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Town Hall 2012 

Overview 

 

On Saturday, September 22, 2012, the Free Geek Board of Directors and staff held a Town Hall 

Meeting for all active volunteers at the Helium Comedy Club from 2:00 to 6:00 p.m. The purpose 

of the Town Hall Meeting was to provide volunteers with: 

 

 An introduction to the Board of Directors and their work; 

 An opportunity to meet new Board of Director Candidates; 

 An overview of Free Geek’s activities over the past year; 

 An opportunity to help shape the next year at Free Geek. 

 

Approximately 60 board members, staff, and volunteers attended the event. During the first half 

of the event, board members and staff provided updates to participants. During the second half 

of the event, volunteers met in focus groups to discuss Free Geek’s strengths and challenges 

over the past year, and goals for the next year. Each focus group had a specific topic. The focus 

groups were facilitated by board members, and scribed by staff. The original plan was to have 

six focus groups, and then to repeat these same groups so that volunteers could provide input 

in multiple areas of interest. However, the participation was lower than anticipated so the groups 

were reduced to three topic areas: 

 

1. Keeping up with changing software and hardware technology 

2. The volunteer experience and opportunities to lead 

3. Education and job training, marketing and development 



 

 

Each group met for 30 minutes, and followed a guided process to identify their top two priorities 

for change in the future.  Volunteers were then encouraged to join a different focus group and 

the process was repeated. After the two focus group sessions, board members presented the 

recommendations for change to the whole group. A brief question and answer period was held, 

and volunteers were encouraged to express interest to engage in additional planning activities 

through signing up on a list at the front of the room. 

 

 

 

Summary of Strengths 

 

While each focus group had a specific topic area, common threads ran throughout the 

discussions. As groups talked about Free Geek strengths over the past year, several themes 

emerged. Free Geek is an open, accepting place where volunteers and staff work side by side 

to accomplish common goals. Volunteers value the commitment to recycling and re-use, the 

egalitarian model that welcomes people of all backgrounds (noting the Spanish Build program 

as a specific strength), the breadth and depth of knowledge represented throughout Free Geek, 

and opportunities to learn. 

 

Summary of Challenges 

 

The focus groups identified some common challenges for Free Geek over the past year as well. 

Common themes tied closely to issues related to availability of resources (technology, 

hardware, volunteers, staff), role clarity (What else can volunteers do? How to identify staff and 

volunteers while including both?), and opportunities for more education. The groups reflected 

the reality that the world changes rapidly and they want to be equipped to keep up with 

technology, share resources and training with more people, and learn skills that are market 

ready. 

 

Top Priorities for Change 

 

Each focus group was asked to identify their top two priorities for change that would build on 

Free Geek’s identified strengths to address the noted challenges. The priorities are listed here. 

 



 

Volunteer Experience & Opportunities 

1. Address language barriers (group 1) 

2. Increase community building (group 1) 

3. Create intermediate steps or groups for big picture involvement (group 2) 

4. Hand out laptops (group 2) 

 

Keeping up with Changing Technology 

1. Diversifying re-use areas (group 1) 

2. Staff refurbishment handheld designs (group 1) 

3. Experimentation with smaller devices (group 2) 

4. Maintain Distro Internships (group 2) 

 

Education, Job Training, Marketing & Development 

1. Larger presence in schools (group 1) 

2. Inventory skills base of volunteers (group 1) 

3. Determine the impact we want to have with education (group 2) 

4. Outreach to Westside and other areas (group 2) 

 

 

Recommendations 

 

Free Geek is a unique organization with a positive reputation. Volunteers have a strong 

commitment to the mission and sustainability of Free Geek. Since volunteers represent Free 

Geek’s largest single resource, it would be appropriate to inventory the skills base of the 

volunteer pool, and thoughtfully place volunteers according to their interest and skill levels. 

Though not addressed in the focus group, such an inventory might also inquire about volunteer 

passion or interests (eg, teaching, marketing, learning, leading, re-furbishing). Similarly, 

volunteers support a thoughtful education plan that continues to build on the strengths that Free 

Geek has, that offers sequential knowledge and skill attainment for both school aged 



 

children/youth and adults and prepares them for the marketplace. Finally, the world of 

technology changes at an exceedingly rapid pace. Free Geek should pool its staff and volunteer 

resources who are skilled in software and hardware design to create a pro-active response to 

change, or become a participant in creating change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

Volunteer Experience & Opportunities for Volunteers 1 

 

Strengths: 

 Whole experience 

 Value on recycling 

 #’s we have 

 Gives a lot back to volunteers (computers, education, community) 

 Gratifying experience 

 Everyone gets the same treatment 

 Get to learn and to teach (each-one-teach-one) 

 Supportive environment that doesn’t change 

 Being a part of a team (appreciated) 

 Buzz of communication/collaboration 

 

Challenges: 

 Turned away some volunteers 

 Too much stuff to walk around 

 Safety concerns/issues (including hazardous materials education) 

 Breaking language barriers 

 Motivation for volunteers to stay on 

 Providing Free Geek “Big Picture” 

 Hard to identify staff 

 More awareness of communication methods 

 PR 

 More information about Free Geek’s impact 

 



 

Priorities for Change: 

Top Two: 

1. Address Language Barriers 

2. Increase community building 

Also: 

 Address situations where volunteers were turned away 

 Address safety issues 

 Improve internal and external communication & marketing 

 

 



 

Volunteer Experience & Opportunities for Volunteers 2 

 

Strengths: 

 Environmental focus 

 Actually doing something to make the world better 

 Lots of awesome energy 

 Keeping toxics out of landfill 

 Lots of technical expertise to be had 

 Great place to start learning about computers 

 Knowing that computers are going to deserving organizations 

 Nice to be around other people (Geek environment) 

 Geek love notes 

 Accessibility/options for everyone 

 Empowers people 

 Flexible scheduling 

 Encourages question asking 

 Peer-to-peer model 

 All ages/intergenerational 

 

Challenges: 

 Experience is context specific – doesn’t translate to marketplace 

 Roller coaster ride in terms of volunteer input/opportunities 

 Staff sometimes “firewall” against volunteer input. Sometimes open. 

 Unclear communication about volunteer expectations/opportunities 

 Unclear on how volunteers can steer direction of Free Geek 

 Staff not proactive enough on getting input 



 

 Set up of current Build program – not enough support 

 Free Geek Hours available for volunteers (students. Full time workers) 

 

Priorities for Change: 

Top Two: 

1. Create intermediate steps or groups for big picture involvement 

2. Hand out laptops 

Also 

 Update website more often, include more events on website 

 Bi-monthly newsletter 

 More active social community 

 Big Board at front desk sharing current happenings 

 More room for commons 

 Quicker feedback loop for volunteers 

 Town Hall Meetings more often 

 

 



 

Keeping Up with Hardware/Software Technology Changes 1 

 

Strengths: 

 Increased laptop inputs 

 Implementing OS Installation 

 Teaching Open Source Tech 

 Internal software 

 Better breadth of experience with end users 

 Flowcharts and Software implementations 

 Progress toward strategic deployment of spec upgrades 

 Triaging breakdown procedures 

 Volunteer expertise and interest 

 FGDB 

 

Challenges: 

 Triaging process – maintenance & relevance 

 Reliance on external organizations and products 

 Explaining specs and technologies 

 Hardware shifting towards immodular, embedded & disposable designs 

 Staff spread too thin 

 Exclusion of proprietary softwares and effect on end user 

 Locked down hardware 

 Ongoing problem in allocating legacy technologies 

 

Priorities for Change 

 Top Two: 



 

1. Diversifying Re-use areas 

2. Staff Refurbishment handheld designs 

Also: 

 Expanding breadth & depth of technology education 

 Investigating embedded devices 

 OSS promotion 

 Internally developed Distro 

 Tech R&D Program 

 Expanding function and automating FGDB & internal software 

 

 



 

Keeping Up with Hardware/Software Technology Changes 2 

 

Strengths 

 OSS, free software 

 Free infrastructure 

 Volunteer rewards 

 Collective knowledge 

 Good reputation 

 Creative 

 Can customize software 

 

Challenges 

 Smaller computers: Can you put Linux on a tablet? 

 Inexpensive new technologies 

 Restricted devices – can’t or are difficult to load software 

 Protecting customer data 

 Linux may not work in all devices 

 Rapid software updates – hard to keep up 

 Upgrades can break software – not much control 

 Optical devices, solid state drives 

 

Priorities for Change: 

 Top Two: 

1. Experimentation with smaller devices 

2. Maintain Distro Internships 

Also: 



 

 Customize update feature 

 Plan Distro changes in advance 

 Be more involved in free software community – avoid surprises 

 Finding more grantees 

 Research processes/task force for optical drives 

 Thrift store prices 

 Specialize among Free Geeks on different technologies 

 Focus more on software than hardware 

 

 



 

Education & Training/Fundraising & Development 1 

 

Strengths: 

 Volunteer Coordination 

 Communication between staff, interns, and volunteers 

 Steady stream of donations of hardware 

 More classes 

 Knowledgeable teachers 

 Transition from hardware ID to Build smooth 

 Free software use 

 Classes becoming more technical 

 Practical skills (getting your business online) 

 Open to other groups outside of Free Geek 

 Starting kids early on technology 

 Encourages curiosity and desire to learn 

 

Challenges: 

 Teaching real job skills that are marketable 

 Skills learned are not always enough to get a job 

 Having enough outreach to people without access 

 Staging classes, educational profession through classes 

 Build to Post Build 

 Classes not challenging enough 

 More teachers (volunteers) for more variety of classes 

 OSS vs Windows OS experience in job market 

 Post Build not as in depth as thought/expected 



 

 

Priorities for Change: 

 Top Two: 

1. Larger presence in schools 

2. Inventory skills base of volunteers 

Also: 

 More Networking with other non-profits 

 More flexible hours 

 Mobile program to teach skills off site 

 Get students that volunteer outreach for Free Geek’s “refer a friend” 

 Have instructions (printed) skills based 

 Conveyor flieband work for recycling 

 

 



 

Education & Training/Fundraising & Development 2 

 

Strengths: 

 Accessible for people without prior experience 

 Number of people taking part 

 Effort in collaboration with other organizations (PDX Youthbuilders, etc) 

 Not intimidating to women 

 Spanish language program 

 People who teach are actually interested in what they are leading 

 Free Geek is well branded 

 Learning is hands on, collaborative, voluntary 

 Education all through the organization 

 

Challenges: 

 Staff turnover, structure 

 Teaching skills on Operating System 

 No marketing has been done 

 Westside Portland doesn’t know about Free Geek, awareness of services 

 Changes in OS are quite challenging 

 Too much top down, should be more egalitarian 

 Re-evaluating objectives of programs 

 Not enough spaces for interested people, follow through of volunteers to fill their shift 

 Mismatch between what Free Geek provides, and what is needed (education) 

 Actual job skills training 

 Lack of objectives 

 



 

Priorities for Change: 

 Top Two: 

1. Determine the impact we want to have with education 

2. Outreach to Westside and other areas 

Also: 

 Utilize tech knowledge to change instruction facing forward 

 Teach Windows - job skills 

 Have classes on-going with increased challenge (sequential learning) 

 Online classes, online communication between students and teachers 

 Create long term plan for classes 

 Expand education to outside classroom 

 Use education to do outreach (as a vehicle for outreach) 

 

 


