
Learn & Serve America 
Communicators Institute 

Obstacles & Opportunities 

This session includes case studies that highlight the following 
common challenges and opportunities:  

• Generating Support from City Hall 

• Piggybacking on a National Story 

• Standing Out in a Crowd 

• Shaping a New Image – Staying Relevant 

• Leveraging Current Events 

• Internal Champions 

• Co-Branding 

• Leveraging Partnerships to Build Media Support 

• Working with Business/Corporate Partners 
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Case Study #1: 

Generating Support from City Hall 


The Situation: 

City Hall has been hosting a series of community forums to help 
identify pressing community concerns and establish priorities for its 
new strategic five year plan.  Your organization works with K-12 age 
students, organizing service-learning activities during out-of-school 
time such as after school, weekends, and school breaks.  The youth 
have been conducting a community needs and assets assessment in 
the area surrounding your offices. Among the findings, there is no 
safe place for older youth (ages 12 to 19) to gather in the evenings.  
Your site is too small. 

Think About: 

•	 How can you get your young peoples’ community assessment to 
be taken seriously as a part of the strategic plan research? 

•	 How can you effectively energize support among community 
members in general, and parents and young people in particular, 
to educate and encourage the city to make a safe place for youth 
to gather a priority in the strategic five year plan? 

•	 How can you keep your youth engaged through all the steps in this 
process and teach them the communication skills needed to 
participate effectively? 
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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Case Study #2: 

Piggybacking on a National Story
 

The Situation: 

Reporters love stories on current trends and stories that are based on 
statistical analysis.  Your organization focuses on keeping middle-
school students in school, using service-learning to achieve that goal.  
When the U.S. Department of Education issues a report on drop-out 
levels among middle-school students, your city has a prominent place 
on the list. How can you take this negative story and use it to 
publicize the efforts your organization makes on behalf of middle-
school students who are in danger of dropping out?  Demonstrate 
how you would piggyback the story of your success on the national 
story. 

Think About: 

•	 What are the differences between the national statistics and the 
local statistics? Define the reasons for those differences. 

•	 Can your organization’s work be replicated in other communities? 
How can you reach out to regional and national publications to tell 
the story of your successes? 

•	 How would you go about crafting the message? 
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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Case Study #3: 

Standing Out in the Crowd 


The Situation: 

The number of non-profit organizations involved in service-learning 
continues to grow and grow. Each organization has an annual 
special event, a defining annual appeal campaign, and/or a national 
celebrity spokesperson. 

Your service-learning organization is not at the top of the public’s 
agenda or awareness, but it serves a great community need through 
mentoring and has made a significant impact on one of your districts.  
In addition to these challenges, your organization has a very small 
public relations budget.  This is as a result of a tight budget year and 
a reallocation of resources. 

As such, your organization relies heavily on student volunteers for 
much of your staffing.  Your current volunteers are beginning to age-
out of their positions, and it is difficult to find younger volunteers. 

Think About: 

•	 What can you do to stand out in a crowded field? How do you 
create awareness of your organization among those who give 
financially to and volunteer with other education-related 
organizations?  

•	 What methods would you use to capture the attention of a different 
kind of volunteer or student? 

•	 What methods would you use to revisit your message and craft a 
more effective appeal to both volunteers and potential funders?   
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 

Corporation for National & Community Service CAMPAIGN CONSULTATION, Inc. 
Obstacles & Opportunities 309 



Learn & Serve America 
Communicators Institute 

Case Study #4: 

Shaping a New Image – Staying Relevant 


The Situation: 

Your service-learning program seems stuck in a rut.  Your programs 
are going smoothly--providing service-learning opportunities to 
students, meeting community needs, and producing some really 
terrific success stories here and there, but the program isn’t really 
flourishing.  You are struggling with recruitment, and enthusiasm 
among the faculty and administrators is waning.  Your promotional 
materials are dated, and your program doesn’t seem to appeal to new 
funders and partners the way it used to.  You feel that your old 
“identity” and “pitch” for service-learning have grown stale, but your 
advisory board, faculty, and administrators are hesitant to make 
changes. “Why fix it if it isn’t broken?” seems to be the message you 
receive from them.  

Think About: 

•	 How can you craft a message that will appeal to new partners and 
participants and gain media attention?  

•	 How do you craft a message that key decision makers will find 
attractive? How do you get them excited again about service-
learning?  

•	 How can you best build on the strengths of your existing program 
to go in a new direction? 
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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Case Study #5: 

Current Events 


The Situation: 

In this year’s Presidential election, student service has played an 
important role in both campaigns.  As part of your university’s five 
year strategic plan, your institution plans to create 50 new service-
learning courses.  Your institution has received a Learn and Serve 
America grant to support the increase of service-learning courses on 
campus. To support this ramp up, your office is conducting major 
outreach to local area agencies to encourage them to partner with 
your faculty, staff, and student organizations.  You would like to use 
the national spotlight on service to highlight your local service 
contributions to the community. 

Think About: 

• 	 What would be the best way to use the local media and constant 
national dialogue on service to further your efforts?  

• 	 One of the local reporters is a former national service participant 
herself. How can you appeal to her to further your campaign?  

• 	 How would you go about crafting a message for her and others? 
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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Case Study #6: 

Internal Champion 


The Situation: 

Your Service-Learning Office, which is at a large research university, 
has mini-grants available to assist faculty members in integrating 
service-learning into their courses.  Your office has already 
established partnerships with the local, primarily African American 
inner-city schools and has matched college students with K-12 
students in tutoring/mentoring relationships.  Your mini-grant program 
encourages the faculty recipients to involve the students in their 
classes in the successful tutoring/mentoring program. 

In the past, you have only recruited student volunteer tutors through 
student-run organizations.  This has made it difficult to create a clear 
identification for your program among faculty members and with 
academic affairs. 

Over the last several years, the public schools in which you have 
volunteers have documented a 25% increase in their students’ 
reading scores! However, you are frustrated with the faculty’s lack of 
interest in your program and the difficulty of defining clearly who you 
are and what you do. Now, you are concerned you may not generate 
enough faculty participation in your mini-grant program and may not 
be able to match enough college students with the local youth.   

Think About: 

•	 How can you use your success working with student-run 
organizations to build connections with the faculty? 

•	 How can you build interest and support from the university’s 
academic community?   

•	 What simple efforts, tools and methods of outreach can you use 
most effectively? 
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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Case Study #7: 

Co-Branding 


The Situation: 

You are partnering with a national home improvement retailer that 
has strong regional ties and is well known for its support of 
community renovation and service projects.  The civil engineering 
class at your university is undertaking a service-learning project, and 
the home improvement retailer is working with them on it.  The 
students’ participation includes helping project managers with 
planning, surveying, and environmental analysis for several urban 
renovation programs. The project is going well and getting good 
media attention. However, every time the project receives media 
attention, the press focuses only on the retailer’s sponsorship, but 
does not understand, recognize, or give credit to the work your 
service-learning students are doing.    

Think About: 

•	 How can you co-brand the work that the organizations are doing 
together? 

•	 How can you build an identity for your class project as a force 
behind the efforts of your partners?  

•	 How can you make educating the public about service-learning 
part of your branding?  
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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Case Study #8: 
Leveraging Partnerships to Build Media 

Support 
The Situation: 

Your organization, Public Safety through Prevention (PSP), is a Learn 
and Serve community-based grantee. Your service-learning program 
supports local partnerships between schools and affiliates of your 
organization.  Projects involve student teams going door-to-door in 
the community to ensure that people have working smoke detectors.  
They offer to test existing detectors, provide new batteries for those 
that need them, replace detectors that are not operating, and install 
new smoke detectors where necessary.  PSP provides the materials, 
and students do the legwork. 

The local projects receive a great deal of media attention for 
bolstering community relations and providing a much-needed service 
to the community. The problem is that while the schools are 
frequently mentioned throughout the media stories, PSP is not 
mentioned at all, and the students are not identified as being part of 
Learn and Serve America. 

Think About: 

•	 What strategies can you suggest to ensure that PSP and Learn 
and Serve receive recognition for their contributions in future 
media coverage? 

•	 How can you better leverage the opportunities that are provided by 
the existing partnership?  
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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Case Study #9: 

Working with Corporate and Business 


Partners 

The Situation: 

Your college is working with Eddie’s Farm and Garden Center, which 
is a small, locally-owned business, on a community 
gardening/outdoor classroom project that kicks off with a one-day 
community event to clear the plot and plant.  Eddie’s store has 
provided all of the supplies and equipment, plus employee 
volunteers, to support the garden in this local low-income community.  
The project is a big step toward solidifying your college’s partnership 
with the local elementary school, Elmwood, as you will work together 
with the school to develop and maintain this outdoor classroom and 
community garden. As part of Elmwood’s science curriculum, all the 
5th graders from are serving with 30 students from your college on the 
kick off day--during Learn and Serve Challenge Week!  The project 
receives a lot of local and regional media attention.  However, the 
media does not cover the involvement of Eddie’s Farm and Garden 
Center. 

The day after the event, you receive a call from Eddie, who wants to 
know why his business was not mentioned in the media coverage 
even though his company provided all of the supplies and some of 
the labor for the project. 

Think about: 

•	 What strategies should you have used to ensure that Eddie’s 
received recognition for its contributions? 

•	 How could you have used the partnership with Eddie’s to gain 
even greater media attention? 

•	 How can you use the media attention that was generated to 
expand and improve your partnerships and get future media 
coverage? 

Corporation for National & Community Service CAMPAIGN CONSULTATION, Inc. 
Obstacles & Opportunities 320 



Learn & Serve America 
Communicators Institute 

Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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Case Study #10: 

Martin Luther King, Jr. Day 


The Situation: 

Your school has decided to conduct service-learning projects tied to 
the Martin Luther King, Jr. Day of Service (MLK Day).  In doing so, 
you have to decide how to confront some challenges.  First, your 
students, and a majority of your faculty members, were not even born 
when Martin Luther King, Jr. was alive.  Of course, they know that he 
is an historical figure; however, they lack detailed information about 
him, his accomplishments, and the values and virtues that he 
extolled.  Second, the faculty is not happy about additional 
responsibility being put on their plates.  After all, you told them that 
service-learning was not an add-on.  Third, students want to know 
why they are being asked to conduct service-learning projects on 
MLK Day. They want to know why they don’t have the day off like all 
other holidays.  Fourth, school is not in session on MLK Day and that 
may lead to some logistical obstacles.  And finally, there are already 
other organizations and agencies in the community that are 
sponsoring MLK Day activities, and you want to partner with them so 
that they can view students as a resource and to add a youth voice to 
their activities. 

Think About: 

•	 Why is it important for students to learn about Martin Luther King 
Jr.? How can service-learning projects be designed around MLK 
Day so that students can learn about the man, his 
accomplishments, and the values and virtues that he extolled? 

•	 How can you integrate the MLK Day service-learning projects into 
the classroom curriculum so that faculty members do not view it as 
additional work? 
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•	 How do you convince students that MLK Day is a Day On, not a 
Day Off, and why? 

•	 What logistical obstacles will you have to deal with since school is 
closed on MLK Day? 

•	 How do you go about partnering with local organizations and 
agencies to involve your students in MLK Day service-learning 
projects? 
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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Case Study #11: Getting Responses to Your 

Email Communications 


The Situation: 

Often when you send email to colleagues or sub-grantees, they do 
not respond. When you follow-up with them by phone, it is clear that 
they either have not read the email at all or that they have scanned it 
and did not realize that it required a response.  Since email is the 
most efficient way to communicate with a large number of colleagues 
about your service-learning program and with sub-grantees about 
what is required of them, you are left in a quandary about what to do.  
It is not an effective use of time to make a follow-up phone call each 
time you need a response to your email.     

Think About: 

•	 What can you do to make your email communications more 
appealing for people to read?   

•	 How can you make it more apparent when a response is required 
to your email? 

•	 What other methods of communication might you use to reach 
your audience? 
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Brainstorm: 

•	 What are the overarching communication goals and objectives for 
overcoming these obstacles and/or for leveraging this opportunity? 

• Outline the related strategies and actions for moving forward 
faster. 
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