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The service learning project is designed to be a vehicle for students to apply what they’ve learned
and to have a positive, community-centered experience. It’s the process—the opportunity to prepare
for the project and the desire to make a contribution to the community—that’s most important. If your
students are able to practice and implement what they’ve learned in your classroom, then the service
learning project is a success.

Creating an action plan is a crucial step of the service learning project process. The plan has several
purposes:

Outline exactly which resources are available and which must be acquired for the project

Provide a schedule and a time line

Encourage critical examination of the project’s scope in light of the resources available

The creation of an action plan by students is primarily an exercise in goal setting, decision making,
problem solving, and communication skills, as well as an opportunity to practice effective writing. The
finished action plan will serve as students’ ongoing guide to project completion, providing a
framework for where they’re going and a map for how they plan to get there. It should clearly outline
the materials, people, and tasks that will comprise the project, as well as a time line that indicates
what will happen and when.

Take the time to ensure that your students recognize the relevance of the action plan to more than
just the project at hand. Explain that any well-prepared project or task, including those that occur in
the workplace, has an action plan that participants can follow and refer to. (An example might be the
lesson plans that you, as an educator, prepare and follow.) Just like in the workplace, this project will
need to be reviewed and approved by the people who manage the school and are responsible for the
students (e.g., principals, administrators, teachers).

Creating an action plan primarily involves considering the following questions: Who? What? When?
Where? Why? How? Gathering the information that answers these questions and organizing that
information in a written document are the steps to creating an action plan. This section of the module
outlines the parts of the plan and what questions each part should address. It also suggests a variety
of methods for finding the answers.

Don’t limit the questions to those suggested here. Use the module only as a guide and
encourage your students to delve deeper into the details of their project, to ask additional
questions, and to consider the project’s specific needs. As a general rule, if an issue is under
consideration by the project planners, it should be addressed somewhere in the action plan.

The Importance of a Well-Crafted Plan
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Steps to Be Taken

A well-crafted plan should answer the following questions: What is the goal of the project? What will
happen during the project? What steps led up to the project? What are the stepping stones to
reaching the goal?

Students create a working list of steps by working backward. You and your students should create a
mental picture of the ideal project and how it will look at completion. Using this mental picture,
determine the following:

Who is involved?

What are they doing?

Are they using any particular materials?

What kinds of facilities are at their disposal?

Work backward to determine how each of the elements that are in the mental picture must be
contacted and secured.

Students should also create a series of lists onto which they will record their work. The lists can be
entitled “People,” “Materials,” and “Activities.” (See examples in section 4.) Alternatively, each list
might be titled with the description of an activity and contain information on the people needed, the
materials that must be secured, and the tasks that must be completed in order to perform the activity.
Explain that these lists can be running lists to which items are added or taken away as the discussion
and the action plan become more detailed.

Materials

Every project requires materials. Students who decide to clean up a local park will need to identify
and gather the tools necessary for cleaning. Students who decide to launch a letter-writing campaign
to support an issue will need to gather writing materials. It is important to create a list that covers all
possible needs; students may decide later that certain materials are not necessary, but suggest that
they err on the side of caution. It is discouraging and frustrating not to have an item when it is needed.

As discussed above, a materials list may stand alone or be integrated into the description of each
project activity. In addition, encourage students to consider what they will need to do in order to
gather the materials for the project—gathering materials might require obtaining postage, a
telephone, paper, and envelopes. If publicizing the project is a priority, remind students to consider
the materials that they will need in order to inform others of their project (e.g., paper, poster board,
printers).

The Parts of a Plan
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Encourage students to revisit the steps they need to take and carefully check the materials listagainst
each step.

If your school has a website, speak with the site’s administrator about publicizing and requesting help
and support for your class’s project on the website. If possible, have students design portions of the
project’s web advertisements. You might also encourage students to code the advertisements
themselves and submit them to the administrator for approval—many students who are interested in
technology careers are eager for projects that will allow them to build their web-design portfolios.

Necessary Approvals

Because the project will most likely require time, resources, and activities that are not part of the
typical school day, it’s important to inform those in charge. Students should submit their plans and
get official approval for the project if approval is required. Consider the following:

Who needs to know that your students are doing a service learning project? How do you need to
inform them? Are there special forms to be completed? Whose signatures are required?

Does the project require the approval of the principal, the superintendent, and/or any local
government agencies (particularly if you plan to clean up a local park or beach)?

Do parents need to be notified? If so, how and when?

Will the project require the teacher to be away from the school for a day? Will a substitute
need to be found for that day? If so, what needs to be done in order to hire the substitute?

Encourage students to revisit the steps they need to take and their materials lists, and list items such
as field trips or telephone access that may also require specific approvals.

Time and People Resources

Although tangible materials and approvals are necessary for a project, the skills and time
commitments of participants are in many ways a project’s most valuable resources. Urge students to
consider the following as they work to identify how much time and which people the project will
require:
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Whose time will be needed? When? For how long? Remind students to consider your time and
whether you will be needed outside of class.

Are certain resources available only at certain times? For example, can calls related to the project
be made only at certain times from a certain telephone?

Will all students be able to give the time required for their schoolwork and still be able to complete
the project as scheduled?

How many people must participate in the actual execution of the project? Is everyone in the class
needed? Do they need to recruit additional people?

What roles are students interested in taking on? How do they wish to organize themselves? Dothey
need team leaders, task managers, communications specialists, and so on? What are the
descriptions for each of these jobs?

Who can teach students about the facts/rules they should keep in mind for their particular project
(e.g., special considerations for working with senior citizens, health considerations when cleaning a
park, things to know about working with younger students)?

Will students be working with an outside group or agency to complete the project? What are
the limitations for the agency’s time and people resources?

Encourage collaboration with other groups or agencies whose experience and resources will help
students to better implement their projects. In addition to providing a great opportunity to practice
teamwork and communication skills, working with other groups means further exposure to the world
outside of school, to new career options, and to potential role models. If students choose to complete
the project in cooperation with another group, urge them to consider the who, what, why, when,
where, and how details of this collaboration:

What organization will the group contact?

Who will contact the organization?

When does the organization need to be contacted?

How should that organization be contacted? What should be said?

What exactly will the organization’s role be?

Consider creating a contract with any outside organizations to formalize their commitment and
demonstrate how serious students are about this project.
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The service learning project is primarily an opportunity for your students to practice their life skills. In
particular, on-the-job and communication skills may need to be reviewed in relation to project
planning. You may want students to practice these skills before they need to use them. Questions to
consider include the following:

Will students need to make phone calls to businesses, organizations, or agencies? Will they need
to write business letters?

Are there any physical or academic skills that your students must develop in order to complete the
project? For example, if they have chosen to record books for the blind, it’s important that they are
skilled at reading aloud.

If your students are not versed in the skills needed, how can you address this? What’s the
most efficient way to help them develop their skills?

Student-Needs Assessment

The purpose of research in the context of a service learning project is twofold. First, students will
gather information to support the need for the project and search for answers to questions regarding
the necessary steps, materials, approvals, skills, and time required to complete the project. The
amount of information that’s needed to create the plan may seem overwhelming, but it is available.
Identifying that information will be fairly easy because you and your students have taken the time to
assess the project needs and know what to look for.

Second, many professional and academic situations require students to effectively gather
information, a skill that’s also required to make good decisions. This is an excellent opportunity for
students to hone their information-gathering skills and to use what they learn in order to make
decisions about the project.

Help students organize their research efforts so that work is not duplicated among groups of
students. The following are strategies for organizing students’ research efforts:

The Necessary Research
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Divide the class into small groups. Each group is responsible for finding answers to all of the
questions posed, but each will use a different research method.

Invite individuals to choose a research method they are interested in utilizing, allowing no morethan
four or five students to choose any one method. Remind students that one method may seemmore
interesting than another, but it may be more difficult to access (e.g., in-person interviews).Each
student is then responsible for researching all of the questions posed, using the method ofresearch
they have chosen.

Divide the class into small groups, and assign each group a few of the questions posed.
Encourage each group to use all of the research methods at their disposal.

Consider both the strengths and weaknesses of your students, and the other methods by which the
project is being organized. The way you choose to organize research efforts should reflect your
students’ current level of commitment to the project. You can gauge that level of commitment by
asking yourself questions such as the following:

Does every aspect of the project seem to be centered around group work? Do students need an
opportunity to conduct research individually for grading purposes or for skill development?

Are small groups experiencing personality conflicts? Could research be used as an opportunity to
have students work in different groups than those in which they’ll be working for the duration of the
project, thus restoring commitment to the larger group?

Can students working on several small-group projects combine their research efforts on any
common issues in order to develop a sense of class unity? (For example, two groups
working on projects focused on elementary school students may wish to combine their
research efforts on the stages of child development.)

Many resources are available to help students find the information that they are looking for. The
following are some suggested methods that should be available to your students.

Guest Speakers/Interviews

When possible, accessing a primary source is the best way to get information. Primary sources
include people who have personally participated in other service learning projects, people who work
at the organization to which students are offering service, or people who have had similar
experiences. Learning about the process that others have used to develop service learning or
community service projects can be very beneficial even if the project topics differ.
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Ask students if they know of others in their school who have participated in service learning projects.
Encourage them to find out, either by asking around in the school or contacting local organizations.
Ask students to research what steps these people followed and what lessons they learned. Help
students to invite guests who can speak in the classroom about their project experiences or about the
resources necessary for the project your students want to complete. If guests are unavailable to visit,
help students arrange one-on-one or small-group interviews in person or by phone. In either case,
remind students that the best way to ensure they get all the information they need is to prepare a list
of questions before the interview.

Before a guest speaker makes an appearance in the classroom, discuss with students the
procedures and expectations surrounding the speaker’s presentation (e.g., students should avoid
side conversations, determine what kinds of questions are appropriate to ask, and consider the
procedure for asking questions). Establish and explain to students the repercussions of displaying
inappropriate behavior or asking inappropriate questions. Encourage students to take notes during
the presentation.

Your students may be unsure of where to begin their search for a speaker or a person whom they
can interview. The best place to begin is the local phone book. Even if the first few organizations they
contact can’t help, they will most likely be able to refer your students to someone who can. Another
option is for students to contact one of the national organizations listed below and to explain what
kind of information they are looking for. These agencies have a broad geographic network and may
be able to suggest someone in your area whom your students should contact.

If students plan to contact these agencies by phone, suggest that they write down exactly what they
want to say (i.e., who is calling and for what purpose) before making the call. Explain that it’s easy to
get flustered on the phone and it can become difficult to express yourself clearly, especially if you are
being transferred to different people and must repeat yourself several times.
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Corporation for National and Community Service 
1201 New York Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20525 
(202) 606-5000 
www.americorps.gov

Youth Service America 
1101 15th Street, NW, Suite 200 
Washington, DC 20005 
(202) 296-2992 
www.ysa.org

Points of Light Institute 
600 Means Street, Suite 210 
Atlanta, GA 30318 
(404) 979-2900 
www.pointsoflight.org

United Way of America 
701 North Fairfax Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314 
(703) 836-7112 
www.unitedway.org

4-H National Headquarters 
National Institute of Food and Agriculture 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 
1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Stop 2225 
Washington, DC 20250 
(202) 401-4114 
www.4-h.org

Library Research

Explain to students that library research involves exploring secondary resources, such as magazines,
newspapers, and television news or public interest programs, that provide a secondhand account of
an event or an idea. Though primary research conducted with an interview is almost always more
desirable, secondary research is still a valuable source of information.

If students are unfamiliar with the library (e.g., how the information is catalogued, how to use
microfiche), schedule a trip to your school or nearby public library and arrange for the resource
librarian to acclimate students to the library system. (This usually takes about two hours.) Most public
libraries have programs designed to help students learn to use the library effectively.
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You may need to provide students with a “crash course” in effectively using printed materials for
research. For example, explain to your students the concept of “skimming” through material to quickly
find what they’re looking for, instead of reading every word. Discuss techniques for using the table of
contents in a book or magazine in order to determine whether the source contains the information
they’re seeking. Point out the differences between quoting, paraphrasing, and plagiarizing, and show
students how to properly cite sources if they choose to use quotations to support statements made in
their action plan

Locating television shows or videos to use as research can be difficult if your library does not
catalogue such sources. However, there are other ways to find such programs. First, students might
visit www.youtube.com or a local station’s website, and search for clips or whole videos of the
program they are looking for. Students can also use the local newspaper to track the television
programming scheduled for your area and watch for programs that may be of interest to them as they
work on the project. (Remind them to add TV and DVR to their materials list, if necessary.)
Encourage students to pay close attention to the programming on educational or public broadcasting
stations and to weekend programming that’s aimed at young people; these shows are more likely to
highlight activities in which other young people are involved.

Internet

In addition to using the internet at your school, most public libraries allow community members with
library cards to use their computers free of charge. The internet contains a plethora of resources that
your students may want to use for their research. In general, the rules for conducting research on the
internet are the same as those rules that govern library research. Most of what your students will find
on the internet can be considered a secondary source, like a book or magazine article. Below is a list
of websites that might be useful to your students.

Suggested Secondary Resources

Teen Ink—www.teenink.com

Time for Kids—www.timeforkids.com

Newsweek—www.newsweek.com

National and local newspaper sites

Service Learning Websites

The Corporation for National and Community Service—www.nationalservice.gov

IPSL—www.ipsl.org

National Wildlife Federation—www.nwf.org

Volunteer Match—www.volunteermatch.org

Idealist—www.idealist.org
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Using a search engine will allow you and your students to conduct more effective research online.
Search engines are sites that use a word or phrase to find other sites containing the information you
are looking for. For example, if you enter “service learning” into a search engine, the engine will
search the internet for sites containing that phrase. A list of some recommended engines is included
below. Encourage students to use search engines responsibly and to get permission before going
online.

Search Engines

Yahoo—www.yahoo.com

Bing—www.bing.com

Google—www.google.com

It is possible that in the course of their research, students will locate an actual copy of an
action plan that was created for another project. If so, encourage them to use it as a model.
While it’s not appropriate to plagiarize material that someone else has created and published,
it’s also not necessary to reinvent the wheel. Using a plan that’s already been successful as a
model for the one students want to develop is an effective use of resources.
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