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Youth-Involved Community Service 

Project Planning Guide 

Purpose: 

This guide supports leaders in facilitating a meaningful, youth-led service project that will 

take place over a single day. It draws on evidence-based practices from the YMCA 

Community Action Network (YCAN) curriculum, emphasizing youth engagement, skill-

building, and community impact. In order for your groups community service activity to be 

a meaningful experience for participants, youth must be actively involved in designing and 

leading activities. This guide is broken down into 5 sessions that will help you achieve this 

goal. In each session, the purpose of the activity is listed along with suggested activities.  

Of course, as educators, you may have additional activities that you may wish to use.  After 

each session, a group debrief of the activities will also help to ensure the learning is 

solidified. 

Planning Timeline Overview 

Session Activity Suggested Time 

Session 1 
Team Building, Icebreakers and Setting Group 

Guidelines 
60 mins 

Session 2 Identifying Interests and Community Needs 60 mins 

Session 3 Exploring and Selecting a Project Focus 60 mins 

Session 4 Developing the Project Plan 60 mins 

Session 5 Finalizing and Sharing the Plan 60 mins 

Day of Service Youth-Led Execution 6-8 hours 
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Session 1: Team Building, Icebreakers and Setting Group 

Guidelines – 60 mins. 

Supportive environments that build trust and encourage participant safety are essential for 

youth engagement. When youth feel welcomed, heard, and connected, they are more likely 

to participate actively and take ownership of the project. 

• Partner Interviews:  

Instructions: Pair youth up. Each person asks their partner 2–3 questions (e.g., 

“What’s one thing people would be surprised to know about you?” “What’s an 

issue you care about?”). After 5–10 minutes, regroup and have each introduce 

their partner to the group. 

• Meet Your Neighbours:  

Instructions: Arrange chairs in a circle (one fewer than the number of 

participants). The person in the middle says, “I have one sister and want to meet 

everyone who has a sibling.” Everyone who matches must find a new chair (not 

next to their old one). The last person standing starts the next round. 

A safe, respectful space is foundational for youth to feel valued and able to take positive 

risks.  

Group guidelines support autonomy and inclusiveness. 

How: 

• Ask youth, “What rules or values should we have for working together?” 

• Write suggestions on a big sheet of paper. 

• Discuss and agree as a group. 

• Revisit guidelines regularly; encourage youth to add or refine them as needed. 
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Session 2: Identifying Interests and Community Needs – 
60 mins. 

Projects are most meaningful when they reflect youth interests and address real community 

needs. This stage centers youth voice and builds relatedness with the community. 

• Issue Wall:  

Instructions: Each youth writes an issue they care about (e.g., “litter in the 

park,” “loneliness in seniors”) on a sticky note. Stick notes on a wall or board. 

Group similar ideas and discuss. 

Discussion Prompts: “Why is this issue important to you?” “Who would benefit if 

we helped with this?” 

• Dream Tree:  

Instructions: Draw a large tree on paper. Youth write hopes for their community 

on sticky notes (“fruit” or “leaves”). On branches, write outcomes to achieve 

those hopes. On the trunk, list resources needed. Roots represent group values. 

Why: This activity helps to visualize goals and steps, making the process hands-

on and creative. 

Session 3: Exploring and Selecting a Project Focus - 60 
mins. 

Youth ownership is built through collaborative decision-making. This stage encourages 

creativity, critical thinking, and consensus-building. 

• Brainstorming:  

Invite youth to share ideas for projects. Use drawing, mapping, or “photovoice” 

(taking photos of community assets/issues). 

Encourage creativity and open-mindedness. 

• Decision-Making Tools:  

Dot Voting: Give each youth 3–5 stickers. They place stickers next to their 

favorite ideas. The idea with the most stickers wins. 

Fist-to-Five: For any idea, youth show a fist (no) to five fingers (yes) to indicate 

agreement. 

Consensus: Discuss until everyone supports the final choice. 
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Session 4: Developing the Project Plan - 60 mins. 

Planning together builds skills in organization, teamwork, and problem-solving. Youth learn 

to break down big ideas into actionable steps and take responsibility for outcomes. 

• Small Group Planning:  

Break into small groups. Each group answers: Who will do what? Where? When? 

How? 

• Mind-Mapping:  

Draw a central idea (the project) and branch out with tasks, roles, resources, and 

timeline.   

• Mock Project Pitches:  

Each group presents their plan in 3 minutes. Others ask questions and offer 

feedback. 

• Assigning Roles:  

Let youth choose or rotate roles (e.g., Team Leader, Materials Helper, 

Communicator, Photographer). Match tasks to interests and strengths. 

• Feasibility Check:  

Ask: “Can we finish this in one day?” “Do we have the supplies we need?” “What 

challenges might come up?” 
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Session 5: Finalizing and Sharing the Plan - 60 mins. 

Getting feedback and sharing the plan builds excitement, accountability, and community 

buy-in. It also helps youth practice communication and advocacy skill. 

• Present the plan to other youth, staff, or community members. Ask for suggestions. 

• Make changes based on feedback, keeping youth in the lead. 

• Youth create posters, social media posts, or short presentations to share their plan. 
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On the Day of Service: Youth-Led Execution 

Required Time: 6-8 hours total (including breaks and celebration) 

Youth-led implementation fosters autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Reflection and 

celebration reinforce learning and pride in accomplishment as cited in 

”Curriculum_English.pdf”. 

• Quick Review: Remind youth of the plan, roles, and guidelines. 

• Project Implementation: Let youth lead, with adults supporting and 

troubleshooting as needed. 

• Reflection & Celebration:  

Use “Rose, Bud, Thorn” (each youth shares a highlight, a challenge, and a hope). 

Take group photos, create a “Wall of Thanks,” or share results with 

families/community. 

Celebrate with certificates, tokens of appreciation or a group cheer. 

Leader Tips for Youth Engagement 

• Acknowledge youth perspectives and encourage initiative. 

• Offer meaningful choices and let youth take ownership. 

• Use hands-on, creative activities (drawing, mapping, voting, photovoice). 

• Facilitate, don’t direct—ask open-ended questions and support teamwork. 

• Celebrate every milestone and encourage reflection.   

• Use debrief activities at the end of each session and at the end of the project itself to 

solidify learning. 

• Find meaningful ways to connect youth to decision makers so their voice is heard 

and the project is acknowledged. 

• Where possible, find a meaningful way for the youth to be thanked for their work and 

completed project so they feel valued. 
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Why Youth Involvement Matters: 

• Youth thrive when they have autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

• Projects are most successful when youth are involved in every stage—from 

identifying needs to planning, decision-making, and celebrating impact. 

• Hands-on, interactive activities build skills and confidence, and make service 

meaningful. 
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