a large number of freshman and sophomore Bigs who seem extra-creative.  This year also saw the creation of this coordinator’s notebook to ease the transitions between coordinators and the fall quarter workload.

For the 2003-04 school year, Caryn Stratton took over as the Ada Friends Coordinator.  Erin Emery was the Assistant Ada Friends Coordinator.  During the Stratton Era, the number of pairs doubled.  The program consistently had between 75-80 pairs, and few complaints.  Activities Caryn added to the program included: Nature Walk sponsored by Tri-Beta (biology honorary) and Art Day sponsored by Kappa Pi (art honorary).  Erin decided not to assume the Coordinator position, so Caryn was left without a successor.  The Coordinator position was open for all that wanted to apply.

Erik Hoeke, the 2003-04 Volunteers in Mission Coordinator, applied and was granted the Coordinator position for the 2004-05 school year.  Jackie Crouthers was named the Assistant Coordinator, with intentions of assuming the Coordinator position the following year.  During the Hoeke era, the number of pairs fell to a consistent 50 due to a lack of Little applications.  Over 80 ONU students applied, but many great candidates had to be turned down.

In attempts to increase the number of ONU students who can be involved in the program in future years, Erik and Jackie decided to add 7th and 8th grade to the age range of Littles.  For the 2005-06 school year, Jackie plans to implement an adopt-a-grandparent facet to the program, further increasing possibility of ONU student involvement. Thus was born the Elder Friends Program. 

Elder Friends matches ONU students with elderly people at the Hardin Hills Health Center. The participants in Elder Friends travel to Hardin Hills on the weekends (either Saturday or Sunday) and spend time with some of the folks there. The ONU students are matched with one elder with whom they spend approximately 1.5 hours per weekend. Special events can be planned with the Hardin Hills staff, such as concerts of other events involving ONU outreach teams.

The 2007-08 school year was a busy one. There were approximately 50 matches with Ada students and 6-8 participants for the Elder Friends program. Throughout the year we coordinated activities for the Ada Friends Program with the Ada Library and the Art and Music departments of ONU. 

For the school years 2008 through 2010, Katie Feldhues was the Ada Friends Coordinator, and Allyssa Smithers was the Assistant Ada Friends Coordinator.  

In 2010-2011, Allyssa Smithers became the Ada Friends Coordinator and Carlie Trenga was the Assistant Ada Friends Coordinator. We had a record number of around 100 big/little matches. 

In 2011, Carlie Trenga became the Ada Friends Coordinator and Jerrod Amstutz was chosen as the Assistant Ada Friends Coordinator. 

2013’s Jerrod Amstutz became Coordinator and Austin Hilverding was chosen as the Assistant 

Past Ada Friends Coordinators*
*Until 2002-03, the Ada Friends Coordinators were also the HELPS Coordinators & Assistants.

1995-1996 Nicole Endejann

1996-1997 Nicole Endejann & Marty Klaus

1997-1998 Sara Jutte & Jody Smith

1998-1999 Megan Pritchard & Kristy Williamson

1999-2000 Megan Pritchard 

2000-2001 Abby Marvin



2001-2002 Abby Marvin

2002-2003 Abby Marvin & Caryn Stratton

2003-2004 Caryn Stratton & Erin Emery

2004-2005 Erik Hoeke & Jackie Crouthers

2005-2006
Jackie Crouthers & Ali Petrey

2006-2007
Scott Sieber & Grace M’Mworia

2007-2008
Grace M’Mworia & Madeline Sunnucks

2008-2009
Katie Feldhues & Allyssa Smithers

2009-2010
Katie Feldhues & Allyssa Smithers

2010-2013
Carlie Trenga & Jerrod Amstutz  

2013-2014       Jerrod Amstutz & Austin Hilverding
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