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Project Service Leadership and 
culminating projects

Kate McPherson, Director, Project 
Service Leadership

As director of Project Service 
Leadership, Kate McPherson 
has been assisting schools, 

students, teachers and districts to 
implement service-learning pro-
grams since 1988. Service-learning 
can provide a compelling reason to 
learn, teach the skills of civic par-
ticipation and develop leaders ready 
to contribute to their communi-
ties. By solving real problems and 
addressing real needs, students learn 
to apply classroom learning to a real 
world context with today’s focus 
on rigorous and relevant instruc-
tion, service-learning emerges as a 
promising catalyst for performance 
assessment, authentic learning, and 
school/community partnerships. 

To assist school districts which 
choose to include service-learning 
or a civic component in the new 
culminating project (CP) require-
ment, Kate recently wrote The 
District Planning Guide for Civically 
Rich Culminating Projects, which 
is available at her Web site www.
projectserviceleadership.org.

In partnership with culminating 
project practitioners, PSL has de-
veloped the following key questions 
for schools to use when planning 
for a comprehensive and meaning-
ful framework for their CP.

Clear purpose

What is the district/school vision 
for culminating projects?

The Preamble of House Bill 1209 
states: “The goal of the Basic Edu-
cation Act for the schools of the 
state of Washington set forth in this 
chapter shall be to provide students 
with the opportunity to become 
responsible citizens, to contribute 
to their own economic well-being 
and to that of their families and 
communities, and to enjoy produc-
tive and satisfying lives.” In what 
way does our district’s culminating 
project serve as a demonstration of 
this or our district’s mission?

Does this project enable students to 
synthesize their learning and articu-
late post high school plans for their 
role as a learner, worker and citizen?

1. Alignment

How is the project aligned to 
HB 1209, including the state 
learning goals and the EALRs?

In what way does the project 
serve as a culminating dem-
onstration of the district’s core 
student learning outcomes?

2. Established criteria

What criteria are we going to 
use to determine success?

•

•

•

Are the criteria consistent across 
the district or determined by 
each building?

Do we have clear and rigor-
ous criteria for all elements of 
the CP including the actual 
project?

3. Implementation plan

What structures and com-
ponents defi ne CP? Are they 
consistent across the district 
or are they individual building 
decisions? 

How will we involve staff, 
students, parents and commu-
nity in developing the project 
elements?

How will you prepare students 
K–12 to be able to do this proj-
ect successfully?

How will the project be imple-
mented?

What staff development will be 
needed before, during and after 
the project begins?

How will we prepare teachers, 
students, community organiza-
tions, mentors, and parents?

What checkpoints and supports 
help increase the likelihood of 
success?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Program structures

How is the project coordinated?

What is the timeline and action 
plan?

Is this embedded in a course or 
a stand-alone, an independent 
study or on-line course?

Is credit involved? Will it be on 
the transcript before 2008?

Can a project be completed by 
a group or team?

What policy support needs to 
be provided?

Are there modifi cations and 
accommodations for different 
populations, including special 
education, ESL, Running Start, 
early graduation and special 
circumstances?

Will students be given mul-
tiple opportunities to meet the 
standard? How will feedback be 
provided?

How will remediation be pro-
vided?

What is the timeline for gradu-
ation decisions?

Who determines graduation 
eligibility?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Student voice and 
ownership

How will you ensure student 
choice and voice in the selec-
tion and implementation of the 
project?

How will you help students see 
the range of possible projects?

Learning stretch

What criteria have you includ-
ed that will assess the degree of 
new learning?

What criteria have you included 
that will assess the signifi cance 
and amount of the learning?

Authenticity

How will we provide oppor-
tunities for student projects to 
extend beyond the traditional 
classroom? What prior experi-
ences and classroom instruction 
will enable students to work 
effectively with community 
organizations and members?

How will the district provide 
opportunities for students to 
refl ect on their own learning?

How will feedback and data 
about the experience be 
gathered and used for improve-
ment?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Civic skills 

How will we provide opportu-
nities for students to enhance 
and demonstrate their civic 
skills through our CP? Will 
students have an opportunity to 
refl ect and more fully under-
stand their role as a citizen?

Will we design the project and 
assessment so students simul-
taneously meet standards for 
Civics Classroom Based Assess-
ment? 

Career connections

How will we include experienc-
es and refl ective activities which 
help students develop informed 
post high school plans that are 
shaped by their understanding 
of career options?

Support structures

What resource support needs to 
be provided?

What budget will be provided? 
Will this replace existing sup-
port or be new support?

What staff will be needed? Will 
this replace existing positions or 
be new?

How will the design or imple-
mentation of the project affect 
collective bargaining agree-
ments?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Project Service Leadership and culminating projects, continued
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What technology support will 
be needed?

What materials need to be 
created for various audiences, 
including students, parents, 
staff and community?

What guidelines need to be 
created to ensure student safety 
and risk management?

What is the process for forma-
tive and summative program 
evaluation? How will all stake-
holders be part of that process?

Community 
involvement

How will we communicate 
about culminating projects?

How will the community be 
involved in planning, training, 
implementation, and evalua-
tion?

How will community members 
serve as mentors, panelists, 
advisors or resource people?

What training will be provided?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Project Service Leadership and culminating projects, continued

While service-learning is not a re-
quired component of the culminat-
ing project many districts include 
an option or requirement of service 
as part of that culminating project. 
To require service hours without 
adequate preparation and refl ection 
may do a disservice to students and 
communities alike. The District 
Planning Guide for Civically Rich 
Culminating Projects provides 
examples from districts that have 
addressed many of the questions 
framed above. A workshop based on 
this guide and other resources will 
be provided at the OSPI’s January 
2006 Institute in Seattle.

Project Service Leadership is assist-
ing a few districts that include ser-
vice-learning in their Small Schools 
and Culminating Projects. The 
Evergreen Public Schools’ rubric for 
assessing their Civic Action Project 
can be found on the following page.

Service-Learning Washington pro-
vides technical assistance to schools 
and districts throughout the state. 
You can learn more about Service-
Learning Washington and the 
support they can provide at www.
servicelearning.wsu.edu.
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Project Service Leadership and culminating projects, continued


