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1

INTRODUCTION

Whether it’s with shovels in hand, pen to paper, high fi ves, cutting 
boards and carrots, or walking the same path together, students 
who participate in alternative breaks work side by side with the 

members of the communities who host them, and with each other. At its 
best, this work is productive, harmonious, and strong because of the connec-
tion between all involved. No matter what shape it takes, when work is done 
by alternative breakers, it can spark critical learning about local and global 
systems, and inform students’ efforts to address social issues collaboratively 
and through relationships. Working side by side develops students’ leader-
ship by equipping them with tools and techniques to make change and to 
enlist others in their efforts. Such work contributes to the larger goal of posi-
tive social change, as alternative breakers and community members create a 
society in which all people can live to their full potential, with dignity and 
equality. 

Each of us, the authors of this book, arrived at this work for justice 
through our professional involvement with the alternative break model of 
service as well as our personal experiences. We have contributed to envi-
ronmental justice efforts in Ecuador and West Virginia, early childhood 
education in Johannesburg and central Florida, postwar issues in Vietnam, 
and immigration rights in Maryland. We have spent a combined 53 years 
with communities and college students in the fi eld of social justice educa-
tion. Before entering the world of alternative breaks, however, we engaged in 
community work with different academic disciplines and faith backgrounds, 
without having a justice-based model for service handed to us in simple, 
written instructions. We have refi ned this model over the years through trial 
and error, expanding our experiences, going to workshops, and listening 
keenly to and learning from students and community members.

Despite our different backgrounds, we found each other while working 
toward social justice through supporting student leadership with the alterna-
tive break model. Shoshanna Sumka and Jill Piacitelli met fi rst at an Alternative 
Break Citizenship school (ABCs) in Chicago when Shoshanna was attending 
as a new program advisor at American University, and Jill was facilitating train-
ings for Break Away. A few years later, Melody met Shoshanna when they pre-
sented together on a panel about global service, and later met Jill at the ABCs 
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2  INTRODUCTION

in Sacramento. What began as mutual admiration among us quickly grew into 
recognition of shared values, love for students, commitment to justice, and 
appreciation of humor and laughter. When Shoshanna had the idea to pen 
this book, Melody and Jill were happy to work side by side with her on it. We 
did so in our spare time as we continued our full-time work with alternative 
breaks. Our writing process refl ected our values, as we worked nonhierarchi-
cally and collaboratively with each other, inviting the contributions and wise 
thoughts of more friends and colleagues than we could ever name (but to 
whom we have attempted to express our thanks in the acknowledgments).

Melody Porter began volunteering at her home church in Deltona, Flor-
ida, cleaning toys at the preschool her mom directed and trimming hedges 
for church members with mobility challenges. While an undergrad at Emory 
University, she began to learn about poverty face-to-face through internships 
with people experiencing homelessness in Atlanta, while also soaking up con-
cepts including interconnectedness and liberation theology in her religion and 
political science classes. Bringing the two together, she became more deeply 
invested in working for social justice. She volunteered full-time for three 
years after college in a community development corporation in the Frankford 
neighborhood of Philadelphia and at a preschool that serves children of all 
economic backgrounds and races in downtown Johannesburg, South Africa. 
In those places, she learned about the power of shared community, found 
love in the work for justice, and embraced song and laughter through it all. 
She returned to Emory to earn her master of divinity with a certifi cate in 
religious education at Candler School of Theology, and embarked on four 
years of community- and church-based justice work, eventually becoming 
ordained as a deacon in the United Methodist Church. When she began 
working at Emory University as director of Volunteer Emory, she discovered 
Break Away through a misappropriated site leader manual, and later took on 
alternative breaks as a focus of her work at the College of William & Mary. 

Shoshanna Sumka grew up in a Jewish family that inspired her justice 
work from an early age. She has memories of walking in protest marches while 
on her father’s shoulders, listening and singing along to protest music from 
the likes of Pete Seeger and Sweet Honey in the Rock. She moved to Kenya 
at age 17 for her last year of high school, which transformed her worldview 
and opened her eyes to global inequalities. While visiting Masai villages in 
the Serengeti plains, her passion for cultural and environmental conservation 
emerged to inspire her to study anthropology and the environment at Earl-
ham College and the University of Maryland. Delving into the activist world 
of Amazon rainforest conservation and working with indigenous peoples in 
Ecuador shifted her career path toward international education with a desire 
to share this knowledge with college students. She stumbled into alternative 
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INTRODUCTION  3

breaks through her work at American University as a perfect combination 
of her quest for responsible travel and inspiring young people to become 
involved in social movements. 

Jill Piacitelli spent her youth in the small coal-mining and junior college 
town of Price, Utah. Growing up in a rural setting steeped a lasting deep 
interest in building healthy and thriving communities where the needs for 
economic opportunity and social empowerment are met. Such topics were 
the inadvertent dinner talk of a family headed by a social worker dad and 
a schoolteacher mom, who used their careers and religious faith to identify 
needs and serve people. The two years she spent as a service-learning VISTA 
member at a small college laid the groundwork for the values that have since 
driven her professional life: the critical marriage of service with education, 
the power of student leadership, the importance of developing reciprocal 
partnerships, and the thrill of community. Subsequently, she studied sociol-
ogy at Brigham Young University (with a particular interest in social move-
ments) and went on to work on several college campuses with alternative 
break programs. Having briefl y served as program director for Break Away, 
she returned to the organization years later as the executive director, excited 
to drive forward best practices on a national scale. 

We believe in the power of alternative breaks to create radical  transformation 
for individuals and our world, as a social movement and through collective 
action. Service is not the end goal; rather, we work for active citizenship, to 
change existing power structures and to transform communities to be able to 
better meet everyone’s needs. Providing strong direct service and hands-on 
labor as directed by community m embers can be critical in addressing imme-
diate needs in underserved areas. More important, however, alternative breaks 
build authentic relationships and facilitate learning for participants and com-
munity members that will lead to long-term change. There is immeasurable 
benefi t from hearing different voices in the community, including learning 
about the complexity of social issues and taking action to change unequal 
systems. Our goal in writing this book is for alternative break programs to 
build or adopt a justice-based model, along with other best practices, rather 
than perpetuate a solely “direct service” or charity model. 

We hope that these pages will serve as a helpful guide to our colleagues 
in the alternative break movement. Throughout, we have brought together 
theory and practice, stepping between the worlds of ideas and checklists, 
to offer a framework and our shared experience for others who are creating 
high-quality alternative break programs. While we have focused our ideas 
on program advisors and student leaders, this book promises to be helpful 
to anyone involved in university-based community engagement and service-
learning, including community partners.
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4  INTRODUCTION

This book is a collection of our diverse experiences, approaches, research, 
and inspiration. It would be impossible to implement each and every idea 
into one alternative break program, much less to do so quickly. We invite our 
readers to consider this model and each idea, and make gradual but impactful 
moves toward more justice and effi cacy in their own programs year by year.

Despite countless long van rides, more spreadsheets than we would ever 
care to manage, and the reality of sleepless nights as we struggle to build just 
partnerships, we each have fallen in love with the magic of alternative breaks. 
Through alternative breaks, we have been changed. We have learned more 
about the world, about ourselves, and about ways that we can take action 
with others for tangible positive change. We have experienced the satisfaction 
of a project completed, buzzed on the energy of a tiny shift toward a more 
just society, and felt our hearts fi lled by the relationships into which we have 
been honored to enter. Even more, as we have seen the same things happen 
with our students, community partners, and colleagues, we have come to 
know of the strong and palpable power of this work. Through alternative 
breaks, people with good intentions begin to think critically about their  role 
in the world. They develop transformative relationships, prioritize commu-
nity in their values and life choices, and join with other active citizens to 
work together, side by side, for equality, dignity, and fulfi llment for all.

Thank you for joining us in this work of love: the alternative breaks 
movement.
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15
S T U D E N T  L E A D E R S H I P 

I N  A C T I O N

My alternative break experience has transformed my life. Both of the trips that I led served as 
on-the-ground living and learning experience for me.

—Rebekah Israel, student leader, American University1

Student leadership is one of the most remarkable aspects of alternative 
breaks. A program advisor at American University said, “Every per-
son I talk to about what goes into planning break trips is slack-jawed 

amazed that they are run by students. It is unique in the service-learning 
world to have students running these complex and transformative programs 
by themselves—of course with training and guidance.”2 Indeed, if alternative 
breaks are such unique and complex program with many roles, logistics, and 
curriculum pieces, why shouldn’t staff just lead them? Wouldn’t this ensure 
their quality, be easier all around, and save the time and trouble of training 
students?

Student Leadership in Social Justice Programs

In an article for The Chronicle of Higher Education, professor and social critic 
Richard Greenwald expresses discontent, proclaiming that today’s students 
need leadership training like never before. Echoing the cries for leader-
ship in the political and business world, he writes that leadership should 
be defi ned in a meaningful way, and a purposeful supportive curriculum 
should be developed based on the values and mission of the university. If 
not, students are “left with a mash up of courses with confl icting purposes 
and nothing tying them together.” He concludes, “Students should learn 
how to recognize and develop such skills in themselves, what we refer to as 
lifelong learning.”3
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184  STUDENT LEADERSHIP, LEARNING, AND TRANSFORMATION

There is indeed a need for students to be in leadership programs with 
defi ned roles, clear curricula, and strong values—experiences that, taken 
together, prepare students for a lifetime of engagement. Such intensive learn-
ing is a hands-on process, not created by passively standing by but by active 
development. Program advisors don’t typically have the luxury of having 
alternative breaks as the only responsibility on their plate; most are oversee-
ing staff, supporting relationships with faculty developing service-learning 
class components, sustaining and developing community partner relation-
ships, and running other programs. Beyond the much-needed capacity that 
student-led programs bring to a professional staff that is stretched thin, stu-
dent leadership is the key ingredient for the intended outcome of alternative 
breaks: active citizenship. 

Ideally, a college education develops knowledge and experience in both 
values and skills that lead to citizenship, so graduates can effectively contrib-
ute to meeting the needs of their own communities, whether that be a family, 
workplace, neighborhood, city, or region. Although often cited as a goal in 
university mission statements, these critical citizenship values and skills are 
not typically an overt part of the academic curriculum. Rather, these skills are 
often developed through nonacademic or cocurricular activities in clubs and 
organizations, including alternative break programs. 

In fact, during various times in U.S. history, students have demanded 
an educational experience more relevant to their lives and future careers and 
called for universities to uphold democracy, social justice, educational equity, 
and diversity as part of their missions. Students have led struggles to create 
programs and academic departments that foster those missions centered on 
the environment, women’s studies, or peace and justice studies. The inclu-
sion of such issues in the classroom and in research has been complemented 
(particularly since the 1990s) with university support for student leaders. Stu-
dent participation and leadership in sustained local community service part-
nerships, advocacy and awareness-raising events, and experiential learning 
opportunities like alternative break trips all enhance this academic learning.

In 1993, researchers Helen and Alexander Astin at the Higher Education 
Research Institute at UCLA gathered a working group of leadership special-
ists and student affairs professionals from across the country. In discussing 
what knowledge, values, and skills university students needed for effective 
leadership focused on positive change, they developed the social change 
model of leadership. This model beautifully articulates key leadership beliefs 
that infl uence alternative breaks in promoting a student-led design:

• Leadership is collaborative. Effective leadership is based on collective 
action, shared power, and a passionate commitment to social justice.
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STUDENT LEADERSHIP IN ACTION  185

• Leadership is the process a group experiences as it works collaboratively 
toward a goal. It is not the acts of an individual with authority.

• Leadership is based on values. To have the trust necessary for collective 
action, students and groups must be clear about their values and 
consistent with their actions.

• Leadership is for all students. Leadership development is not reserved 
for students holding leadership positions but is for any student 
wanting to engage with others to create change.

• Leadership is about change. Effective leadership involves being able to 
accomplish positive change for others and for the community.4

The Astins capture the idea that leadership is about developing personal 
qualities that support effective collective action. Leaders learn processes in 
order to work effectively in groups and see how collaboration fosters indi-
vidual development and social change. Understanding these practices and 
involvement in positive community change promotes group collaboration 
and develops individual character.5 Participation in alternative breaks, then, 
involves students in a social justice experience while developing skills for 
social justice leadership. 

In a complex and interconnected world with complex and intercon-
nected social issues, the need for campuses to develop leadership is a social 
responsibility. While many campus leadership opportunities may be haphaz-
ard or desperate yet ultimately serendipitous, alternative breaks stand out 
as a well-organized social justice model of leadership, made stronger with 
students at the helm.

At their start, alternative break programs typically have strong staff lead-
ership serving in a hands-on capacity: planning trips, selecting participants, 
and building community partnerships. As programs mature, however, stu-
dents often will have increased leadership roles and responsibilities to manage 
the various aspects of the program, while staff advisors guide the leadership 
development of the students in charge. Consistent, but patient, movement 
toward a fully student-led model drives alternative break programs into their 
most stable, innovative, and transformative state. 

This is true for a few reasons. Because of program structures, student 
leaders work in small groups, and studen-led programs are often more col-
laborative than staff-led programs because staff work more independently. 
Students bring fresh perspectives each time a new cohort enters the program, 
and they have or create the time and focus necessary for program innova-
tion and growth. Staff members, on the other hand, may be juggling several 
responsibilities and may have trouble seeing beyond the status quo or just 
ensuring the program is operative.
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186  STUDENT LEADERSHIP, LEARNING, AND TRANSFORMATION

When students are involved in alternative break leadership, they can 
infl uence their peers in powerful ways, provide exponential reach in recruit-
ment and fund-raising, contribute a sense of how to best create program cul-
ture and exert positive social pressure (ranging from meeting attendance to 
the alcohol-free policy), and identify and cultivate future leaders. Developing 
student leadership is the most effective way to increase the size and quality of 
an alternative break program and is also the key to creating a transformative 
experience for the students involved. 

Benefits of a Student-Led Model

A strong model of student leadership benefi ts alternative break programs, the 
campus at large, communities, and students.

Benefit to Programs

Increased Program and Office Capacity
Staff who work with alternative breaks are often very strained for capacity. 
They juggle small budgets, large groups of students, and a slew of differ-
ent requests and priorities from administration, faculty, and community 
 partners. In contrast, student leadership allows the program to continue 
 growing without alternative breaks completely overwhelming this staff posi-
tion. Also, as the eight quality components, trip planning, and issue  education 
are embedded in pre-trip meetings, the individual student leader’s knowledge 
and familiarity with the program fundamentals and leadership skills become 
stronger, creating students who can advise other students. Year after year, as 
components such as those listed previously are repeated as part of the alter-
native break program’s ongoing activities—including strategic planning by 
executive boards and site leader training by former site leaders—the leader-
ship skills each participant possesses are multiplied and transferred. 

Built-In Mentoring
Putting student leadership front and center of an alternative break program 
infuses the program with a culture of mentoring and creates a tightly knit 
organization characterized as a community of mentors. Alternative break 
groups may develop structures for traditional mentoring, but more likely, 
each member of the group or board is a mentor for other members because 
each has leadership skills and can help others develop. As less-experienced 
students are mentored, participants can grow to become site leaders, site 
leaders can become executive board members, and all involved can become 
spokespeople for the program. 
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STUDENT LEADERSHIP IN ACTION  187

Cross-Pollination of Values and Skills Into Other Leadership and Service 
Programs
Krista Swahn, a program advisor at Johnson State College in Vermont, 
notes that the students’ familiarity with the alternative break model (spe-
cifi cally, the eight components of quality alternative breaks and the triangle 
of quality service) has served as a template for all of its service programs. 
She notes, “We believe that these value systems improve the quality of our 
local service program and mentoring programs.”6 Renee Sedlacek, assistant 
director of community engagement at Drake University, agrees, noting that 
she sees students applying the models they learned in alternative breaks to 
the work they are doing in their service clubs, fraternities, sororities, and 
student groups.7 Alternative break programs train and mentor leaders for 
not only future years of break programming but also other related efforts.

Benefit to Communities

The benefi ts of student leadership extend to the communities with whom 
the program partners, and to social justice advocates with whom the breakers 
work.

Strengthened Community Partnerships
The sometimes uncomfortable power dynamics involved when a university 
engages in community service are real: the privileged ivory tower community 
dipping for a brief time into the distress and struggle of surrounding areas. It 
can be a leveling factor for community partners when eager students, humble 
with inexperience, are ready to learn from the community members while plan-
ning and eventually leading a group of their peers through an alternative break. 

Trained Advocates, Interns, and Future Employees
Matthew Stewart, former site leader at American University, notes,

Alternative breaks are an amazingly effective tool that social justice advo-
cates can use to tap into the potential of students eager to make lasting 
change in their communities. I fi rmly believe that the time I spent as a par-
ticipant and leader of two different trips was among the most transforma-
tional and informative experiences of my college education; the foundation 
of my continuing commitment to social justice.8

Matthew went on after graduation to work with the Minnesota AIDS 
Project to continue his commitment to social justice; his coworkers and 
members of his community benefi t from the skills he gained as a site 
leader.
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188  STUDENT LEADERSHIP, LEARNING, AND TRANSFORMATION

Benefit to Students

Gain Leadership Skills by Active Learning
A key aspect of alternative break programs is their experiential nature. Even 
while an alternative break group is creating and participating in trips, they 
are actively participating in leadership training. Students colead small groups, 
hold meetings, plan events, make decisions, and facilitate programs. In these 
experiences, the participants and site leaders, not just executive board mem-
bers or program chairs, develop their leadership. Indeed, for student leader-
ship to be most effective, all involved in the program must see the work of 
the alternative break group itself as leadership training. 

Through all this, individuals develop new relationships and abilities, 
observe and learn from peer leaders, and practice their skills by taking up 
new tasks to benefi t the group (e.g., fund-raising and leading refl ection).

Develop Socially Responsible Leadership and Collaboration Skills
Students who plan and implement recruitment, community partnerships, 
logistics for trips, fund-raising strategies, training for site leaders, and events 
(to name a few areas) will not only gain the skills it takes to do those things 
but also inevitably face challenges in the process. When they have support 
of other students and staff, their learning through those challenges can be 
rich and formative. Research shows that student involvement in high-impact 
community service, such as alternative breaks, increases overall socially 
responsible leadership.9

Deepen Investment by Other Students
When students are in charge, student site leaders and participants also are 
more deeply invested. Site leaders know more about the community part-
ner and the social issue because they were involved in the planning or site 
development, so their participant recruitment can be more informed and 
impassioned. Participant learning throughout the trip gains depth because 
the participants are asked by peer leaders to begin wrestling with issues on 
a higher level well before the trip, rather than deferring to an authoritative 
guide such as faculty or staff.

Increase Responsiveness of Participants
Student trainers of site leaders can be more effective because they are teach-
ing things they have experienced fi rsthand and are thus more credible to their 
peers. Such credibility also helps create buy-in for engagement in some compo-
nents that participants may resist initially, such as refl ection, the  alcohol-free 
policy, and pre-trip meetings. Students are often more  successful in getting 
their peers excited about the experience and in creating accountability for 
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STUDENT LEADERSHIP IN ACTION  189

things such as payments and meeting attendance than staff, who may be 
perceived to have a “top-down” approach. Many students who are opening 
up to justice issues for the fi rst time are particularly inquisitive and spark dis-
cussions with peers, which can foster a culture of active citizenship-oriented 
conversation on topics in all realms of an alternative break program.

Strengthen Justice Foundation
Student leaders strengthen the justice foundation of alternative breaks by set-
ting an example for their peers; their commitments can help others see active 
citizenship as attainable. As students see someone their age and at their sta-
tion in life who claims the identity of active citizen, it counters the assump-
tion that staff, faculty, or Martin Luther King Jr. are the only ones who have 
had time, intelligence, or experience to be an active citizen.

It may be a great leap of faith to entrust the shaping and implementation of 
the many moving parts of an alternative break to student leaders. They are 
busy, overcommitted in other extracurricular activities, young, and inexperi-
enced. However, entrusting students with this responsibility is a risk worth 
taking. After all, it is by the hands of students that each year alternative break 
programs grow exponentially, innovate to accommodate such growth while 
retaining the galvanizing effect on the leaders and participants, and provide 
experiences that develop the skills and understanding necessary to be active 
citizens.
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