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Chapter 6: Helping Students Contribute to a Better World through Crew 

COMMON CHALLENGES 
 
Service feels like an obligation to students rather than an opportunity. 
If a commitment to service, citizenship, and contribution is owned by adults and seen only as a 
requirement by students, students’ hearts will not be in the work. Engage your Crew in 
discussion and research around needs and problems, and they will likely come up with novel 
ideas of ways to contribute. Connect them with local citizens and organizations that contribute to 
a healthy community, so that they can be inspired by good people who can be models, mentors, 
and collaborators. Harness the energy of student potential by helping them to organize, plan, 
and execute the work.  

Students are reluctant to do service work.  
It’s not surprising that students may be apathetic or negative when engaged in service work; 
some of the activities that we may ask them to do (e.g., cleaning up a classroom, school or 
playground) are used in some schools as a punishment. Fundraising can feel like a stress or a 
burden for students, and charitable work (e.g., for senior citizens or young children) may not be 
meaningful if the students do not have any relationship with the people they are being asked to 
help. Model a positive spirit for the work and find ways to make less creative work more fun 
(e.g., if students are cleaning up litter, collect data on the number of items picked up or the 
weight of the trash bags to create a friendly competition). Help students build relationships with 
the organizations and people they are helping, so that they care about doing a good job and feel 
appreciated afterward. 
 
I worry that our approach to service is creating a deficit mindset in my students about 
the people in our community. 
It is important that students in your Crew do not develop or promote stereotypes that suggest 
that your community and its citizens are broken and need to be saved or fixed. Every 
community has problems and also assets and solutions. Communities and citizens should not 
be defined by their problems, but respected for what they have to offer, and supported in their 
efforts to improve. It is possible, for example, to give support to local families in need of food, 
shelter, and resources in ways that are positive and respectful of their individual stories and 
identities, without condescension or labeling. Don’t assume you and your student Crew knows 
what people need and want; ask those who are most impacted by the problem how you could 
be most helpful, and follow their advice. 
 
I don’t have time to plan and manage service work outside of the school. 



Coordinating the logistics of service learning is indeed challenging. Identify people at your 
school who can help you with this—perhaps a paraprofessional, instructional coach, or other 
administrator, and consider if any parents of your Crew would be willing and able to help out. 
Collaborate with colleagues if they are engaged in the same or similar projects. If you teach 
secondary students, it may be possible for students to do research through visits, calls, and 
emails, and do much of the planning themselves. 
 
I don’t have the resources and support for service learning 
Start small, but think big. Over time as service learning becomes part of the ethic of your Crew 
and your school, encourage students to come up with ideas for building a better world. Students 
may also have fundraising ideas that they are excited to lead. Many nonprofit organizations are 
eager to partner with schools and to work directly with students to complete a service project. 
Some even provide grants to support the critical work of character building and community 
contribution. 


