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Introduction and Description 

Many students in my 6
th

 grade class at Monte Vista Middle School do not have a strong sense of 

family and/or a connection to their ancestry. This project grew from a class discussion on 

Development of Human Societies and the role of extended families in the development and 

sustainability of communities. 

Many students have little or no contact with elderly people from which to draw information. 

Together at a local care facility, students were able to meet and write the life stories and diagram 

family trees for residents. The students wanted to preserve this oral tradition for future 

generations, and at the same time, it gave meaning to the lives of people often forgotten in our 

society. 

 

As part of the sixth grade writing requirement our students participate in an annual district-wide 

student author fair. Books from the different schools are displayed and all schools come to view 

them. This biography book became their author fair entry. After the fair, copies were given to the 

residents as gifts to them and their own families. 

 

Preparation 

This project required considerable planning time for the teacher. It was necessary to make 

contacts with a care facility, coordinate time, transportation and ongoing visits. The residents 

needed to know our expectations and the details of the project too. To ensure high quality service 

and learning, I prepared the students for different situations. Many students had not been in a 

care facility and were nervous. We discussed the conditions and health concerns the elderly have. 

What to expect. What to do if the resident didn’t seem receptive or behaved in such a way that 

scared the student. Many students were very concerned that their partner would “die on them” 

and how that would affect the project. 

 

California State Academic Content Standards 

6
th

 Grade Writing 

1.0, 1.2, 1.5, 1.6, 2.1, 2.2, 

 

6
th

 Grade Written and Oral English Language Conventions 

1.0 All 

 

6
th

 Grade History-Social Science 

6.1 

 

Action 

mailto:cwedel@tusd.net


A week before the first visit, I gave the students a rubric and outline of the project and we role 

played levels of questioning. On Day 1, the students befriended the “Tribal Elders” as we 

affectionately called them, during a shared craft activity. On subsequent visits, students built a 

rapport with individuals of their choosing. Which gave the students control and they didn’t feel 

pushed into an uncomfortable situation. On subsequent visits, students began collecting and 

writing down personal biographies and family trees. Back at school, we went thorough the 

writing process and edited the collections. Initially we planned to use bare books and then write 

and illustrate them. However, it was soon apparent that we needed at least three copies of each 

book one for the Elder to keep, one to give to the family and one for the student to keep. We 

chose to photocopy and spiral bind the books and keep illustrations to a minimum. We laminated 

a color photo of the Elder on the cover and included a page which featured a school picture and 

paragraph about the student author. The student page photocopied nicely. 

 

Reflection 

The reflection was ongoing as students read and re-read their work through the writing process 

and many of life’s lessons became clear. Those revelations really had an impact on all of us. So 

many Elders have such stories of courage and hardship; it really inspires us to reexamine our 

lives and world events. 

We held round table discussions after each visit, which the students responded very favorably to. 

This sharing after the visit seemed to relieve concerns and really built enthusiasm for the next 

visit. 

Students kept a reflection journal before, during, and after the activity. I encouraged them to 

write down questions they didn’t want to present in the post-visit discussion and additional 

concerns. These I answered in the journal and some topics I brought up at the next round table 

discussion. 

 

Student Assessment 

For formal assessment, I gave a rubric to the students at the start of the project for the finished 

book. The ongoing assessment was grading the steps of the writing process as we went through 

them. 

The informal assessment was my observation of how close these partners became. Students 

began voicing opinions of civic and social responsibility and showed real concern about senior 

issues. 

Our round table discussions became emotional on several occasions as students shared stories 

from their Elders lives. Or the sorrow that many Elders live with as their peers pass away. The 

round tables gave students a way to share these emotions in a positive surrounding and relieve 

the burden. 

We always ended with affirmations of the good we were doing for our Elders and how service 

learning was making us better people. 

 

Project Evaluation and Expansion 

Monte Vista Middle School and the Tracy District is committed to Character Education. 

Community Service is required at the high school level. This project could be used to further 

those goals and gain recognition there. It could easily be expanded to different grade levels. 

Many students have trouble staying focused on long projects. I saw students become more 

committed over time. Many, who ordinarily don’t follow through on schoolwork, realized that 



they were not doing this for themselves or me, the teacher, but for someone else. Someone who 

was not able to or had means to preserve their heritage. That really motivated and deepened their 

understanding of service learning. 

 

Celebration/ Public Recognition 

We brought our books to the care facility which hosted us for a luncheon. We did a short 

program and followed it with open mike time. Students read excerpts from the books and the 

tribal elders were encouraged to share their thoughts on the project with the students. 

The event was written up in local newspaper with a photo of the event. 

 

Materials and Staff Development Needs 

Materials needed included notebooks and pencils. An audio recorder would have been helpful. 

Having several that could be shared would be a real bonus. Adequate transportation needs to be 

arranged. Many care facilities have transportation available for residents which could be used to 

transport students as long as they met district requirements for drivers. Check with the facility. 

 

Funding and Resource Support/Sustainability 

Start up funding for the books came from the general classroom budget. Additional funding was 

provided by the writing committee and the Student Author Fair committee. An offer of future 

funding was extended to us by the Elders and the care facility staff to make sure it could be an 

ongoing project. Additional copies of each book could also been offered for sale to the care 

facility residents to help cover copy costs. Transportation could be funded by the facility or even 

provided by them if they have appropriate vehicles and licensing and meet district requirements. 
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Abstract 

 

This project has students reaching out to the elderly of our community. 6th Grade students 

teamed with a local care facility to write life stories and diagram family trees, for some of the 

“tribal elders” as we affectionately called them. First students befriended them during a shared 

craft activity. On subsequent visits, students built a rapport with individuals and began collecting 

and writing down personal biographies. This was later put through the writing process and a 

small book was made. The book has a picture of the elder on the cover and a short feature about 

the student inside. Several copies of the book were made, to be given to the elder for their own 

family and friends and one for the student to keep. 

 

Degree of Complexity for Implementation of Service-Learning Project 

 

High 

 

Educational Setting and Participant Information 

 

Educational Institution 

 

Public 

 

Comprehensive Schools 

 

4-6 

 

Alternative Settings 

 

Special Education 

Juvenile Justice 

Community Day 

 

Participant Configuration 

 

Whole Class Project 
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Intergenerational Senior Citizen 

 

School Schedule 

 

Traditional nine month 

 

Section C Service Provided 

 

Overview of Service 

 

Level of Service – 

 

Direct Service 

 

Service Issue Areas 

 

Education 

 

Duration of Service Activity 

 

Long Term (all quarter/ semester /year) 

 

Specific Service Activity Areas – 

 

Educational 

 

Diversity Education / training 

 

Human and Social Needs 

 

Elder Care and Fitness 

Mental Health 

Family Life 

 

Lesson Content 

 

Subject Area(s) 

 

English/ Language Arts 

History / Social Science 

 

California State Academic Content Standards 

 

6th Grade Writing 

1.0, 1.2, 1.5, 1.6, 2.1, 2.2, 

6th Grade Written and Oral English Language Conventions 



All 

6th Grade History-Social Science 

6.1 

 

Civic/Social / Personal Responsibility Goals or Standards 

 

Civic Responsibility 

 

Collaborating Partners 

 

Community Based Organizations (CBO) 

 

United Way 

 

Associations and Agencies 

 

Senior Citizens Centers/Facilities 

 

Local/State/Federal Governmental Agencies 

 

Social Services 

 

Corporation for National Service 

Retired Senior Volunteer Programs 

Foster Grandparents 

Senior Companions 

AARP 

 

Individual Partners 

 

Parents 

Grandparents 

 

Reflection 

 

Journals 

Oral presentation 

Printed book 


