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Reaching  
out

b ecause of their involvement in authentic projects focused on service to others, 

the students mentioned here have learned significant moral lessons. It’s hoped 

that these powerful learning experiences will resonate with them throughout 

life’s struggles. 

Maybe I’m old. Maybe I’m wiser. Maybe I’m just finally so discouraged with the ever-

present violence, poverty and environmental troubles. Maybe I’ve reached the “tipping 

point.” I’ve been a long-time advocate of project-based learning, and it seems to me 

we should be revamping our curriculum to pay more attention to projects that serve a 

public purpose.  

What is “powerful learning with public purpose”?

Powerful learning is:

• Authentic, allowing students to do real work rather than contrived exercises; as such, 

it is complex and often interdisciplinary, much like “out-of-school” learning activities

• Contextualized, arising out of the context of student’s lives or activities and providing 

a sense of meaning and passion, allowing the connection of new to old

• Learning that has a ``residue” — transferable skills, attitudes or beliefs

“Public purpose” might also be described as “service to the community.” It doesn’t 

have to be magnificent or enormous. It can be local or global, large or small, helpful to 

many or helpful to one, high profile or modest and personal.

What’s the best way to get started?

Thousands of opportunities are available. A simple Google search for online 

collaborative projects + “social action” generates some 20,000 hits; the challenge is to 
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“I am sorry Jill. I should have tried to get closer to you. I should have stood up for 

you, girl. I am sorry. Please forgive me. I guess I was scared, please forgive me.” 

— Megan, Canada, www.bullying.org

“Helping others — actually talking to other kids for this project — sure makes my 

own troubles look pretty pathetic! Why do I whine so much?”

— Theo, Canada, www.iearn-canada.org
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find the good ones. The three projects described on the following pages and websites 

listed at the end of this article (see Resources) are suggested starting points that will 

accommodate many interests and levels of expertise. Keep in mind that you can either 

create and manage your own project or join one someone else is managing.  

How can teachers make it work?

Curricular demands that inundate us without relief mean it isn’t always easy to do these 

kinds of projects. So why do we? We do it because we think it is the right thing to do.  

We want to nurture lifelong learners who have not only a sense of social responsibility 

but also experience and skills in social action projects. As well, students are highly 

motivated to apply themselves academically in such programs. So the question isn’t 

why, but how can these projects fit in to the government’s curriculum initiatives and 

expectations?  

At the YMCA Academy, we are constantly discussing interdisciplinary opportunities that 

better afford students the time to immerse themselves in real-world projects. Sometimes 

this means students can get credit for work in one subject area while taking a course in 

another. For example, a photo collage created in a civics course might also get credit from 

the art teacher, allowing the student to put more time and effort into the task. Other times 

it means we are designing new courses, such as applied journalism, which can more easily 

accommodate social action projects and also meet Ministry of Education requirements.  

This approach is often a challenge and definitely more work, but students and staff 

alike find it infinitely more rewarding. We are determined to engage students in powerful 

learning with public purpose — and I believe they are entitled to such engagement.<<<

S o c i a l  a c t i o n  p r o j e c t s  b r i n g  
m e a n i n g f u l  l e a r n i n g

maturing 
within

“My name is Mohammed — a youth who lost my family during the war in Sierra 

Leone. . . I lost my parents and two sisters. . . as a result of a bomb blast — leaving 

me in fear and terror . . . I participate in the ‘No War Zone’ sharing the skills I have 

developed in music. My music is courageous. It comforts me from my bad experiences 

at war and so too it comforts others who listen to it.” 

 — Mohammed, Sierra Leone, www.childsoldiers.org, www.iearn-canada.org
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the International Education and Resource Network (iEARN) is the world’s 

largest non-profit global network that lets young people use new 

technologies to “engage in collaborate educational projects that both enhance 

learning and make a difference in the world.” 

Because many of iEARN’s sponsored projects span the globe to places where 

high-end technologies are not affordable, the focus is on the collaboration and 

most discussions occur in web forums. Internet access and a browser are all that 

students need.

Students of the YMCA Academy have participated in the Bullying Project and 

in the Child Soldier Project. The website lists more than 160 projects, with the 

following demonstrating the breadth of subjects and interests: 

• Laws of Life: ``Laws of life are the rules, ideals and principles by which one 

chooses to live. The Laws of Life Project invites young people to express in their 

own words what they value most in life. Participants will submit essays about 

their laws of life in which they describe the rules, ideals and principles by which 

they live.”

• My Hero: “This interdisciplinary project-based learning resource 

integrates creative and language arts, humanities and social sciences, science, 

environment, math and technology curricula to challenge students to make a 

positive difference in the world by recognizing both the heroes around them, 

and the heroic attributes within themselves.” 

• YouthCaN (Youth Communications and Networking): “Students facilitate 

an online network of students using telecommunications technologies to 

undertake and/or share environmental work locally and around the world. 

Students write about and interact on environmental issues facing their 

communities during the year.” 

For a complete listing of projects, visit http://iearn.org/projects/project_list.html. ■

C o n n e c t i n g  y o u t h  
a n d  m a k i n g  a  d i f f e r e n c e

YMCA Academy students Greg and Jetyn are raising public awareness of child soldiers throughout the world by creating display 

boards and pamphlets to be distributed throughout the YMCAs in Greater Toronto. The project (www.childsoldiers.org) has a 

web forum to encourage discussions among young people — many of whom are child soldiers. The display boards illustrate the 

poignant stories of some of these youngsters.
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Bullying Project
Tammy comforted others through her 
participation in www.bullying.org, and wrote 
about her own experiences in this poem.

Blood pours down my face 

Mixed with salty tears 

Split lip, swollen eyes 

And no pride what so ever 

Old friends slowly brushing my hair 

So calm and kind 

But why bother? 

We aren’t friends anymore 

But maybe, just maybe 

We all still care 

As the blood pours mixed with tears I 
wonder... 

Why can’t I just fit it? 

A 14-year-old girl, jumped by three 
15 year olds 

It’s not me who hurts, it’s my pride 

For it’s all been taken 

And my heart 

Because no one stopped to help 

Except some old friends 

And now I lay crying 

I just want to close my eyes 

And never wake up 

For it goes deeper than my body 

This is my life 

Full of tears and insecurity, and people 
hurting me 

Is it because I’m white? 

Or is it deeper? 

It’s probably just me 

So warm and comforting it is... 

The thought of never waking up again 

Hope it’s better tomorrow. 

                                   — Tammy, Canada

child soldier Project
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  resources >

F or inspiration and examples of student-action projects, have a look at the organization called What Kids 

Can Do, www.whatkidscando.org. The website tells the stories of kids and schools who choose to make a 

difference in the world around them.

Lifetime Legacies

Imagine teens documenting the life experiences and stories of hospice patients either through video recording 

or by making a scrapbook.  The Hospice of the Florida Suncoast affords such opportunities to its patients and 

more than 300 young people through its Lifetime Legacies program. Max is 101; Dustin is 17. Dustin made a 

four-hour video documentary based on interviews with Max. 

“Dealing with death has made me appreciate life more — it’s made me actually live more,” Dustin says. “Since 

I’ve been doing the videos, I don’t sit around watching TV when I have nothing better to do. I go to the beach or 

spend time with my family. I go and visit my grandpa to hang out with him, or I take my sister and cousins to the 

movies. It’s that `living in the moment’ that Max taught me about. I can do something that I enjoy and feel good 

about with my time.” www.whatkidscando.org/featurestories/hospice.html ■

O ur school in downtown Toronto is beginning several initiatives with 6 St. Joseph House, a nearby 

non-profit organization that supports people in creating livelihoods and a sense of belonging. 

As part of their civics and art courses, the YMCA Academy students will design and do the artwork for a 

collection of greeting cards. Studio 823, which employs individuals in recovery, will work on the final layout, 

production and packaging. All involved will market and sell the cards, and the profits will be turned back in to 

the helping agencies.

Other collaborations will include “life experience talks,” interacting with the St. Joseph centre’s writers’ 

group and artist-in-residence initiatives. We see this collaboration as win-win; rather than doing for others, 

we are doing with others. The kids understand this to be a less patronizing, more respectful and 

productive model. ■	

International Education and Resource Network: www.iearn.org

International Education and Resource Network, Canada: www.iearn-canada.org

My Hero: www.myhero.com

YouthCaN (Youth Communications and Networking): www.youthcanworld.org

Bullying Project: www.bullying.org

What Kids Can Do: www.whatkidscando.org

TakingIT Global: www.tig.org

G o o d  
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