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10 steps to start
Picture a group of 20 second graders seated

in a circle, knitting wool scarves and hats on looms, while listening to their
teacher read aloud from Little House on the Prairie. For five years, students of
Kirsten Miller at Rio Grande School have made at least two warm accessories
apiece for Santa Fe’s homeless population, distributed through the Interfaith
Community Shelter. The scene may sound quaint, but it is actually an example
of engaged and creative activism, adding up to hundreds of hats and scarves
protecting people from our cold winters, and many hours that children spend
learning the value of service.

Perhaps you'd like to instill and nurture in your students the values of giving
back but don’t know where to begin. The urge to help others is incredibly strong
in both children and adults. This desire is a good place to start, but thoughtfully
addressing questions about your students’ ages, interests and abilities must be
among your first steps before setting up a service learning program.

Here are 10 steps we at Rio Grade School have found to be effective.

1. Understand what service learning is. Community service work is differ-
ent from a service learning program. Service learning is curriculum-based and
structured as a class requirement, with learning goals that are integrated into
the curriculum. Service work is regular volunteerism.

2. Examine your school’s core values. Confirm that the implementation of
service learning can meet your school’s mission, so that you will have the full
support of teachers, staff, the school governing body and parents. Rio Grande’s
program, for example, came from defined core values that include character de-
velopment, environmental stewardship and diversity and inclusivity. Determine
the core values that will relate most naturally to service learning at your school
and gear projects around these values.
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3. Consider the ages you serve. Service learning works best when projects
have relevant and developmentally-appropriate ties in your curriculum per
grade. For example, kindergartners might not be best suited for managing a riv-
er stewardship project, but this would be a great fit for sixth graders who have
studied river ecology. Kindergartners will likely enjoy visiting a retirement com-
munity and singing songs a few times a year. Second graders, who are improving
in attention span and dexterity, might be well suited for a hands-on project such
as knitting hats and scarves. Fifth or sixth grade students, who can understand
and articulate the importance of recycling, could organize a recycling collection
program for the school.

4. Structure the work within your school schedule. Allow time for intro-
duction of the concept, time for work in and outside of the classroom, and time
reflection or sharing.

Ideally, service learning is a yearlong, academic pursuit that weaves in and out
of the fabric of the students’ experience. It should provide frequent opportunities
for students to introduce, act and reflect on their service learning work.

5. Engage students’ and educators’ passion. In selecting a service job for
a classroom, let them be inspired to choose something meaningful to them.
“The project work must be meaningful to the educator and the students,” said
Ellie Najman, third grade teacher. “Your heart has to be in the work because it
is part of the fabric of your whole academic year, and you have 20 little minds
looking to you for passion and meaning. The more meaningful, the more op-
portunity for reflection”

6. Form community partnerships. Find an organization that is willing
to commit to working with young people and educators through visits and
engagement with constituents. Many nonprofit organizations need support,



but not all have the capacity to accommodate 20 young volunteers. Don’t, for
example, pick an animal service organization that is hesitant to teach chil-
dren how to engage with animals. Do pick a conservation organization with a
curriculum geared to children, or one that has the capacity to teach about its
mission. Visit the physical site and see if you can picture your students work-
ing and learning there.

7. Identify the learning goals for each project. Let’s say you decide that
adopting a stretch of the Santa Fe River is important because your students have
a yearlong focus on water and ecosystems. What do you hope they will learn? Is
the intermittent flow a good topic? How might you analyze the volume and type
of debris they find? What do healthy rivers mean to communities? What'’s the
importance of a protected watershed? Set at least five learning goals and discuss
them with the students.

8. Enlist parent and family support. More than carpool drivers and class-
room volunteers, adult family members can reinforce service concepts at home.
Just as a new language cannot be adopted in class hours only but requires re-
inforcement at home, so does service learning work require time for questions
about different populations and different needs.

9. Promote service learning programs within the community and beyond.
Identifying and sharing the importance of service learning to the school’s mis-
sion will ensure that the program is supported now and grows in future years.
Record and share, record and share — but before you do, make sure you get
permission from parents to use photographs of their children in print material
and on social media. The leaders of the service organizations might be willing
to publicize your students’ effort, which is a beautiful way to showcase your
school’s work in the community.

10. Reinforce the meaning of service learning. Make sure that the principal
or director of your school recognizes each grade’s efforts publicly so the value is
understood across all grades.

While the steps required to start a service learning program may seem daunt-
ing, they are crucial and will help you and your community be prepared to
embrace the good work ahead!
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