
In the fall of 2015, the National Service Alliance will launch a national campaign to make a service year a 
common expectation and opportunity in America. Service years are typically performed by young adults 
over the course of a year. The nation’s experience with AmeriCorps, as well as post-secondary service-
learning, shows that service tied to education outcomes is a powerful way to motivate students, help them 
apply what they have learned, and gain the experience, skills, and connections they need to find employment 
after graduation.  Such opportunities are also an excellent way to prepare students for active citizenship.

We are launching the Service Year exchange in the fall of 2015 to make it easy for organizations, including 
higher education institutions, to create service year positions. This online platform that will enable 
programs to become certified. Eventually, these programs will include a range of other functions, such as 
online courses, the opportunity to earn badges after mastering 21st century and skills, a transcript, and 
a completion certificate.  Individuals serving in certified programs will eventually be able to connect to 
others participating in a service year in their communities and can be recruited by graduate programs and 
employers.
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SERVICE YEAR BACKGROUND

THE CHALLENGE
The service year field is welcoming all education institutions to 
participate in a challenge running from January - March 2015. 
Each university or college entrant will compete for a prize 
to support the planning and creation of education-affiliated 
service year positions. Building on the promise of before 
college or after graduation structures from early adopters, 
the challenge seeks to gain further innovation on integrating 
learning and service during the college experience itself.

Thanks to a generous grant from the Lumina Foundation, 
prize money totaling $100,000 is available. This prize pool 
will be spread across three categories - community colleges, 
public institutions, and private institutions - for $30,000 each 
category, plus a $10,000 Audience Choice prize.  To be 
eligible, institutions must design a service year program that 
will result in academic credit, meet Service Year exchange 
certification criteria (on page 3), be sustainable, have the 
support of the institution’s leadership, and provide a model for 
other similar postsecondary institutions. Extra points would be 
awarded for programs that address outcomes in the Lumina 
Degree Qualifications Profile (degreeprofile.org), involve 
a significant number of positions, and could be launched in 
the 2015-16 school year. Partnerships (for example, between a 
college and high school or nonprofit) are encouraged. Finalists 
will be invited to present their program concepts in person or 
by video conference to a panel of judges, including funders.  

For challenge details 
and online application 

to participate, visit

SYChallenge.org



EXAMPLES OF COLLEGE-CONNECTED 
SERVICE PROGRAMS

Students studying technology put their 
skills to work helping local nonprofits build 
websites, establish data systems, and 
otherwise use technology to advance their 
missions.

Students majoring in French help French-
speaking African refugees settle into the 
community through a nonprofit that assists 
new immigrants.  

Child development students spend the 
year serving in local Head Start and child 
care centers, observing children’s behavior 
at different development stages and ways 
that the experienced teachers work with the 
children and their parents.  

Engineers working closely with their professor 
spend the year developing a solution to a 
specific challenge faced by a neighboring 
community.  They travel to the community to 
research the problem and return to campus to 
design and build prototypes.  

Environmental science majors serve at a 
national park facing environmental challenges 
to plan and implement solutions. Living in 
housing within the park, they work as a team to 
study the problem and identify strategies. 

Urban studies students are placed in large- 
and medium-sized city mayors’ offices across 
the country where they help mayors develop 
volunteer strategies to address problems in 
the cities.   

English majors are assigned to work as 
tutors and mentors in low-performing schools 
through local nonprofits. They use their 
skills to boost the literacy of children, create 
expectations for them, learn about academic 
challenges they face, and see the role of social 
and emotional learning in the development of 
children.

 

The Franklin Project and National Conference on 
Citizenship believe that the incorporation of service 
years into the postsecondary experience will lead 
to increased degree attainment and employment in 
students’ fields of interest. While promising models 
for higher education-sponsored service years, either 
before the first year or after graduation, are being 
piloted, we are looking for models that make a service 
year a part of the undergraduate experience. Such an 
experience could occur during a “junior year away” 
(or on campus), a capstone final year experience, or 
programs that incorporate both summer and school-
year elements. Ideally, programs would be connected 
to academic learning. For example, communications 
students might serve in local nonprofit organizations, 
those studying child development might serve in local 
child care centers, language majors or students 
in ethnic studies fields might serve in immigrant 
communities, or others preparing for health-related 
careers would serve in local clinics.

SERVICE YEAR + HIGHER ED

Jan 15: Higher Ed Challenge Announced

Feb 19 & 26: Applicant Q & A Call

Mar 6: Challenge Submissions Due

Mar 13: Finalists Announced

Apr 15: Challenge Day
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S E R V I C E  Y E A R  E X C H A N G E 
C E R T I F I C AT I O N  C R I T E R I A

 ■ Address unmet community needs and specify intended outcomes.

 ■  Specify a term of service of at least 9-12 months and up to two years.  Special rule: A shorter term of service that is at least 6 
months may be considered acceptable for comprehensive programs that either (1) consist of multiple significant components, 
one of which is the corps member’s direct service, or (2) recruit from very specific populations, including but not limited to, 
veterans reintegrating into civilian life or students pursuing service and degree attainment simultaneously.

 ■  Engage corps members in direct service or indirect “capacity building” for a direct service program at least 32 hours per 
week.  Special rule: A minimum of 20 hours per week may be considered acceptable for comprehensive programs that either 
(1) consist of multiple significant components, one of which is the corps member’s direct service, or (2) recruit from very specific 
populations, including but not limited to, veterans reintegrating into civilian life, or students pursuing service and degree 
attainment simultaneously. 

 ■  Provide a living allowance allowable under AmeriCorps (approximately $1000 - $2000 month, or, in the case of professional 
corps positions requiring higher levels of skills or experience, is less than the market salary for professionals in the field or in 
places participants in underserved communities); living allowances can be waived by the participant or reduced if housing is 
provided. 

 ■  Provide orientation, training, supervision, and mentoring to participants to build their skills and opportunities, increase their 
ability to provide quality service, and ensure they benefit from their service experience. Identify specific skills, certifications, and 
other learning outcomes the corps members will attain through the program. 

 ■  Provide support to participants as they transition out of the program and into school or work. Plans should be developed early in 
the program year with appropriate supports throughout the term of service.

 ■ Take measures to ensure the safety and security of participants and those they serve.

 ■  Strengthen civic ties by connecting participants to other backgrounds, including: agreeing to arrange for participants to be 
sworn in and graduate as a class belonging to the civilian national service corps across the United States; maximizing, to the 
extent practicable, diversity across geography, race, ethnicity and income or building leadership from within communities; 
enabling participants to receive recognition upon completion of their term of service; and encouraging participants to serve 
alongside other national service participants during service projects on National Days of Service.

 ■  Agree to comply with existing law governing AmeriCorps and VISTA, on issues such as prohibitions on advocacy, proselytizing, 
and displacement of workers.

The National Conference on Citizenship 

Corporation for National and Community Service

The Franklin Project

The National Conference on Citizenship (NCoC) is a congressionally chartered organization dedicated to strengthening civic life in 
America. NCoC strives to define civic health as essential to our communities, facilitate civic engagement, and enable national service. 
It does this through informative conferences, a cutting-edge civic health initiative, and the Service Year exchange - a new technology 
platform that will incorporate certification of new service year programs, search functions, crowdfunding and learning.

The Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS) is a federal agency that engages more than five million Americans 
in service through its AmeriCorps, Senior Corps, Social Innovation Fund, and Volunteer Generation Fund programs, and leads the  
President’s national call to service initiative, United We Serve. CNCS also administers the Presidents Higher Education Community 
Service Honor Roll, the highest honor a college or university can receive for its commitment to volunteering, service-learning, and civic 
engagement.

The Franklin Project is a new venture by the Aspen Institute to marshal the best case for a voluntary civilian counterpart to military 
service in the United States. At the 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival, General Stanley McChrystal called for large-scale civilian national service 
to engage more Americans in serving community and country. The Franklin Project believes national service can and should become a 
common expectation and common opportunity for all Americans to strengthen our social fabric and solve our most pressing national 
challenges. To realize this vision, the Franklin Project engages outstanding Americans from the private sector, higher education, 
government, the military, the faith community, the philanthropy, and nonprofit organizations, to develop innovative policy ideas 
and to build momentum around advancing a new vision of civilian service for the 21st century.  Its goal is to create one million new 
opportunities for large-scale civilian national service. 

CHALLENGE PARTNERS


