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CSL:  What and Why? 

 

 

In Community Service Learning (CSL), teens actively participate in meaningful service and practice skills 
they are learning.  CSL is a core component of Wyman’s Teen Outreach Program

®
 (TOP

®
).  TOP

®
 is not 

TOP
®
 without meaningful CSL!   

 
A meaningful CSL experience is one in which a teen feels an emotional connection with his/her efforts 
and feels like his/her actions truly make a difference.  CSL should not be boring or busy work to be 
checked off a list of requirements!  
 
Through meaningful CSL, teens have an opportunity to 

 See and feel a difference they made in their community- “feel the glow!” 

 Increase their self-efficacy (self confidence) 

 Reflect on experiences and apply learned-knowledge moving forward in their daily lives and 

future projects 

 
Research indicates that we will not accomplish risk reduction and asset building without it;  curriculum 
experiences alone will not do it.  In a study identifying eight reasons “How & Why TOP

®
 Works,” three of 

the eight reasons center on CSL: 
 

 Teens have choice in selecting their service work (see p. 11 for more information on choice!) 
 Teens complete at least 20 hours of service 
 Teens feel their service work is meaningful and engaging 

 
Here’s why CSL is critical to outcomes:  when engaged in meaningful CSL activities, teens increase their 
self-efficacy (self-confidence).  Young people need to feel like they have something to give and share with 
others.  When this happens, they are impacted on an emotional level- they feel the glow!- and their 
confidence in themselves and their ability to achieve their goals, also known as their self efficacy, 
increases.  After effective CSL, teens literally feel differently about themselves and this shift in perception 
leads to healthy behaviors and risk reduction!   
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When engaging in CSL, the process looks like this: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As facilitators, our job is to create and support service opportunities in which teens experience increases 
in self-efficacy.  To do this, we need to be strategic about how we structure the CSL experience.  We also 
need to scaffold CSL engagement & the PARC process (planning, action, reflection & celebration).  
Remember that different groups of teens will have different starting points in terms of abilities, and it is 
important to meet teens where they are!   
 
As facilitators, we need to structure CSL engagement to include the appropriate amount of choice—

enough so that teens feel buy-in, but not too much that will overwhelm teens and lead to disengagement.  

 

See pages 9 through 11 for more information on scaffolding and teen choice. 
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CSL & Fidelity  

 

Certification Standard:  A minimum of 80% of teens in the Partner’s network who complete the 9 

month TOP® dosage complete a minimum of 20 hours of meaningful community service learning.   

Wyman’s TOP® Certification Standards are based on what the research shows is effective in building 

assets and reducing risk.  As described in pages 3 & 4, CSL is critical to outcomes and research indicates 

that we will not accomplish asset building and risk reduction without it.   

CSL can be one of the most challenging aspects of TOP® to implement, especially during the first year(s) 

of implementation.  Several partners have made dramatic progress in CSL from year to year;  Himan 

Brown, profiled below, is an example of one such partner.   

If a partner is struggling with CSL, it is important for the coordinator to engage their Partner Services 

Representative as early as possible. Partner Services Representatives are available to help problem 

solve, brainstorm, and provide additional support.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

   

  

Staff from Himan Brown Charitable Trust identified many “lessons learned” from their first year of implementation.  After 

their first year learning curve, they greatly increased the number of CSL hours teens received, and they offer you this 

advice: 

 Start early. 

 Don’t overthink it. 

 Don't let the idea of projects being "teen led" put you in a box or paralyze your progress – scaffold! 

 Present project ideas in a creative way;  encourage teens to add to a basic project to create ownership.   

 Offer more small projects and fewer “big hour” getters.   

 Use lunch time, after school time, and weekend time as available.   

 Make the most of a fun sense of competition both between clubs and within clubs.  Frequently, share 

updates on standings and offer rewards (ex:  ice cream social) when a goal is reached.   

 Pay close attention to who does not attend out of school hours CSL opportunities and talk to them to find out 

what is preventing them from attending.  Make more in-school hours available to them or find out what 

interests them and try to be creative with engaging them. 

 Don’t use time planning projects that may not be feasible- learn what is or is not allowable by various 

stakeholders. 

 Embrace projects centering around the school community.  
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Incorporating CSL into the TOP® Experience:  TOP® Twelve 

Recommendations 

 

1.  Identify and partner with CSL Allies.  Who in the community can help with CSL logistics?  Which 

community organizations will make great recipients of CSL efforts? Facilitators (depending on scaffolding 

levels) and teens should reach out to school leaders, community members, and others who may be able 

to provide ideas, opportunities, and support for CSL. Cultivate relationships with CSL allies!   

 

2.  Start early!  CSL should be integrated throughout teens’ TOP
®
 experience- not just a big event at the 

end of the program year.  CSL should begin within the first month of program so that teens experience it 

as a regular and important part of TOP
®
. 

 

3.  Consider starting with a Taste Of Service:  a service experience planned primarily by the 

facilitator prior to club starting! to introduce teens to how fun and rewarding service can be.   

 

4.  Pre-plan to determine general resources and boundaries.  Know what is/is not available 

and be realistic.  If there are specific limitations, do not have teens to do an open brainstorm – bring those 

limits into the decision making process from the beginning.  Not doing so and then telling teens they 

cannot do the project they have chosen will decrease teens’ motivation for service. Focus on what can be 

done, and frame it in a positive manner so that teens can take it into consideration. 

 

5.  Consider your definition of community, and make the most of where you are.  A school, juvenile 

justice facility, etc. IS a community, and there is a lot that can be done on site!  Since teens benefit most 

from CSL when they see the difference they make and feel proud of their actions, engaging in CSL in a 

place where the teens spend a great deal of time presents an opportunity for teens to feel important and 

shine amongst their peers and adults they know in other capacities.  On-site service can include 

community space improvement, a fundraiser or collection, or other service strategies. 

  

6.  Keep teens’ planning in line with their capacity and ability to be successful.  Self-efficacy builds 

when teens accomplish something- not when they “spin their wheels” trying.   For example, teens with 

short attention spans need short planning tasks; teens with low follow-through shouldn’t be tasked with 

tasks outside their ability level (ex. out-of-program research).  It is necessary for facilitators to complete 

tasks in the planning process to support the teens- this may include coordinating opportunities, obtaining 

supplies, arranging transportation, etc. Remember, teens should spend most of their CSL time in the 

action phase!   
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7.  When choosing CSL, developmentally, teens need choice to maximize buy-in.  However, too much 

choice will negatively impact the process.   Teens will need support and structure from facilitators to 
choose service.  See p. 11 for more information on choice! 
 

8.  Teens should spend most of their time in the action phase of the PARC.  When teens feel like 

they are “doing,” service will have the greatest impact!   
 

9.  When possible, emphasize direct service.  When young people actually see and interact 

with the objects of their efforts, the volunteer experience is most meaningful and has the largest impact.  
And, when direct service is not possible, make it as “real” as possible for teens through examples, 
connections, pictures, and acknowledgement of their efforts! 
 

10.  Consider whether Individual Service is appropriate.  Individual service should be 
structured to provide a high level of support to teens in getting started in an individual placement and to 
provide opportunities for group reflection and processing. 
 

11.  Reflect, reflect, reflect!  Intentionally process CSL with teens throughout the 

service experience!  Help them see the impact they are making!  Use specific positive feedback 
statements and open-ended questions. 
      

12.  Do More Service!  Don’t stop at 20 hours!  20 hours may be the minimum amount required, 

but the sky’s the limit, and the more service teens do, the richer their TOP
®
 experiences will be!   
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Planning For Community Service Learning:  Coordinators & 

Facilitators 

Teens start CSL when they start TOP
®
, but for staff, it begins much earlier.  CSL is strongest when the 

following occur: 

 Sufficient dollars are budgeted for CSL:  Although the exact CSL activity may not be set,  

pre-plan and budget for expenses related to supplies, transportation, etc.  While CSL 

activities may involve a fundraising component, CSL overall should not rely only on teens’ 

fundraising—CSL supplies are TOP
®
 program supplies!   

 Whether teens will do individual/group service, facilitators identify potential service sites, 

learn about existing opportunities, and have ideas ready.  

 Boundaries are pre-identified:  As much as possible, facilitators have spoken with 

stakeholders (ex. principals) and know what parameters exist.  Common CSL ideas from 

teens have been vetted (ex.  does the animal shelter have age requirements?)   

 Time for CSL is pre-planned:  If group service will occur, time is set aside in the sequencing 

and/or pre-planned within the club setting.  When TOP
®
 occurs in-school, coordinators and/or 

facilitators have spoken with principals regarding options:  Will administrators agree to school 

time being used for CSL?  Can teens stay afterschool to do service and take an activity bus 

home?  Whether group or individual service occurs, time for reflection and CSL celebration 

should be pre-planned as well.   

Facilitators will guide teens through the PARC (Planning, Action, Reflection, and Celebration) process, 

providing the scaffolding and support necessary for teens to be successful.  Support should be such that 

the majority of CSL time is spent in the action phase, which is where teens receive the most impact. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

   

  

Family Service of Roanoke Valley in Virginia attributes their CSL successes to a variety of planning and brainstorming 

activities: 

 Facilitators work to get teens to a goal of 30 hours of community service, so that if they fall short they will still 

meet the 20 hour minimum 

 Teens take a CAT (Community Awareness Tour) Walk to identify needs and potential projects around their site. 

 Facilitators call/text/tweet/email teens and their families with reminders about service expectations and 

opportunities. 

 Facilitators leverage September 11
th
 and Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. National Days of Service as ways to 

incorporate CSL early on in the school semesters. 

 Facilitators begin with limited choice and opt-in service opportunities to find interest areas that teens share. 

 Teens elect club officers from their group of peers to be responsible for all things CSL (coordinating, scheduling, 

researching, counting hours, advertising, etc.). 



9 
 

Scaffolding 

To scaffold the CSL process with teens, we need to first assess their starting points.  Behavior is data!  
What does teens’ behavior tell you about their abilities in the following areas? 

 Group Cohesion: Discussion & Decision Making Ability 
 Attention Span 
 Typical “Follow Through”  
 Developmental Level:  Abstract Vs. Concrete Thinkers  
 General Level of Motivation/ Motivation for CSL 

 
Next, be realistic!  If a group of teens has a 5 minute attention span during Changing Scenes lessons, 
they will have a 5 minute attention span for choosing and/or planning their service.  Engage teens in tasks 
in which, given their skill level, they will be able to be successful.  The “right” amount of support will look 
different from group to group.   

The lower teens’ cohesion, attention span, follow through, developmental level, and/or motivation for 
service, the more support they will need from adult facilitators in choosing and completing CSL.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

       
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In recognizing teens’ ability starting point, we are not placing a value on it—it is not good or bad;  rather it 
is simply our starting point!  By meeting teens where they are, we have the opportunity to help them be 
successful and build abilities (and Self Efficacy!) through CSL.  Facilitators should continuously monitor 
what teens’ behaviors tell them about the group’s skill development & adjust scaffolding levels 
accordingly.    
 
 
For example, if a facilitator knows that a group of teens have a short attention span and struggle with 
lengthy, open discussions, that facilitator should be realistic and strategic.  Present the teens with limited 

Facilitator’s Support Role 

Teen Capabilities 

Lower teen capabilities=  

higher level of support needed 

from TOP® facilitator 

Higher teen capabilities=  

lower level of support needed  

from TOP® facilitator 
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choice options for service and limit planning to a short task component of the overall planning that can be 
accomplished within the teens’ attention span and skill ability.  Trying to have a group brainstorm and 
plan beyond their abilities will be frustrating for everyone- teens and facilitators! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

  

   

  

For this CSL activity, facilitators were working with 6th, 7th and 8th graders in an in-school 

program setting.  These teens needed some extra support from their facilitators in the CSL 

process.  The TOP
®
 teens agreed to decorate a tree in the school’s lobby with a different 

theme each month to raise awareness for causes and improve school spirit.  At first, the  

facilitators suggested different monthly themes and decorations, but soon the teens were 

coming up with themes and decoration ideas on their own.  The TOP
®
 teens also used the 

tree as a main collection spot for their canned food drive over the holidays by decorating the 

collection boxes to look like gifts under the tree. 
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Teen Choice & Planning 
 
After assessing teen abilities, be realistic.  An open brainstorm and decision making process is a high-
level skill and requires high teen abilities—asking teens with a lower skill level to do this will be frustrating 
for everyone and will not advance self-efficacy.  If teens struggle to discuss and choose or want to 
change their mind often, they need more support.  Consider opt-in service or limited choices:  
 
        Opt-In Service: 
        Find a service project that you feel teens will enjoy and present it to teens.  For  
        example, “Has anyone heard of the Ryan Daycare?  I found out that the teachers     
        need help for a Valentine’s Party with the kids.  Do you all want to do that?”   
 
        Limited Choices: 
        Identify a limited number of service ideas (2-3) and present these to teens. 
 
The “right” amount of choice for teens is enough choice so that they have buy-in and investment, but not 
too much that they disengage or become highly frustrated with one another, the facilitators, or the 
process.  When a group of teens has a short attention span, difficulty listening to one another, and 
difficulty compromising, a high level of support will be required of facilitators.   
 
Similarly, when engaging teens in planning, keep tasks in line with their ability levels.  The “right amount” 
of planning is enough that teens feel buy-in, but not too much that they disengage.  For teens with short 
attention spans, low levels of cooperation, and/or low levels of typical follow-through, a limited and highly 
structured planning process will be needed.  For example, while some groups may plan many details (ex.  
brainstorming and choosing which meal to cook at the shelter), others may plan some details (ex:  
choosing between two meal choices), and others may plan more limited details (ex:  brainstorming 
ingredients for one meal choice).   
 
Remember, self-efficacy builds when teens feel good about themselves and their abilities- by meeting 
them where they are at, we allow them to practice their skills, develop new skills over time, and feel proud 
of their accomplishments!  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

  

   

  

For this CSL project, facilitators with the Institute of Women and Ethnic Studies in New 

Orleans, LA used the “Opt-In” method for CSL and offered an existing volunteer opportunity 

to TOP
® 

club members.  Dryades YMCA, Harmony Oaks and New Orleans Middle School 

TOP
® 

participants volunteered with the City Park’s Volunteer Division.  They learned the 

process for planting trees and important environmental facts, such as the role trees play in 

muffling city noise and providing clean oxygen.  Teens really felt a sense of ownership over 

the tree planting and labeling process and were excited to bring their friends and family back 

to the park to show off their hard work! 
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Action 
 
 
Teens should spend the majority of their CSL time in action, where they are most likely to “feel the glow” 
of CSL!  Self-efficacy builds when teens see and feel the difference they are making. 
 
Emphasizing direct service additionally maximizes “the glow,” as teens benefit from the opportunity to be 
face to face with the recipients of their service efforts.   
 
When it is not possible to engage in direct service, make the experience as “real” as possible for teens 
through examples, connections, pictures, and acknowledgement of their efforts. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

  

   

  

 In-school clubs on the Navajo reservation hosted a Teddy Bear drive.  The sheriff’s office uses teddy bears 

when they go out on calls, including domestic violence calls, where children are impacted and need to be 

comforted.  Teens brought in their own bears, as well as collected them from family and others in the 

community.  At the end of the Teddy Bear drive, officers from the sheriff’s department came to the school to 

thank the teens and to talk about the impact the bears will have on the children they encounter.  The club’s 

facilitator shared that having the officers come speak to the teens “made the experience more real for them” 

and helped them to feel the impact of their actions.   
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Reflection:  The Experiential Learning Cycle and CSL 
 
Remember the Experiential Learning Cycle! Intentionally process CSL with teens throughout the service 
experience.  Help them see and feel the impact they are making through specific positive feedback 
statements and open-ended questions: 
 

“I saw Mrs. Jones really smile when you brought her that drink.” 

“Jason really looked like he was having fun with you.” 

“What was your favorite part of today?”   

“What would be different if we hadn’t done this?” 
 
Engaging teens in consistent reflection helps to reinforce gains in their self-efficacy (feeling more 
confident in themselves)!   
 
So- Don’t ditch the debrief! Make sure that teens have both ample time and a variety of methods to reflect 
and share about their service experiences. Utilize various reflection tools and styles throughout the 
year—remember to appeal to many different multiple intelligences. Below find a few suggestions for 
popular debrief/reflection tools: 
 
Roll the Dice:  Have each teen participant roll a single die to determine what debrief topic/question they 
will answer.  Sample statements may include (modify for use with your group and CSL experience):  1.  
What was your favorite moment of today?;  2.  When you share your CSL story with your friends who 
aren’t in TOP

®
, what will you tell them?;  3.  Do you feel like you made a difference today?  How so?;  4.  

What did you learn today?;  5.  What would be different if we didn’t do service today?  6.  What kind of 
service would you like to do in the future?  
 
How Does This Sit With You? Have the participants sit in chairs in a circle. There should be one less 
chair than the number of participants. Have one person volunteer to be in the center. The person in the 
center will read a statement (regarding the CSL experience) and people who agree with this statement 
must stand up and switch seats. The person who is left without a seat must act as the “facilitator” and ask 
the participants who switched chairs why they felt that way. After they get 3 volunteers to answer from the 
group they can read the next statement and the process continues.  Sample statements (modify for use 
with your group and CSL experience):  1.  I found this activity challenging;  2.  I feel like I made a 
difference today;  3.  I learned something new about someone else today;  4.   I have a favorite moment 
from today I’d like to share with the group;  5.  I had fun today 
   
Photo Collage:  Have teens create physical or electronic photo collages to share with their group or 
larger community in order to share their CSL experience.      
 
News Report or Newspaper Article:  Have teens write up their experience (either individually or as a 
group) as a news reporter would report it.  Include photos, pictures or film it as a news spot.  This is a 
great way to share the group’s efforts with the larger community as well—teens could distribute copies at 
school, on Facebook, etc. 
 
Anonymous Experiences:  Give everyone a small piece of paper and a pen/pencil.  Ask them to write 
what they were feeling or experiencing during the CSL experience.  Collect the folded or crumpled papers 
and distribute them randomly to the group.  Go around and have each person read one.  For some 
groups, you may want to collect them and read them yourself before handing them back out to the group 
to edit out any inappropriate statements.   
 
Skits:  Using pairs or larger groups of teens, have them create skits that highlight their favorite parts of 
their CSL experience.   
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Songs, Raps or Poems:  Using various debriefing questions, have the teens write songs, raps or poems 
to describe their CSL experience. 
 
Patchwork Quilt:  Using pre-cut squares of paper, ask teens to decorate their “quilt square” with a 
picture, phrase or symbols that represent their CSL experience.  These squares can be displayed on a 
wall as a visual reminder of their CSL work.  Teens could continue to add to their “quilt” with every CSL 
experience they have.  
 
Journaling:  Encourage teens to journal regarding their CSL experiences.  These journal entries could be 
private or public.  For teens who may need extra scaffolding, give them a specific set of debrief questions 
to answer.  
 
Web of Connections: Have teens stand in a circle.  Start the ball of string/yarn with one person.  Have 
them say something and, holding onto the end of the string, pass the ball to someone else.  They hold a 
piece of string, say something, and pass it on.  You can have them say something about themselves 
(favorite part, what they learned, etc.), or say something about the person they pass the ball to (what I 
learned from them, who made a difference for me, etc.).  Go around until everyone has received and 
passed the string.  Next there are many options:   
● Go around again with a different topic.   
● Give the string a gentle tug and have everyone who felt a tug give a gentle tug, and soon everyone 

will be tugging.  This represents the impact they have on their community!   
● Identify the string as the connections between the participants and cut it with scissors symbolizing the 

group.  Teens can then use their piece of string/yarn as a bracelet, keychain, etc. to remind them of 
their supportive TOP

®
 family. 

 
Emotions Timeline:  Provide teens with a list of feeling words.  Collectively create a timeline of all 
significant moments during the CSL experience (planning and action).  Have members identify how they 
were feeling at significant points during the experience.  What factors generated these feelings?  If teens 
are comfortable, have them share their observations.   
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Celebration:  Keep Feelin’ the Glow! 

 

Remember that last part of the PARC process—Celebrate!  Facilitators should make sure that teens 

regularly “feel the glow” of knowing that they made an important difference.  

Look for special and appropriate ways that teens can celebrate their success in the communities where 

they have completed CSL. Here are some ideas that you may consider: 

Notes/Videos of gratitude from those served:  Especially when teens are engaged in indirect service, 

this strategy can enhance their level of emotional connection to their work. Messages of gratitude from 

those who felt the impact teens made can be read or viewed in celebration of teens’ efforts.   

Acknowledgement from local leaders-principals, mayors, etc.:  Help local leaders see teens as 

positive assets in the community. Invite them to events and/or get letters and certificates of appreciation. 

Dance and Reflection parties:  Give teens the chance to be teens! Devote an appropriate amount of 

time to let them burn energy, reminisce, and just have fun in celebration.  

Media Coverage:  When and where appropriate (make sure to coordinate with partners and supervisors) 

provide a media release and invitations to special events and projects so that teens can be acknowledged 

by the wider community. 

Celebratory Lunches:  Whether it is a pizza party or just a chance to get out of the cafeteria, make time 

for teens to come together to share a meal and celebrate success. 

Share Stories:  Teens may not be communicating all of their hard work and success with those around 

them. Facilitators can take the time to brag about teens’ efforts to their parents and families, teachers and 

principals, and anyone else who should be in the know! Try making phone calls home either the same 

day or shortly after the service experience. Letters and notes can also be mailed to families directly at the 

teens’ homes. 

Notes of Thanks and Encouragement:  As a facilitator, take a few minutes to send your teens a note 

(handwritten!) of thanks for their hard work, and/or encouragement for working through a particularly 

tough experience. 

Presentations:  Work with partners, schools, and other community entities to give teens the opportunity 

to be the expert and share their experiences with CSL with the community around them. This is also a 

great way to build additional advocacy skills around a cause that teens care about!  

Award Ceremonies:  Whether they are TOP
®
 specific or school/community wide, present teens with 

various awards that recall what they did throughout their service hours. (If you plan to do this at the end of 

the program year, keep a list of achievements and ideas so that you can record potential recognition 

moments as they occur.) Make sure that each teen is celebrated! 

Personal visits:  Once the “action” part of the service experience has completed, invite someone from 

the assisted organization to visit the teens to convey how important and needed their help was to the 

success of whatever the project may have been. Another example may be a shelter animal coming to visit 

once teens have completed an indirect service project to benefit animals in need. 

Spotlight:  Invite the group to join in a circle. Teens then will have the opportunity to put one another in 

the middle, under the “spotlight,” and explain how that person did a great job, overcame an obstacle, or 
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contributed to the success of the project. Facilitators should preplan specific shout-outs to start the 

activity and step in with additional examples to ensure that each teen is recognized. (This is also a great 

debrief/reflection tool!) 

Make a Newsletter:  Allow teens to record their own stories about CSL, then distribute it to partners, 

schools members, community organizations, etc. 

Create a Brag Wall:  Throughout service opportunities, take photos of the teens and post them around 

the Club space. Invite teens to create captions that elaborate on what they were doing at the time and 

how they felt about it. Make sure to have teens completing independent service bring in and add 

photographs as well.  (This is also a great regular reflection/debrief tool!) 

Chart Service Hours:  Devote a wall or other space where the teens congregate regularly to recording 

service hours. For each hour that teens complete, have them write their name and activities on a post-it 

note and add it to the wall. As the school year progresses, teens will see their growing impact. Challenge 

teens to see how full they can make the wall, and congratulate them regularly for their hard work and 

success. 
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HELP!  We can’t leave our site for CSL… 

 

 

Can’t leave your program site? Have low turnout when CSL is offered on the weekends?  Meaningful 

service can occur on site in a variety of different ways. Remember that a school, residential facility, etc. IS 

a community.  Self-efficacy can really grow when teens receive positive feedback from peers, teachers, 

and staff. Let on-site CSL turn TOP
®
 teens into local celebrities! 

Service can provide great benefit to members of the school, residential facility, or agency community.  

Consider the following opportunities- 

Service with younger students & children- Tutor, read books, play games, and host holiday 

celebrations. 

Community beautification- Teens have many ideas of what will make their school, facility, agency 

better!  Does a bathroom need to be made more teen-friendly (fresh paint in a fun color, quotes 

on the wall, etc.), could a garden be planted on the front lawn, or a mural painted in the gym?    

Indirect and civic action service projects offer teens the opportunity to make a difference, from the local to 

the global community.  Whenever CSL is done indirectly, make sure to make it as “real” as possible for 

teens via reflection and acknowledgement.  To receive the self-efficacy benefits from CSL, teens need to 

feel the difference they have made.  For teens with short attention spans, concrete thinking (needing to 

see it for it to feel real), and more immediate gratification needs, an indirect project with tangible results 

(Ex:  “Wow - we collected 300 cans of food!”) will likely be more meaningful.           

 

Here are some specific on –site CSL ideas to get you started: 

No Sew Scarf-Making and Blankets:  Teens can discuss who might benefit from extra layers of warmth, 

choose a charity to donate to, then select fleece that they feel that population will enjoy. Participants 

create scarves and blankets out of fleece (just google no-sew blankets for easy patterns!), and the 

finished items are donated to the organization or recipients of the participants’ choice. 

 

Create Coloring Books:  Teens can select themes and pages to include in their coloring books (google 

printable coloring pages for endless options to print out!), then collate and bind them together with 

staples, hole-punch, ribbons, or brads. Making a personalized cover is a great way to add individual flair 

to the books! After the books are completed, participants can choose to donate to them to a hospital, day 

care, or other site where children will benefit. 

 

Create Care Kits:  Facilitators can provide toiletries- shampoo, conditioner, soap, lotion, washcloths, 

toothbrushes, etc- and the participants can package them into small bags for distribution to a group in 

need- the participants can deliver them by visiting the group in need or can simply donate them to an 

organization that will distribute them to their clients. 
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Thank-You Treats for Special People:  Brainstorm people who may not get thanked for the jobs they 

do- for example, custodial workers, cafeteria workers, teachers, parents, ministers, etc. Let the 

participants design a "treat" to say “thanks” for these people. Treats could fit into any of the following 

categories: 

 Artistic: Cards, special paintings, photos, etc. 

 Powerful Words: A poem, song, story, note, or essay. 

 Culinary: Trail Mix, Decorated Cookies, Small Bags of Candy, etc. 

Some TOP
®
 Clubs have turned these thanks into full celebratory events, cheering on bus drivers and 

crossing guards before school while handing out hot coffee and hand warmers! 

 

Make Advocacy Pins:  Students pick and discuss an issue they believe needs more attention (cancer, 

HIV/AIDS, domestic violence) and create brochures/pamphlets about the issue to educate their 

community. Students design, decorate, and create pins as a medium for advocacy. The group can pick a 

specific Day of Action to wear their pins as well as pass out pins and literature to their school and/or other 

place in the community (like a metro station, mall, or grocery store). 

 

Making Sandwiches:  Participants can make and package sandwiches, along with a note of care and 

encouragement, for donation to chosen organizations dedicated to serving the needs of others. 

Creating Paracord Bracelets:  Participants learn to braid paracord bracelets and Operation Gratitude 

(http://www.operationgratitude.com/) will ship them to serving military members. Not only is the paracord 

10 feet of 550lbs of weight bearing emergency medical and survival rope, the paracord serves as a 

reminder of home and support to the military member who wears the bracelet! Students can also create 

larger care packages for U.S. Service Personnel stationed overseas. 

Creating PSAs:  Public service announcements (PSA) bring public awareness to particular issues. They 

are short, concise videos, public address announcements, and/or visual posters that make a point quickly 

and clearly. PSAs can be an effective way for participants to advocate for an issue important to them. 

Participants can research content on a specific topic, write a script, practice art skills, and learn about the 

video production process. Look for great places and times around the school or other community to 

broadcast and showcase the PSAs. 

FAQ:  Whenever we make something for service, teens want to take them home!   What do I 

say? 

While it might not always be possible, when it is possible, go for it!  Perhaps the group goal 

is to create 75 coloring books for the local hospital, and after the 75 have been finished, 

each teen can make one or two to take home and pass out to people in their lives!  This can 

actually extend the impact of service and the glow;  when teens take something home, 

someone   else may ask about it, presenting the teen with an informal reflection opportunity 

to share what they did and to receive positive feedback from a family or community 

member.   If the teen gives the item to someone in their life, they will then likely receive 

thanks and even more positive impact!    

 

http://www.operationgratitude.com/
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Community Art:  Participants identify places that may be uncomfortable or scary to visit—hospitals, 

senior centers, homeless shelters—and think about what type of aesthetics could help people be more 

comfortable. After choosing where the project will be donated, teens can design and create artistic pieces 

(or a large canvas mural) to beautify the location and cheer up visitors. 

 

Make Bird Feeders and Houses:  After choosing what place (school, park, daycare, or nursing home) 

can benefit, participants can make bird feeders or houses from a variety of materials. Then, participants 

can deliver and may choose to make follow up visits to the bird feeder or house as an ongoing 

beautification service project. 

 
Fundraisers:  

● Sell food (at lunch, before/ after school), arts and crafts, t-shirts, etc. 
● Organize a raffle to benefit a cause 
● Host a concert or performing arts event (talent show, play, open mic, etc.) 
● Host a movie afternoon/night and collect donations (canned goods, etc.) 
● Host an athletic event in which participants ask for sponsorships  
● Host a social event such as a dance where proceeds from tickets go to the cause or admission is a 

donation- for example, bringing in a pair of socks to Sock Hop!   
 
Resource collection and donations: 

● Book drive 
● Food drive 
● Clothing drive 
● Holiday toy drive 
● School supply collection 
● Pet care products 

 
Raising awareness: 

● Show a documentary about an important issue, followed by a discussion 
● Organize an Oxfam America Hunger Banquet for participants to experience hunger-related issues 

firsthand (See Oxfam listing under organizations!) 
● Create & publish a newsletter 
● Research an issue, then make posters displaying facts about the issue  
● Choose an awareness “day” and make it an event in your community—for example, November is 

Lung Cancer Awareness Month!  Here’s a calendar to generate ideas:   
http://www.national-awareness-days.com/  

● Start a campaign to change something in your own school or community 
● Write letters to political leaders about specific issues that participants choose 

 
Get Crafty With Hands-on Activities:  

● Make cards or holiday decorations for a nursing home 
● Make trail mix to distribute as a healthy snack during school testing 
● Want to help animals?  Make cat or dog toys and/or treats (Yes, if you google this, you’ll find many 

instruction/recipe options!) 
 
Facility Improvement/Beautification 

● Paint a mural 
● Plant bushes, flowers, etc 
● “Restyle” a dull bathroom or other space 
● Set up and help with recycling 
● Decorate for holidays 
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Individual CSL… 

 
 
With the proper support structure in place, individual service can be a very meaningful part of teens’ 
TOP

®
 experience.  In order to use individual service as a part of the 20 hour requirement, this 

arrangement must be pre-planned and incorporated into program sequencing.   

A support structure for individual service should include: 
 

 Pre-planning:  Where will launching, reflecting on, and celebrating individual CSL fit into the 
club’s sequencing?  Consider a taste of service to identify interest areas that teens would like 
to pursue for future service. 
  

 Supporting the teens in finding the right opportunity:  Pre-identify potential service sites, then 
present these opportunities to teens and support them in communicating with potential sites.   
Facilitators may consider inviting community allies to a club meeting to present information 
about their organizations and service opportunities.  After the presentations, have the teens 
debrief and decide which opportunities they would like to pursue. 
 

 Monitoring teens’ service experiences to ensure service is occurring and teens feel safe and 
find it meaningful.  Provide a form for teens to use to track hours and activities.     
 

 Helping teens navigate any issues or problems that they may encounter during their service 
experience. 
 

 Providing structured reflection during club for teens to debrief and report out on their service 
experience. Ensure that teens are “feeling the glow!”  
 

 Providing opportunities to celebrate the successes of individual service.  
 
 
There are many, many opportunities for teens to engage in great independent service. Feeling stumped? 
Here are a few starting points: 
 
Weekly service at a local community agency (ex.  animal shelter, food pantry, hospital, library, nursing 
home 
 
Tutoring younger students 
 
Participation in one-time events (ex.  Special Olympics, Health Fair, etc) 
 
Church-based activities 
 

 
 
 
 
. 

Check out Volunteen Nation at http://www.volunteennation.org/ for a 

directory of service opportunities for teens in communities across the 

country!  The Volunteen database of opportunities is searchable by 

interest, location and age restrictions. 

http://www.volunteennation.org/
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Community Service Learning (CSL) FAQ 

 

How many CSL hours must teens complete? 
 

A minimum of 20 hours; going above and beyond the 20 hours is encouraged.     
 
When should I introduce CSL to teens? 
 

Right away!  TOP
®
 is not TOP

®
 without CSL, so CSL should be part of the TOP

® 
experience from 

the beginning.  Introduce service as soon as possible and integrate it throughout your sequence. 
 
Many facilitators pre-plan a “Taste of Service” for the first month of TOP

® 
to start program with an 

impactful service experience.  In a “Taste of Service,” teens participate in a fun service 
opportunity that generates enthusiasm toward service and provides a springboard for dialogue 
about CSL and future service.            

 
What counts toward the 20 hours?   
  

Time after the specific project or activity has been chosen counts toward the 20 hours.   
 
Brainstorming possible projects and the process of choosing a project do not count. Time spent 
planning after an activity has been chosen, acting, and reflecting do count. 

 
Does the Celebration count toward the required hours? 
 

Celebration time counts only when it is integrated into the context of the project.   
 
For example, if a group did an oral history project at a senior center and then did their celebration 
having an ice cream social with the seniors, the hours count because the teens are still highly 
engaged with the context and people involved in their service.  
 
On the other hand, if the teens went back to their club location and had ice cream, that time 
should not be counted. 
 
Celebrations should be simple, kept in context with the project, and relative to the amount of effort 
the youth applied.  
 

 
How much time should be spent in each stage of the PARC?   
 

The majority of the time should be spent in ACTION, which is most directly linked to teens’ seeing 
and feeling the difference they are making.   
 
Time spent in preparation will vary depending on teens’ abilities.  The “right” amount of 
preparation is the sweet spot where teens do enough of the preparation to feel buy-in, but not too 
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much preparation, to the point where they disengage.  When teens participate in planning, make 
sure to incorporate reflection so that the teens understand the connection;  if they do not see it as 
part of the service, they will not feel the positive impact.   

Like planning, the appropriate amount of structured reflection will vary.  Too much time reflecting 
will make teens feel as though the project is being dragged on; not enough time spent reflecting 
will leave missed opportunities.  Remember that reflection should be ongoing.  Build in time for 
regular and simple reflection throughout CSL, then use a special activity toward the end to “bring 
it full circle.”   

 
Do the Changing Scenes© lessons from the CSL Guide count toward hours?    
 

Generally, no. The lessons help youth identify needs and prepare for service;  only after the 
group has selected their activity and has begun work on it  do the hours begin.   
 
A lesson would count toward service in the rare situation that the lesson is facilitated after specific 
service work has been chosen and becomes an integral part of the project.  For example, if teens 
decide that their project will be creating a map of their neighborhood for residents who are 
unaware of neighborhood agencies and services, then the community mapping lesson from the 
Changing Scenes Curriculum© could be used as teens gather information to compile into a map 
to pass out in their community.    

 
How do we get to 20 hours?  Can CSL take place outside of normal club hours?   
 

Yes, absolutely!  CSL can occur during a regular weekly club meeting and/or during supplemental 
time outside the normal meeting schedule.  Most clubs use weekly meetings for CSL planning 
and “check-in’s” and supplement with additional time for CSL- for example, a block of hours 
afterschool or in the evening, a weekend day, or time during the school day with administrator 
approval.  
 
If a group uses supplemental time outside the normal meeting for CSL, it may be in addition to or 
in place of the normal weekly meeting.  In either case, the CSL meeting does count as a club 
meeting and should be included on the club’s schedule and sequencing.      
 
 

How does individual service fit in?   
 

Teens can do individual service as part of the 20 hours and/or above and beyond their 20 hours 
of service.  With the proper support structure in place, individual service can be a very meaningful 
part of teens’ TOP® experience.   
 
In order to use individual service as a part of the 20 hour requirement, a support structure for 
individual service must be pre-planned by facilitators and incorporated into program sequencing.  
The facilitator should support the teens in identifying specific service placements by linking teens 
and potential service sites and brokering real relationships between them.  Facilitators should 
then monitor teens’ service experiences to ensure service is occurring and teens feel safe and 
find it meaningful.  Reflection should occur during club time, where teens reflect and share their 
experiences with one another, and teens should have an opportunity to celebrate service 
achievements together.     
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How do I build CSL into my sequencing and integrate it with Changing Scenes©?   
  

As you plan your 9 months, make sure that you have allotted at least 20 hours for meaningful 
service, with CSL occurring throughout the program year, not just at the end, and with the 
majority of the time in the Action phase.   
 
Prior to club starting, as you plan your sequencing, plan time specifically for CSL.  Though you 
may not know the exact CSL activity yet, you do know that service will be an important part of 
program throughout the year, and you can plan accordingly.      
 

How much of the CSL planning should teens do?  Is it okay for me as a facilitator to participate in 
the planning? 
 

Yes.  Facilitator involvement is essential to successful service experiences for teens.  Teens have 
various ability levels, and their ability levels will influence the appropriate amount of planning and 
facilitator support.  Assess teens’ attention spans, capacity for follow-through, and group 
discussion ability, among other areas, then meet them at the point where they are able to be 
successful.   “Spinning their wheels” in frustrating planning does not create a meaningful 
experience for teens.       

  
The “right” amount of planning is the sweet spot where teens do enough of the preparation to feel 
buy-in, but not too much preparation, to the point where they disengage.     
 
For teens with short attention spans, low follow-through, and difficulty in group discussions, 
projects with minimal planning and/or a high amount of facilitator support are appropriate and 
necessary for teens to be successful and have a meaningful service experience.   

 
In addition to a Taste of Service, it is helpful for facilitators to have a “toolkit” of examples of 
previous projects, ideas, and community opportunities to share with teens.  

 
My teens want to do a project that is unrealistic.  Help!  What do I do? 
 

Start with boundaries and logistical limitations from the beginning.  As you pre-plan for service, 
talk to stakeholders (school and agency administrators, transportation departments, community 
agencies, etc) so that you will have an idea of the resources available to support CSL and 
limitations that exist.  By presenting boundaries and limitations matter-of-factly at the start, 
unrealistic expectations can be prevented.   
 
From an adolescent brain development perspective, we know that teens are developing both 
empathy and a concept of human rights and justice.  They may approach service from a place of 
great passion.  At the same time, their critical thinking skills in areas such as planning and task 
organization are not yet fully developed, and this may prevent them from realizing that an idea 
may be unrealistic.  By using scaffolding techniques including limited choices, and by helping 
teens see and feel the positive impact of their efforts, whatever the scale, we can support teens in 
successful service experiences.   
 

What if the group cannot agree on a service activity?   
 

Group agreement and consensus can be challenging for teens and adults.  Teambuilding and 
time spent on group formation and developing positive group dynamics will benefit the group 
service process.   
 
Various strategies can be used to help a group “agree” on a service activity: using opt-in or 
limited choices in choosing the activity, building a multi-part project, establishing roles that 
highlight different teens’ abilities and strengths, doing one project first and another project 
second, etc.   
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In cases where teens are not able to come to a group agreement, individual service or multiple 
activities may be done.     
 

 
Do the 20 hours need to be one project, or can it be a series of smaller projects? 
 

Either one!  However, if the project will be one big project, avoid a situation where teens are 
planning, planning, and planning, then only reach the action stage at the end of the 9 
months.  Make sure action and reflection are spread over both semesters.  Additionally, make 
sure that planning is framed in a way where the teens clearly see the connection between the 
planning and the project and recognize the impact that the planning has on the project.   
CSL does not have to be a complex project- tutoring and/or reading with younger students on an 
ongoing basis, for example, can be very meaningful and impactful without involving complex 
planning and logistics.      
 

Can clubs do service in their own schools or in the agency that hosts TOP
®
? 

 
Yes.  Schools and agencies are important components of the community and valuable recipients 
of CSL projects.  Just make sure that teens are doing projects that they choose to engage in, 
rather than projects dictated by staff in the school/agency.  
 

How can we do community service learning when we cannot leave the building? 

Many TOP
®
 clubs operate in settings where transportation is a challenge.  This may make CSL 

more difficult, but it is absolutely still possible.  On-site CSL may involve improvements to the site 
(ex:  a garden or mural), indirect service (ex: food drives or creation of hygiene kits to be 
donated), or civic action (ex: raising awareness of a cause teens are passionate about).   

 
“My teens don’t see the point of service.”   Help! 
 

Developmentally, teens are more focused on themselves than others.  This makes CSL both a 
challenge and a developmentally appropriate teaching strategy to help teens learn (over time, not 
overnight!) to empathize with others and to see the talents they have to contribute to their 
community.  Use Changing Scenes© lessons (for example, “Because Of A Volunteer” and 
“Community Rights and Responsibilities”) to help teens see the value of CSL.     
 
Engage in self reflection as a facilitator and examine your approach to CSL and the attitude you 
are modeling for the teens. 

- Remember that community service is used as a punishment in some justice systems.  Do 
teens see service as something for people who are being punished?   

- How did you introduce service?  Did you lead with “We have to do 20 hours of service in 
TOP

®
”  or with “You all seem like a really talented group, and I’m excited to see what 

you’ll accomplish in CSL.  What kinds of needs to you see in your community where you 
could make a difference?”       

The youth in my TOP
®
 club are very helpful to their families, neighbors and at church - doesn’t 

that count for anything? 
 

There’s a difference between community service and being a good family member, neighbor, or 
community member.  Both are important.  Discussion will help the youth distinguish the difference 
between helpfulness, community responsibilities and community service learning.   
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CSL Case Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TOP® Replication Partner: Morris Heights Health Center 
Community Service Learning Project: Addressing New York City’s Stop and Frisk 
Policy 

 
A shooting just one block away from their school prompted teens in this Bronx, NY TOP

®
 Club to want to 

do something about New York City’s “Stop and Frisk” policy, which they felt had contributed to the 
shooting.  Club members contacted the New York Civil Liberties Union and planned a workshop in order 
to find out more about the policy and what they could do about it.  Teens were passionate about the issue 
and excited to address it.   
 
Following the workshop, the teens decided to attend rallies regarding this policy and to collect petition 
signatures.  The teens collected over 300 signatures, which they were very proud of, and met with a city 
councilmember to present their petition. Teens were excited to take a picture with the councilmember and 
their petition.   
 
The teens reflected on their experience during a discussion at a celebratory dinner, then later presented 
their project to other youth during a youth forum.   
 
Facilitators linked this CSL activity to Changing Scenes content in the areas of goal setting and 
communication.   
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TOP® Replication Partner: Maricopa County Department of Health 
Community Service Learning Project: “Spring Fling” at a shelter for homeless 
women and children 
 
After listening to a panel of speakers from different agencies throughout their community, teens decided 
they wanted to do something that would make the mothers and children at a local homeless shelter smile.  
They began working on a “Spring Fling,” in which  
the TOP

®
 club spent an evening doing various 

craft and sport activities with the children at 

the shelter.  Teens also distributed resource 

information to the mothers.  Spring Fling 

activities included decorating picture frames 

and playing hockey and other games.  

Refreshments included popsicles for all 

children at the event.  

After the “Spring Fling,” teens reflected by 

sharing their “highs and lows” from the 

experience.  They shared that they were 

excited to have completed their project and 

that they felt like what they had done “actually 

mattered” to the people they were serving.  

They decided that all the hard work leading up to project was worth it, and they immediately began 

brainstorming their next project.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"We are learning so much… 
everyone is working so hard to 
complete this project." 
 –Maricopa County TOP

® 
teen 
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TOP® Replication Partner: Wyman Center St. Louis 
Community Service Project: Working With Senior Citizens 

Over 200 7
th
 grade TOP

®
 teens in a St. Louis middle school participated in a Taste Of Service that took 

them to senior living facilities to interact with senior citizens.  Facilitators found a CSL ally in in a local 
company that managed six senior living centers, where groups of teens could visit with seniors in a 
meaningful way.  Teens and seniors ate pizza and socialized, including playing various games.  Teens 
also interviewed the seniors, gathering information for a Communication Arts class assignment planned in 
conjunction with the service experience.  Teens 
wrote biographies of the seniors upon their return to 
the school.     

To prepare for their trip to the senior living center, 
TOP

®
 teens developed interview questions and 

worked on empathy skills with the support of TOP
®
 

facilitators. 

To reflect on their experience, teens watched a 
slideshow of themselves and the seniors, recognized 
their peers for their accomplishments, and wrote a 
personal reflection letter to their 80 year old selves.    

A Taste Of Service experience is often the first 
service experience for many of these young people 
and serves as an engagement strategy to get them excited about service for the rest of the school year.   

 
 
TOP® Replication Partner: Florida Department of Health 
Program Setting:  Juvenile Justice Facility 
Community Service Learning Project: Trash Pick Up 
 
This all-male TOP

®
 club decided to organize a trash pick-up.  At first, they were excited to just get to 

spend time outside, but by the time the project was over, it meant much more to them!   

Teens with good behavior records were able to participate in the project, and the boys helped each other 

out, encouraging each other to be on their best behavior so that they would be able to participate.   

As they completed the trash pick up, the teens saw that they could make a difference.  People in the park 

that was being cleaned up stopped to personally thank the boys.  The teens were excited to realize that 

they were capable of helping and contributing to their community in a positive way, as well as that their 

actions could change people’s perspective of them.   

During a group reflection after the trash pick up, participants reflected by taking turns holding onto a ball, 

sharing what was learned, then passing the ball to someone else.   

The club celebrated with a slide show with commentary from the teens who had taken pictures during the 

event.  When they finished the slide show, the boys wanted to start planning another clean up!   
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TOP® Replication Partner: Oasis Center 
Program Setting:  Residential Foster Care Home for Youth 
Community Service Learning Project: “Treasure Boxes” for patients at Children’s 
Hospital  
 
During a TOP® Club meeting at Chance Residential Center in Tennessee, a teen shared a concern about 

children in the community being injured due to the prevalence of homes with drugs and meth in the 

community.  The club decided to create fun “Treasure Boxes” for children in the local Children’s Hospital 

who had been impacted by this issue.     

The club did a bake sale at the local Tractor Supply Company to raise money.  The bake sale earned 

enough money to buy coloring books and toys for the treasure boxes.  The teens had fun assembling the 

Treasure Boxes then took them to the children’s hospital.    

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TOP® Replication Partner: Sasha Bruce Youthwork Agency 
Community Service Learning Activity:  Volunteering At DC Central Kitchen 

Sasha Bruce Youthwork Agency partnered with a local CSL ally, the DC Central Kitchen, to provide a 
weekly CSL opportunity for teens.   Teens from across several TOP

®
 clubs at Ballou high school had the 

opportunity to sign up for and attend weekly trips to cook meals at the DC Central Kitchen, which provides 
meals for people who are homeless and hungry. After cooking, teens got to eat and socialize with the 
guests.  At first, only a few teens signed up for the trips.  Facilitators featured “brag sessions” during club 
time, when teens got to talk about their experiences, reflect on their impact, and advertise the project to 
their peers.  Soon, all available spaces were taken each week!  Teens enjoyed the opportunity to get out 
in their communities and connect with others in need while making a difference.   

Due to the popularity of this experience, facilitators extended this service project to include an in-club 
component.  During the school day, teens were able to make sandwiches to be distributed later.  Shelter 
staff provided teens with photos, letters of gratitude, and certificates as a “thank-you” for their hard work. 
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TOP® Replication Partner: Capacity Builders, Inc.  
Program Setting:  In School 
Community Service Project: Community Trail Network  

When they thought about the needs in their school community, TOP
®
 teens identified an area of the 

school property between the middle and high schools that was underused and often became an 
unsupervised “hangout” space.  Teens decided to build a trail through this area.  School administrators 
felt this area was a liability and were very supportive of the teens’ idea.    

The TOP
®
 teens spent two months working on a trail to connect the two schools, designing the trail, 

clearing the area, removing garbage, and building the pathway itself.  They also decided to add an 
another trail to a nearby community college!    

While working on the trail, teens met with community leaders, local media, and school officials who 
repeatedly encouraged the teens in their undertaking and reinforced the importance of their project. The 
teens received special civic recognition upon the completion of their project, and the community has 
responded by building more trails to network the larger community in a pedestrian-friendly way. Since 
completing the project, the teens have been inspired to take on other school beautification projects.   
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CSL Resource Organizations: 

 

(Visit These Websites & Sign Up For Their Newsletters!) 
 

DoSomething.org 
DoSomething.org guides youth ages 25 and under to make a difference in their communities.  Website 
visitors can select from a list of causes (Animals, Disasters, Environment, etc) and access information 
and a list of suggested ways to make a difference.   

 Web:  http://www.dosomething.org 
 Grant applications for service projects are accepted on a rolling basis, and every week, a 

$500 seed grant is awarded to an applicant.   
 

National Youth Leadership Council:  
Provides service-learning resources to schools, youth programs and students. They offer youth 
leadership training programs for high school students, support educators, and do research.  Their 
resource library contains “toolboxes” and project ideas organized by service area. 

 Web: http://www.nylc.org/ 
 Contact: 651-631-3672 
 

National Service Learning Clearinghouse:  
This site offers information related to specific areas of service as well as teaching materials and resource 
lists for service learning educators. You can also join email discussion lists. 

 Web: http://www.servicelearning.org/ 
 
Youth Service America (YSA):  
Provides resources for youth service activities, including guides for starting and developing service-
learning projects and grants available to fund service projects throughout the year.  

 Web: http://www.ysa.org/, sign up for newsletter 
 Contact: 202-296-2992, info@ysa.org 

 
Global Youth Service Day:  
This is one of YSA’s campaigns to promote youth service, and takes place annually on an international 
scale.  Participants can choose and organize a project of interest and apply for grants from YSA to fund it.  
There are also resources available online to help with the planning process. 

 Web: http://www.gysd.org/, set up an account 
 Contact: 202-296-2992, info@YSA.org 

 
Semester of Service:  
This is a long-term program sponsored by Youth Service America in which students connect their 
classroom work to a service project that is relevant in their community.  The teacher or facilitator 
encourages students to lead this process.  YSA provides resources such as grants, planning tools, and 
trainings.  

 Web: http://www.ysa.org/semester 
 Contact: Contact: 202-296-2992, info@ysa.org 

 
Learn and Serve America:  
A national service organization run by the US government that connects volunteers to existing projects 
and helps them to develop their own.  Projects relate to issues such as hunger, disaster response, and 
mentoring.  There is also information about the MLK Day of Service.  

 Web: http://www.serve.gov/index.asp 
 Contact: serviceinitiative@cns.gov 

 
 
 
 

http://www.servicelearning.org/
http://www.ysa.org/
mailto:info@ysa.org
mailto:info@ysa.org
http://www.gysd.org/
mailto:info@YSA.org
http://www.ysa.org/semester
http://www.serve.gov/index.asp
mailto:serviceinitiative@cns.gov
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CSL Project Ideas and Organizations 

 
Animals 
  

 Humane Society/ Humane High School: See Humane High School website for a list of service-
learning ideas related to subjects such as art, music, health, science, writing and marketing. 

o Web: www.humaneteen.org for Humane High School, www.humanesociety.org for 
general organization, sign up for newsletter 

o Contact: 860-434-8666, teens@humanesociety.org 
 

 Save the Manatee: Fundraise to adopt a manatee for $25 and help save the endangered species.  
o Web: http://www.savethemanatee.org/action.htm, sign up for newsletter 
o Contact: 407-539-0990, membership@savethemanatee.org  

 
Environmental 
 

● Alliance for Climate Education: Book a free assembly at your high school to educate students about 
climate change.  Then make a DOT (Do One Thing) pledge and get a group together to start an 
Action Team to work on climate change issues. 

o Web: http://www.acespace.org/, follow on facebook, sign up for newsletter 
o Contact: 510-251-5990 

 
● Great Sunflower Project: Plant sunflowers and observe the number of bees surrounding them.  

Record the data to contribute to the national project to explain a decline in the number of bees. 
o Web: www.greatsunflower.org 

 
● Project BudBurst: Monitor trees, plants, and flowers in your community as they change throughout 

the year. Record your observations in a national online database to help scientists collect national 
data about climate change. 

o Web: http://budburst.org/ 
o Contact: budburstinfo@ucard.edu 

 
● Project Feeder Watch: Count the number of birds at designated feeders and send in data to help 

scientists observe long-term trends in bird distribution and abundance. 
o Web: budburstinfo@ucard.edu 
o Contact: 800-843-2473, feederwatch@cornell.edu 

 
Human Rights 
 

● Amnesty International: Learn about current human rights issues related to prisoners, poverty, 
refugees, women, and more. Get involved by joining a campaign, or use their resources to start a 
student group in your community.  

o Web: http://www.amnestyusa.org/, sign up for newsletter 
o Contact: 212-807-8400, aimember@aiusa.org 

 
● Gay-Straight Alliance: Start an organization in your school that works to fight homophobia, connect 

LGBTQ and straight students, and create a safe school environment. Network with GSA’s at other 
schools through the national organization. 

o Web: http://gsanetwork.org, sign up for newsletter 
o Contact: 415-552-4229 

 
● Save Darfur: Learn about and join an international movement to take action to end the genocide in 

Darfur, Sudan. 
o Web: http://www.savedarfur.org/ 
o Contact: 800-917-2034, info@savedarfur.org 
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Food Justice 
 

● Heifer International: Raise money to purchase animals for people in impoverished countries to help 
them to improve their nutrition and generate sustainable income. Be a Heifer Ambassador to 
fundraise for animals and raise awareness about hunger. 

o Web: www.heifer.org, sign up for newsletter 
o Contact: 1-888-548-6437 

 
● Let’s Move: Michele Obama’s organization to prevent childhood obesity by encouraging healthy 

eating and an active lifestyle. There are also ideas of actions to take such as starting a community 
garden or hosting regular exercise events.  

o Web: http://www.letsmove.gov/ 
 

● Meals on Wheels Association of America: Prepare, package and deliver meals to homebound 
seniors. Serve meals at senior centers.  Make phone calls to check on wellbeing of seniors. 

o Web: www.mowaa.org 
o Contact: 703-548-5558, mowaa@mowaa.org 

 
● Oxfam Hunger Banquet: Organize an event to demonstrate and simulate situations related to 

poverty and hunger. Ideas for other activities and events are available online.  
o Web: http://actfast.oxfamamerica.org/index.php# 
o Contact: 617-728-2573, actfast@oxfamamerica.org  

 
Literacy  
 

● BookEnds: This organization assists with the organization of a book drive in your community and 
then donates the books to a school or organization that needs them.  

o Web: http://www.bookends.org 
o Contact: 310-478-2665, info@bookends.org 

 
● First Book: Organize a fundraiser or start an advisory board that works to provide new books to kids 

in need.   
o Web: http://www.firstbook.org/, sign up for newsletter 

 
● The African Library Project: Organize a book drive to build a library in a community in Africa.  1,000 

books and $500 create a library.  
o Web: http://www.africanlibraryproject.org/home 
o Contact: 1-650-851-3640, info@africanlibraryproject.org 

 
Medical 
 

● American Red Cross: Raise money to provide food, shelter, and medical care to victims of natural 
disasters.  

o Web: www.redcross.org 
o Contact: 1-800-RED-CROSS 

 
● Cards for Hospitalized Kids: Make cards to send to kids in the hospital around the country. 

o Web: http://www.cardsforhospitalizedkids.com/index.html 
 

● Dance Marathon: Get a team together to participate in fundraising events in which you dance for 12-
40 hours to raise money for the Children’s Miracle Network to support local kids in children’s 
hospitals. 

o Web: http://dancemarathon.childrensmiraclenetworkhospitals.org/Home 
o Contact: 801-214-7400 
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● Doctors Without Borders: Raise money to help provide medical care for people throughout the world 
whose survival is threatened by natural disaster, disease epidemics, or violence.  

o Web: www.doctorswithoutborders.org, sign up for newsletter 
o Contact: 212-679-6800 

 
● Keep a Child Alive: Organize a fundraiser or host a showing of Alicia in Africa (a documentary by 

Alicia Keys) to help the organization to provide medical treatment and support services to children 
and families in African and India whose lives have been affected by HIV/AIDS. 

o Web: www.keepachildalive.org, sign up for newsletter 
o Contact: (718) 965-1111, loshea@keepachildalive.org 

 
● Project Linus: Make blankets and quilts for seriously ill and/or traumatized children. Start a local 

Project Linus chapter if there is not one already in your area. 
o Web: www.projectlinus.org 
o Contact: 309-454-1764 

 
● Project Sunshine: Make and send cards and craft kits to hospitalized children, including "Surgi 

Dolls" (cloth dolls they can decorate and doctors can use to demonstrate what body parts will be 
treated). 

o Web: www.projectsunshine.org 
o Contact: 212-354-8035, info@projectsunshine.org 

 
● Relay for Life: Start a team to participate in this all night relay fundraiser for the American Cancer 

Society to support cancer research and accommodations and programs for cancer patients. 
o Web: http://www.relayforlife.org/index 

 
● Ronald McDonald House Charities: Organize a drive to collect soda can tabs, which are exchanged 

for money to support programs and housing for sick children and their families.   
Web: www.rmhc.org, sign up for newsletter 
Contact: 630-623-7048, info@rmhc.org 

 
● Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure: Raise money and participate in a race by either running or 

walking to support breast cancer survivors and activists fighting to save lives, empower people, 
ensure quality care, and fund research.  

o Web: www.komen.org, sign up for newsletter 
o Contact: 1-877-465-6636 

 
Military Support 
 

● Soldier’s Angels: Make blankets for wounded soldiers and hospitalized veterans, and send care 
packages.  

o Web: www.soldiersangels.com, sign up for newsletter 
o Contact: 626-529-5114, www.blanketsofhope@soldiersangels.org 

 
● Military Pen Pals: Connect with a member of the military and send letters and care packages. 

o Web: http://militarypenpal.tripod.com 
 

● Veterans Advantage Recycle and Reward Program: Collect used printer ink cartridges and cell 
phones, which are then refurbished and resold. Profits are donated to charities that support 
veterans and their families, and the project also keeps toxic chemicals from these products out of 
landfills. 

o Web: www.veteransadvantage.com/cms/giving-back/recycle 
o Contact: 1-866-838-2774 
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Poverty 
 

● Kiva: Raise money to make personal microloans to individuals in developing countries to help them 
to gain economic independence and improve their quality of life. Join Kiva High School to start a 
chapter at your school and communicate with other chapters. 

o Web: www.kiva.org, free starter kit available at www.kivahighschool.org 
o Contact: (828) 479-5482 

 
● Pajama Program: Plan a drive or fundraising event to provide pajamas and books to kids in need. 

o Web: www.pajamaprogram.org 
o Contact: 212-716-9757, info@pajamaprogram.org 

 
● United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF): Raise awareness and money to fight preventable child 

killers caused by poverty, violence and disease.  Register as an official UNICEF High School Club 
to obtain free fundraising toolkits and ideas.  

o Web: www.volunteers.unicefusa.org/activities/high-school-club 
o Contact: highschoolclubs@unicefusa.org 

 
Safety 
 

● Mother’s Day Walk for Peace: Start a virtual team for this walk to fundraise for the Louis D. Brown 
Peace Institute, which provides support to families impacted by violence and homicide.   

o Web: http://mothersdaywalk4peace.org/Home_Page.php 
o Contact: 617-825-1917, events@ldbpeaceinstitute.org 

 
● Secure the Call: Recruit businesses to set up collection bins for old cell phones, which are then 

refurbished as emergency phones that only dial 911 and distributed for free to those in need  (i.e., 
seniors and victims of domestic violence). 

o Web: www.securethecall.org 
o Contact: 301-891-2900, info@securethecall.org 

 
● Suicide Prevention Lifeline: Plan a suicide prevention awareness week by distributing information 

and by organizing a candle-lighting event.  
o Web: http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org 

 
Water Access 
 

● H20 for Life: Raise money to support clean water in a partner school in Africa. Learn about the 
global water crisis, track funds on your own team site, and make connections to students in the 
developing world. 

o Web: http://www.h2oforlifeschools.org, sign up for newsletter 
 

● UNICEF Tap Project: Recruit restaurants to ask customers to donate $1.00 for a glass of water 
during National Water Week to support access to clean water in impoverished countries. 

o Web: www.tapproject.org 
o Contact: 1-877-PROJ-TAP 

 
Women 
 

● Half the Sky Movement: Read the book or host a screening of the documentary about oppression of 
women worldwide because of issues like human trafficking, violence and maternal mortality.  The 
website also has a list of actions and partner organizations. 

o Web: http://www.halftheskymovement.org/ 
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Recommended Reading 

 
Title: The Complete Guide to Service Learning: Proven, Practical Ways to Engage Students in Civic 
Responsibility, Academic Curriculum, and Social Action  
Author: Cathryn Berger Kaye  
Publisher: Free Spirit, 2010. 
Description: Presents ideas for incorporating a variety of community service topics into a curriculum.  
Includes background information, ideas, activities, examples, handouts and book recommendations. 

 
Title: Effective Practices for Engaging At-Risk Youth in Service 
Authors: Bob Bhaerman and Sejal Hathi  
Publisher: Youth Service America, 2008. 
Description: A guide for service-learning practitioners that contains information about effective practices 
for implementing community service programs for youth from diverse backgrounds.  
 
Title: Getting Started in Service Learning: An Elementary Through High School Handbook, Revised and 
Updated 
Publisher: National Youth Leadership Council, 2010. 
Description: A guide to the service-learning cycle for educators.  Includes teaching tools, projects 
examples, and an explanation of service learning standards. 
 
Title: Kids As Planners: A Guide to Strengthening Students, Schools and Communities Through Service-
Learning  
Publisher: KIDS Consortium, 2011. 
Description: Provides tools and resources for administrators to implement service-learning, including 
case studies, project examples, and information about the benefits of community service learning. 
 
Title: Learn, Serve, Succeed: Tools and Techniques for Youth Service-Learning 
Author: Kate McPherson 
Publisher: Search Institute Press, 2011. 
Description: Provides project ideas, resources, handouts, and examples for all stages of the service-
learning cycle, and walks the reader through the process step by step. 
 
Title: Learning that Lasts: How Service-Learning Can Become an Integral Part of Schools, States and 
Communities 
Publisher: Education Commission of the States, 2002.  
Description: Explains the benefits of teaching service learning and institutionalizing it in schools, 
districts, and states. Also discusses partnerships between schools and communities and provides 
interviews and models to guide educators.   
Available online: http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/40/54/4054.pdf 
 
Title: Partnerships for Service-Learning: Impacts on Communities and Students  
Authors: Todd Kelshaw, Freyda Lazarus, and Judy Miner  
Publisher: Jossey-Bass, 2009. 
Description: Each chapter describes a different school or community’s experience with service-learning, 
enabling the reader to learn from the stories of others. 
 
Title: The Promise of Service-Learning 
Author: John Bridgeland 
Publisher: National Youth Leadership Council, 2007. 
Description: Discusses the importance of service-learning in motivating students to complete high 
school, improving the quality of instruction, and encouraging students to become active participants in 
their community.  
Available online: http://nylc.org/sites/nylc.org/files/files/331promise.pdf 
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Title: Seasons of Service: Engaging Youth in Service Throughout the Year 
Authors: Susan Ragsdale and Ann Saylor 
Publisher: YMCA Center for Asset Development, 2012. 
Description: Provides framework for planning Martin Luther King Day projects as well as other service 
activities throughout the year.  Also provides tools to help youth gain skills to plan their own projects. 
Available online: http://www.servicelearning.org/sites/default/files/download/slice/Seas 

onsOfService_0.pdf 
 
Title: Service-Learning: From Classroom to Community to Career 
Author: Linda Braun and Marie Watkins 
Publisher: JIST Publishing, 2005. 
Description: A workbook for students that includes worksheets, accessible definitions of service-learning 
terms, and strategies for all phases of service-learning. 
 
Title: Service-Learning: Meeting the Needs of Youth at Risk 
Authors: Marty Duckenfield and Loilei Swanson  
Publisher: National Dropout Prevention Center, 1992.  
Description: Discusses service learning as an educational strategy and a potential dropout prevention 
tool. 
 
Title: Teenagers and Community Service: A Guide to the Issues 
Authors: Maureen Kenny and Laura Gallagher  
Publisher: Praeger, 2003. 
Description: Provides resources for teenagers and facilitators, including ways to get involved in 
community service and information about developing and improving community service learning 
programs. 
 
Title: Tough Minds and Tender Hearts: Building Martin Luther Kings's "Beloved Community" through 
Service-Learning 
Authors: Jean Hammatt Kavaloski and Vincent Kavaloski 
Publisher: National Youth Leadership Council, 2011. 
Description: A reflection on how Martin Luther King’s work relates to service learning.  Also includes 
activities, writing prompts and resources to supplement a service-learning curriculum.  
 
Title: Youth F.E.L.L.O.W.S. Project Curriculum Sourcebook 
Authors: Joy E. Des Marais, Jennifer Flood, and Nicole Steege  
Publisher: National Youth Leadership Council, 2001. 
Description: Describes 13 successful service-learning programs and includes sample forms and 

activities that connect to state graduation standards.  
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