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Tips for composing  
effective recommendations 
for your students’ college 
applications

Making a  
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contribute to school and 
community
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OR COUNCIL

REVITALIZING
A DORMANT CHAPTER
Breathing life into a minimally active 
group is daunting, but not impossible



Get ideas for your National Principals Month celebration  
by visiting principalsmonth.org.

Celebrate Your School Leader
Your school’s and students’ success depend on the 
effectiveness of your school leaders. That is one of the 
many reasons why, during the month of October, schools 
everywhere celebrate National Principals Month.

This month is a time when schools make a concerted effort to 
recognize their principal. Teachers, students, and parents are 
encouraged to plan activities—from submitting a video about 
why they love their principal to sending them an e-card.

Every day, the leadership and hard work of principals help 
to advance the success of schools and students. This is a 
special opportunity to say “thank you.”

#THANKAPRINCIPAL

NATIONAL
PRINCIPALS

GREAT SCHOOLS HAVE GREAT PRINCIPALS

OCTOBER 2017

MONTH

17_Pubs__AdvisePrinMonthAd-2017_P1.indd   1 7/12/17   9:12 AM



Powering Student Leadership and EngagementSeptember 2017  |  Volume 46, Issue 1

Features Columns & Departments

PAGE 10

‘‘

’’

Before you know it, 
your students will 
be asking you to 
write them letters of 
recommendation. 
Follow these tips 
to make sure your 
efforts produce the 
desired outcome.

PAGE 16

Student winners 
of the Prudential 
Spirit of Community 
Awards are working 
hard to give back to 
their schools, their 
communities, and 
the world. 

PAGE 22

Revitalizing a National Honor 
Society or student council group 
may be the most important 
contribution you make to your 
campus, because it will set the 
standard for other organizations 
to follow and can serve as a 
catalyst for culture change.

From the Directors

Morning Announcements

NatStuCo Update

Honor Society Update

Chat Room

A Conversation With…

Put This Into Practice

Collaboration Space

Take 10

2
4
6
7
9

26
29
30
32

16
10

22

Five Steps to Revitalizing a 
Dormant Chapter or Council 
CARRIE WEESE

To the Letter
ROD SKINNER

Making a Meaningful Difference
LIN GRENSING-POPHAL



2                     SEP TEMBER 2 017A VSI ED

NASSP STAFF  
(NOT A COMPLETE LISTING)

 JOANN BARTOLETTI EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 

 BEVERLY HUTTON, EdD DEPUTY EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, PROGRAMS AND SERVICES 

 DENNIS SADLER DEPUTY EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, OPERATIONS 

 ANN POSTLEWAITE DIRECTOR OF STUDENT PROGRAMS 

 JONATHAN MATHIS, PhD DIRECTOR OF NATIONAL HONOR SOCIETIES 

 TODD LAUDINO SENIOR MANAGER, HONOR SOCIETIES, VIRTUAL PROGRAMS

 JEFF SHERRILL ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, NASC 

 ELANCIA FELDER MANAGER, HONOR SOCIETY POLICIES AND PROCEDURES 

EDITORIAL AND DESIGN STAFF
 JENNIFER J. JONES DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS

 TERRY LOWE-EDWARDS SENIOR COPYWRITER

 ANNETTE GRAY EDITORIAL DIRECTOR 

 ASHLEY REID SENIOR MANAGING EDITOR

 JANICE KRESIN COPY EDITOR

 DREW BANKERT ASSOCIATE EDITOR

 JACK DAVIDSON VP, MARKETING SERVICES

 DEBORAH SHARPE ART DIRECTOR

 TINA ENCK ACCOUNT DIRECTOR

ADVERTISING REPRESENTATIVE
 JASON VRANICH 717-430-2357

To request a media kit, contact jason.vranich@theYGSgroup.com
www.nassp.org/advertise

Published in partnership with 

The YGS Group
3650 West Market Street

York, PA 17404
800-505-9701

www.theYGSgroup.com

From the A VSI ED
Powering Student Leadership and Engagement

A PUBLICATION OF THE NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SECONDARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS

Advise (ISSN 1040-5399) is a publication of the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP), 1904 Association Drive, Reston, VA 20191-1537, and 
is published six times a year, September through June. Periodicals postage paid at Reston, VA, and at additional mailing offices. NASSP is the leading organization of 
and voice for middle level and high school principals, assistant principals, and school leaders from across the United States and 35 countries. Article Submissions: 
Submissions on topics relevant to secondary school student leadership are requested. To request writer guidelines or submit ideas and articles, email advise@
nassp.org. The annual subscription rate for NHS- or NJHS-affiliated members is $20 and is included in the annual fees of $385. The annual subscription rate for 
NASC-affiliated members is $20 and is included in the annual fees of $95. Single copies are available for $5 each for members and $8 for nonmembers, plus postage. 
Reproduction in whole or part without the publisher’s written permission is prohibited. The statements, opinions, and advertisements expressed herein are those of 
individual authors and companies and do not necessarily represent the views of NASSP, NASC, NHS, NJHS, or its publishing partner, The YGS Group. NASSP and The 
YGS Group are not responsible for claims made by advertisers. Reprints: Write to advise@nassp.org. Postmaster: Please send address changes to Advise, 1904 
Association Drive, Reston, VA 20191-1537. Printed in the USA. Websites: www.nhs.us, www.njhs.us, www.natstuco.org. © Copyright 2017.

Ann Postlewaite
Director of Student Programs

Jonathan D. Mathis, PhD
Director of National Honor Societies

Directors

Over the summer, our team reviewed data from 
the NASSP Student Leadership Initiative on 
Global Citizenship, as well as data from annual 
surveys and awards programs that documented 
the tremendous impact your efforts had on 
communities around the world. Let’s be sure 
to keep the momentum going! Visit www.
makingglobalchange.org for further details. 

We are so excited for another academic year—
one filled with new opportunities, resources, 
and experiences that will enhance your chapter 
or council. Here are a few we would like 
to spotlight: 

Consider serving on the NASSP Student 
Leadership Advisory Committee. We are 
looking for advisers from NHS, NJHS, and 
National Student Council to help ensure that our 
programs and efforts are reflective of the needs 
of our members. Application information will be 
shared in our e-newsletters soon.

Attend a student leadership conference with 
your students. Plans are already in place for a 
wonderful conference season, including LEAD 
Conferences, the 2018 National Student Council 
Conference, and NHS/NJHS State Summits. We 
would love to see you there. 

Begin succession planning and goal setting 
for your next group of student leaders. What 
might you do this fall to build leadership 
and near-peer support for the longevity and 
continued success of your chapter/council? 

Thanks again for your support and service 
to students, communities, and NASSP’s 
student programs. 

Taking my dog for a long walk, then 
sitting down and sipping my coffee.  

Going outside to w
atch and listen to

 

nature. Waking up with the sunrise.

I begin my day with a concert of 

my most inspiring music, or a quick 

conversation with mom.  

EXTRA CREDIT
What’s the best way to start the day? 

Going for a morning run 
and enjoying nature.
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LEADERSHIP

M Na ia

JUNE 25–27 
2018

Let’s Go 

Crazy!

With energizing speakers, dynamic sessions, and peer-
to-peer networking, you won’t want to miss out. 

2018 NATIONAL STUDENT COUNCIL CONFERENCE
PLYMOUTH, MN  |  JUNE 25–27, 2018  |  WAYZATA HIGH SCHOOL

✪

National Student Council is a program 
of NASSP.

Formerly NASC 
National Conference

18_StuProg_NASC-Conf-PL/Advise-Sep-Ad_P1.indd   1 7/25/17   8:31 AM
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SANNOUNCEMENTGMORNIN

LEAD (Leadership Experience and Development) Conferences 
are back! They’re a great way to enable your student leaders 
to build leadership skills as they network with peers and gain 
inspiration from energizing speakers and presenters. And 
you’ll take away valuable tips for building positive school 
culture. Plan now to bring your chapter or council to one of 
these exciting weekend-long events: Orlando, November 
3–5; Washington, D.C., January 26–28; or Chicago, February 
16–18. Visit www.leadconferences.org for details.

Your student council can earn national recognition for 
consistently providing quality leadership activities. The 
application period for National Student Council’s annual 
National Council of Excellence Awards program is now 
open. Your council is encouraged to apply. The National 
Gold Council of Excellence is awarded to those councils 
demonstrating the highest levels of leadership that meet 

additional requirements beyond the traditional standards. In the 2016–17 school 
year, nearly half a million students were impacted by the positive work of councils 
honored with this award. Count yours among them, and visit www.natstuco.org/
ncoe for application details. The deadline to apply is February 15, 2018.

Is there a service project your NHS or NJHS chapter completed between August 
1, 2016, and June 30, 2017, that was truly outstanding? If so, apply for an 
Outstanding Service Project award. Applications are now available. The deadline 
is November 1. For inspiration from the latest winners’ projects, as well as 
access to award criteria and the online application, visit www.nhs.us/osp and 
www.njhs.us/osp. 

WILL YOU 
LEAD THE WAY?

SERVICE ABOVE 
   AND BEYOND

RECOGNIZING STUDENT 
COUNCIL EXCELLENCE
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Dates to Remember

ERNEST HEMINGWAY

There is nothing noble in being superior to your 
fellow men. True nobility lies in being superior to 
your former self.

How would your chapter or council like to pay it forward with a $100 gift to 
its charity of choice? Show us on Instagram how your student leaders are 
making global change! Throughout the last school year, chapters and councils 
worldwide showed their support for the National Association of Secondary 
School Principals’ (NASSP) student leadership initiative on global citizenship. 
Once again, all NHS, NJHS, and National Student Council schools have the 
opportunity to participate in our contest. Post your pics to Instagram with 
#MakingGlobalChange illustrating how your council or chapter is supporting 
equity, demonstrating civic engagement, creating positive social change, 
showing empathetic action, or demonstrating awareness and perspective. 
We select one entry per month to win. For ideas, contest rules, and more 
information, visit www.makingglobalchange.org. Tell your chapter and council members to get out their 

smartphones or video cameras and start rolling. The annual video 
contest to show your appreciation for your principal is happening 
right now! To prepare to honor your principal for National 
Principals Month in October, students are asked to create a short 
video telling the world just how awesome your principal is. The 
deadline for submissions is September 29 (earlier than in the 
past this year), with winning entries to be featured on the National 
Principals Month website. Visit www.principalsmonth.org for 
contest rules and details.

SEPTEMBER
National Council of Excellence Award program open
Outstanding Service Project award program open
September 27: NHS/NJHS college admission planning webinar,

“Applying to College: What You Need to Know Now.” See  
www.nhs.us/webinar for registration. 

September 29: National Principals Month video contest deadline 

OCTOBER
National Principals Month
October 6: Early-bird registration deadline for Orlando 

LEAD Conference
October 6: NHS Scholarship Program application opens
October 12: NHS/NJHS college admission planning webinar,

“Your First Step in Financial Aid: the FAFSA.” See www.nhs.us/
webinar for registration.

October 20: Regular registration deadline for Orlando 
LEAD Conference

SHOW US HOW YOU’RE 
#MAKINGGLOBALCHANGE

BECOME A  

YouTube Sensation!
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NatStuCo 

facebook.com/ 
natstuco

natstuco.org twitter.com/
natstuco

@natstuco pinterest.com/
natstuco 

UPDATE
NASC Is Now National Student Council  

Introducing: National Student Council. 
For more than eight decades, NASC has been supporting advisers and 

equipping them with resources, programs, and tools to strengthen student 
councils, shape student leaders, and empower students to find their voice. 
We have always strived to implement new ideas, features, and benefits to 
adapt to the evolving needs of students, advisers, and councils.

With those goals in mind, we’re 
launching a host of program 
enhancements as National Student 
Council, designed to help you easily 
manage your council, take your efforts 
to new heights, and shape your students 
into the leaders of tomorrow. All of these 
features will complement our existing 
programs and services, including our 
signature awards programs. 

Get acquainted with National Student 
Council’s new look and logo, and peruse 
all of the program’s components on our 
new website: www.natstuco.org. 

Providing advisers with a world of 
support, the organization features new 
elements, including the following:

 n Adviser Online Community 
National Student Council’s Adviser Online Community is a virtual space 
where you can collaborate with peers, share best practices, and seek 
out solutions for your questions and challenges. Join the discussion 
today at http://community.nassp.org/natstuco. 

 n New Adviser Starter Kit 
Advisers heading a brand-new council or taking over an existing one 
will have access to an updated comprehensive starter package online, 

which includes a welcome toolkit; constitution and bylaws templates; 
fundraising ideas and resources; and a directory of adviser and student 
resources. Visit the website to learn more. 

 n Adviser Resource Center 
Advisers and students have access to an improved online resource 
center on National Student Council’s website with new and enhanced 

tools and resources to support your 
efforts this school year. Visit  
www.natstuco.org today to learn more. 

National Student Council has many 
more tools and resources to help 
students succeed as they develop their 
leadership skills. Stay tuned as we roll 
out an updated Raising Student Voice 
& Participation (RSVP) program, a more 
streamlined National Student Project 
Database, and an Adviser Leadership 
and Student Career Exploration 
webcast series throughout the 2017–18 
school year. 

Through these comprehensive 
programs and enhancements, both new 
and veteran advisers will find everything 
they need, and students will benefit from 

leadership opportunities and the chance to cultivate their own voice. With 
all of these features, you can rest assured that you will have the support 
you need from the National Student Council at your fingertips. �
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UPDATE
HONOR SOCIETY 

nhs.us njhs.us facebook.com/ 
nhsandnjhs

instagram.com/
nhs_njhs

twitter.com/
nhs_njhs

Kick-starting Your Adviser Year

For many of you, this is not only the beginning of a new school year, but 
also the start of your responsibilities as a National Honor Society (NHS) or 
National Junior Honor Society (NJHS) adviser. 

A peek at the Adviser Online Community, launched last spring, reveals 
that many new advisers are looking for a checklist to ease the transition 
into the new role. We’re happy to help! (Even if you’re a veteran, continue 
reading for a refresher. You may stumble upon a tidbit of new information.)

 n Browse our website. Visit www.nhs.us or www.njhs.us. You’ll notice the 
website provides a customized experience for our four primary visitors: 
advisers, principals, students, and parents. 

Visit the “Adviser” pages and peruse the “Student & Parent programs” 
section to learn about opportunities available to your hardworking 
members. Throughout the year, we’ll send you information about 
student-member programs, such as college admission planning 
webinars, the NHS Scholarship program or NJHS Outstanding 
Achievement Award, leadership-building events, and more. If you 
become familiar with these now, you will be ready to take action 
or share information when you receive our communications about 
these later.

 n Visit the Adviser Resource Center (ARC). Log in to access these 
pages. This is where you’ll find much of the “secret sauce” about Honor 
Society chapter management. Be sure to review the NHS or NJHS 
National Constitution, linked in the toolbar. If you have trouble logging 
in, contact membership@nhs.us or membership@njhs.us. 

Each pane represents a key facet of the Honor Society experience. 
Start by browsing “New Chapters & New Advisers.” Here, you’ll find a 
good overview, including a downloadable chapter checklist. 

If you represent a brand new chapter, you will also need bylaws. This 
section offers a downloadable template to get you started.

The ARC also details information on selecting members, inducting 
members (including an infographic to help you visually plan the big 
event), working with members and officers, and more. The “Project 
Planning and Fundraising” section, for example, provides access to our 
National Student Project Database, brimming with thousands of project 
and activity ideas shared by other chapters.

If you prefer to learn the ins and outs of chapter management 
offline, you can also read the NHS or NJHS National Handbook, free to 
download in the ARC.

 n Join the Adviser Online Community. Log in at http://community.
nassp.org/nhs-njhs using the same credentials you use for www.
nhs.us or www.njhs.us. Take the welcome tour and introduce 
yourself. Ask a question. Jump in on a conversation. The community 
will be an invaluable resource year-round to share your challenges 
and successes. 

 n Shop the NHS/NJHS Store. This is your online shopping destination 
for all official NHS and NJHS merchandise, including membership pins, 
cards, graduation stoles, T-shirts, induction ceremony supplies, and 
more. The best part? It’s open 24/7/365, and there are no lines! Visit 
www.nhs.us/store or www.njhs.us/store. 

 n Watch your email inbox. That’s how we communicate with you. Make 
sure your email filters are set to accept “NHS,” “NHS & NJHS,” and 
“Jonathan Mathis” as safe senders. We respect your time and want 
to be sure critical information winds up in your inbox … and not your 
spam folder.

 n Follow us on social media. And suggest your student members do 
the same. Check out our social media handles below! (And for tips on 
seeing our posts, visit www.nhs.us/social-media.)

We’re excited to partner with you in maintaining and building the legacy 
that has made the National Honor Societies such a respected brand and a 
desirable student achievement. �

For the fundamentals on chapter management, make the Adviser 
Resource Center one of your first stops online: www.nhs.us/arc or 
www.njhs.us/arc.



MAKING A 
WORLD OF 

DIFFERENCE 

How are your students #MakingGlobalChange? 

Join student council and Honor Society chapter 

members around the world in the fi rst-ever 

NASSP student leadership initiative on global 
citizenship. Tell your students to post their pics 

to Instagram and we’ll help them pay it forward! 

Their Instagram post using #MakingGlobalChange 

could win $100 for their favorite charity. 

Get involved and start 
planning today! NHS, NJHS, and National Student Council are programs of NASSP.

Visit www.makingglobalchange.org for ideas and contest details.

16_SP_Ad_NI-Global-Citizenship_P7.indd   1 7/24/17   8:07 AM
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Facebook: 
facebook.com/nhsandnjhs  
facebook.com/natstuco

Instagram: 
@natstuco 
@nhs_njhs

Pinterest: 
pinterest.com/natstuco 

Twitter: 
@nhs_njhs  @NatStuCo

      

Keep Chatting
If you like this page, be sure to 
follow, like, and share with us on 
social media, too! For real-time up-
dates, check out these channels:

Fun content and inspiring ideas, straight from NHS/NJHS and NASC social media

CHAT ROOM

How did you welcome your 
students back this year? 
Consider this: There are many 
ways to say hello in numerous 
languages all over the world. 
Display a few of them outside of 
your classroom’s entrance to get 
your students thinking globally 
before they even sit down.

HOT 
TIPS

The NHS chapter from Cloverleaf High School 
in Lodi, OH, was one of eight schools to pay it 
forward in the 2016–17 school year, winning $100 
to donate to the Alzheimer’s Association in our 
#MakingGlobalChange Instagram contest. Show us 
how your council or chapter is thinking globally and 
acting locally to make a difference in your school or 
community. Visit www.makingglobalchange.org to 
learn more.

Spirit week will likely be upon 
you soon! We’ve all heard of 
Twin Day, Tie-Dye Day, and 
Pajama Day, but we want to 
see what’s new for spirit week 
at your school this year. Share 
your favorite original spirit week 
ideas with us on social media 
this September and October, 
and we’ll let you know which 
are our favorites.

Does your school’s student council 
have a Snapchat account for the 
new school year yet? Snapchat is 
a great way to show off where and 
when student council members 
are active around school and out 
in their communities. Share your 
student council’s snaps with local 
businesses and teachers to get the 
attention of others near and dear 
to your students and their school!

It’s never too early to 
#HonorYourFutureNow. In fact, you’ve 
already gotten started by sharing your 
NJHS and NHS acceptance letters 
on social media. Now it’s time to 
#Prep4College by joining the first college 
admission planning webinar of the school 
year on September 27, “Applying to 
College: What You Need to Know Now.”
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Stepping into an adviser position can be an 
intimidating prospect, but when the chapter 
or council needs a little TLC, the job can be 
downright overwhelming. Maybe there are staff 
members who tried, failed, and may be resentful 
if you are successful. Everyone has an opinion, 
but no one else volunteered to lead. Revitalizing 
a National Honor Society or student council 
group may be the most important contribution 
you make to your campus, because it will set 
the standard for other organizations to follow 
and can serve as a catalyst for culture change. 
Follow these five steps to get there. 

BY CARRIE WEESE

FIVE STEPS TO

OR COUNCIL

REVITALIZING
A DORMANT CHAPTER

Breathing life into a minimally active group 
is daunting, but not impossible
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1. SET A THREE-YEAR GOAL
Impactful change does not happen overnight. 
Planning is the key to success, so don’t be afraid 
to get a little messy drawing this out on paper. 
Think about the major changes that need to be 
made, and then prioritize them. These can be 
split up into phases. For example, to improve 
member engagement and provide an incentive, 
my NHS chapter at John Randolph Tucker High 
School (JRTHS) in Richmond, VA, introduced 
the “points sheet” to track involvement. In the 
first year, the seniors were held accountable for 
earning their points goal, but juniors were not. 
In the second year of the point sheet, the juniors 
were also held accountable and any points not 
earned were required in their senior year. We 
did it this way to work out the bugs of the point 
sheet and introduce the expectation of “earning” 
the right to wear the NHS stole at graduation. 
By the third year, the points sheet became the 
standard, and the expectations were well-known 

before students were invited for membership. One of the reasons 
the chapter became dormant was because members were merely 
members so they could list something on their résumé; students 
weren’t learning anything or growing as young adults or leaders.

Most new businesses are not “in the black” until at least the 
third year, so if you try this approach, do not become discouraged 
if things are not running like a well-oiled machine right away. 
There will be resistance. There may be confusion. But there will be 
excitement. Be prepared to answer questions, and be comfortable 
with not knowing all the answers. It is OK to say, “I’m not sure, but I 
can find out.” (Make sure to follow up, otherwise credibility is lost.) 

Listen to what students and teachers are saying about the 
organization and what needs to happen or change. And try it! Don’t 
be afraid to try new things each year. Make room in the three-year 
goal for trying new things.

2. REVIEW, REVISE, AND RENEW YOUR BYLAWS
A chapter’s bylaws are the most important document in the 
organization. The bylaws should provide guidelines and clearly 
explain expectations. This is the go-to document to guide the 
group, so as you review the current bylaws, put yourself into 
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someone else’s shoes to add perspective. Ask yourself how the 
bylaws could be interpreted by an angry parent looking for a 
loophole. Study the document and evaluate how the principal 
or superintendent could (or could not) support a decision made 
based on the bylaws. Imagine a worst-case scenario, and look for 
the answer using the bylaws as a guide. If the answer isn’t found 
or is unsatisfactory, it’s time to review, revise, and renew. 

In my case, the bylaws at John Randolph Tucker High School 
had not been looked at in at least a decade, and no one was able 
to tell me where to find a copy. After an exasperated search, I 
finally located a dusty box with old paperwork. I made copies of 
the bylaws, gave them to the officers with instructions to come 
back with suggestions, and began reading them myself. 

Now, I had had a lot of experience with contracts and knew 
there was a procedure to changing the bylaws, and I wanted to 
follow them. However, I was shocked when I read the lines that 
explained “blackballing” was practiced when voting. When I met 
with the officers, they had several questions and needed some 
explanations, especially about the concept of blackballing. As a 
group, we decided the current document was not relevant and 
not a good representation of National Honor Society values. We 
decided to look for ideas from other chapters. 

It took several meetings to get the editing complete, but we 
were able to address all of the necessities and prepare a draft to 
present to the membership. During the presentation, members, 
of course, had questions, and I stepped in to help explain the 
necessity of clear, transparent bylaws. This was something 
completely new to this chapter. The members were excited at the 
prospect of becoming more engaged, but they were worried about 
being held accountable.

Engagement and accountability. Two sides of the coin. 
Everyone loves the idea of being more engaged—having more 
field trips, finding more opportunities to shine on campus, 
getting a chance to be excused from class for a school-related 
activity. When it came to accountability, the feelings shifted to 
worry and trepidation. It is important to make sure to balance 
accountability with transparency. If the stakeholders are aware 

Make social media do major work for your organization. In 
my third year, we instituted a public relations officer to help 
craft social media messages and public communication. 
As the public relations officer, this person’s job should be 
to work with the historian to decide what events to cover 
and ensure positive messages are communicated.

Checklist: How to Make Social  
Media Work for You

 n Post reminders for membership
 n Update events
 n Post pictures during events
 n Share good deeds
 n Congratulate members on college acceptance
 n Promote great accomplishments
 n Encourage participation
 n Tout field trip fun
Social media is open to the public, so keep it positive, 

uplifting, and be sure to have all the proper permissions to 
use student photos.

The new NHS Adviser Online 
Community is an excellent resource 
to help answer questions, generate 
ideas, and find support.
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of the expectations and guidelines, then the 
stakeholders are able to function positively 
and productively. 

3. BRAINSTORM 100 ... 1,000 ... 10,000 
ENGAGEMENT IDEAS
Revitalizing a chapter or council doesn’t have to 
be all work and no play. Get the officers together 
and discuss what is important to the school and 
the chapter/council. Reflect upon the pillars of 
your respective organization: 

 n National Honor Society: Scholarship, Service, Leadership, 
and Character

 n Student Council: Trustworthiness, Respect, Responsibility, 
Fairness, Caring, and Citizenship

Brainstorm ideas for as many activities as you can to 
reinforce the pillars. Meetings need to have a purpose and 
members need to feel like their time is not going to be wasted 
if they attend. If your school is anything like mine, students are 
stretched thin and they need to set priorities, but keep in mind 
that they are teenagers. It has to be fun. It has to be meaningful. 
It has to be something they’d tweet, snap, or Instagram (see 
sidebar, page 13). 

One of the best ideas our chapter members developed at 
JRTHS was a geocaching, team-building field trip. Geocaching is 
a downloadable app activity where coordinates are used to hunt 
for hidden treasures. Once the cache is found, team members 
sign the log and move on to the next one. Groups of five are 
sent in different directions with only one member who has  
the coordinates. Each member has to pick a job as the 
strategist, navigator, motivator, implementer, and finisher. 
Students have a great time and learn how to work as a team. 
This is a field trip that has become a tradition for us, done 
right after induction, to bring returning members and new 
members together. 

Revitalizing a National Honor Society or 
student council group may be the most 
important contribution you make to your 
campus, because it will set the standard for 
other organizations to follow and can serve 
as a catalyst for culture change.
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4. REACH OUT
There are several opportunities to network within your school 
system and within the parent organization, the National 
Association of Secondary School Principals. Start by reaching 
out to other NHS and student council advisers in your school 
system. It helps to know what others are doing in your area to 
develop best practices. Keep in mind that each chapter is going 
to serve varying demographics with differing needs; however, 
creating a strong network of peers is an excellent first defense if 
things go awry. 

The new NHS Adviser Online Community is an excellent 
resource to help answer questions, generate ideas, and find 
support. Community Champions monitor discussions and 
encourage open collaboration. The resource section is the  
place to find sample forms, letters, photos of activities, service 
project ideas, chapter management documents, etc. I was  
able to find and implement a wonderful document outlining 
officer duties and responsibilities. Check out the discussion 
threads for topics under the categories of Managing Your 
Chapter, Empowering Student Leaders, Projects and Activities, 
or simply introduce yourself in Just for Fun. Most topics  
posted receive immediate response from multiple advisers 
across the country. To get started, visit http://community.nassp.
org/nhs-njhs.

5. BE PRESENT
As an adviser, you have to be in the moment—not 
just physically there, but present in every sense, 
an active participant in the organization. This 
seems obvious, but look around your campus 
and count how many of your colleagues are 
sucked into their phones. Those people are not 
present. If the cellphone has to be out, actively 
use it to promote the chapter. For example, take 
selfies between classes to show off an “A” on a 
test or a college acceptance letter. Engage with 
members and share their accomplishments 
throughout the campus. This is an excellent 
opportunity to build relationships and promote 
the chapter in a positive light. Win-win.

The best part about advising a leadership 
organization is having fun while taking an active 
role. Lead by example, and your members will 
follow. Be sure to record the journey. Recruit 
your students to take pictures, share them, and 
advertise milestones with everyone. Show off 
the accomplishments of chapter members 
and the campus buzz will become all about 
the awesome things going on in your newly 
energized organization. �

Carrie Weese is an NHS adviser at John Randolph 

Tucker High School in Richmond, VA. 
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TO 
THE 

LETTER
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National Honor Society and student council 
advisers often are among the first individuals 
students approach to request a letter of 
recommendation. But you may wonder: Does 
anybody really ever read these things?

The answer is “Yes.” There are colleges that do 
not require recommendations, but those that do 
require them use them. And the more selective 
the college, the more closely the letter is read. 

MEASURING VALUE
What is the purpose of the recommendation 
letter? What value does it bring to students’ 
college applications? 

The primary assignment of the teacher 
recommendation is to describe the intellectual 
life of a student. The counselor letter 
(sometimes called the “school letter”) provides a 
360-degree view of the student, and, in that view, 
might quote teacher comments extensively. 

The student might write an essay about a 
particular academic experience. But no contributor 
to a student’s application can match a teacher’s 
insight into how a student explores and connects 
ideas, how a student reacts to setbacks, how a 

BY ROD SKINNER

student works, how a student learns. College admission offices 
look to teacher recommendations to determine a student’s 
habits of mind, originality of thought, work ethic, and sense of 
classroom citizenship.

As you approach this exercise, take time to understand in what 
context the student is seeking a recommendation. Do you know this 
student in the classroom? Or do you strictly know this student in the 
context of your chapter’s or council’s activities?

If you know the student in your teaching capacity, understand that, 
ultimately, the teacher recommendation has to be about the student 
as a student—as an intellectual, academic being—because colleges 
and universities are, at their core, academic institutions. If a teacher 
focuses exclusively on a student’s extracurricular life for the “teacher” 
recommendation, the resulting recommendation may be a warm, fun, 
supportive piece of writing, but on some level it will have done the 
student a disservice. A crucial element (perhaps the most important 
element)—evidence of the student as a learner—will be missing. 

If your experience is strictly as that of an adviser, bear this in mind, 
as colleges are seeking an understanding of the student’s intellectual 
capacity. Be certain to relate in your letter how the student used his 
or her role to demonstrate their aptitude as a learner. 

You will likely be asked to write letters for students who simply 
know you as “teacher” and have no relationship with you relative 
to your adviser status. Use the following tips to assist in preparing 
recommendation letters for any student.

Tips for composing effective 
recommendations for your 
students’ college applications
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SHAPES AND SIZES 
What should the recommendation letter look like? While there is 
no hard-and-fast rule about the length of the letter (unless the 
student’s story requires special explanation or clarification), 500 to 
800 words is an appropriate length. 

That being said, it is not a required length. If you can capture the 
student in a meaty, well-developed paragraph, so much the better. 
The admission reader will appreciate the content and the brevity. 
A few teachers have perfected the art of the one- to two-sentence 
description. Here is an example: “The other day when Claudia, of 
her own initiative, stepped up and walked her classmates through 
the mysteries of the quadratic equation, I realized yet again 
what a clear thinker she is and what a generous presence she 
brings to class every day. This year’s class would not have been 

as successful as it was without her.” Others, 
faced with a large load of letters, will present 
observations in bullet form. Some college 
admission officers appreciate this approach. 

A beginning paragraph should describe the 
main idea(s) you wish to convey about the 
student; a middle or body paragraph should 
provide facts, evidence, and anecdotes from your 
classroom time with the student; and a closing 
paragraph should strongly emphasize the reasons 
why you appreciate the student and why you 
were willing to write a letter for the student in the 
first place.

What you want to say about the student 
will help determine how many paragraphs 
you need. There may be a particular aspect of 
the student’s interaction with you—a golden 
moment of learning or leadership achievement; a 
complication that you and the student worked to 
overcome; an involved anecdote that brings one 
of the student’s admirable qualities into sharp 
focus—that requires its own paragraph. 

If you are writing as both a teacher and 
adviser, you may also want to include a 

Take time to understand in what context the 
student is seeking a recommendation. Do you 
know this student in the classroom? Or do you 
strictly know this student in the context of your 
chapter’s or council’s activities?
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What kind of voice and tone of voice should 
I use?
Remember that college admission officers 
spend on average 15–20 minutes on the entire 
application. So, they are looking for clarity and 
information, not elegant prose. Speak/write 
naturally. Think of your letter as a conversation 
with fellow educators who want to know what 
you think about the student. They don’t need 
fancy language; they need to know the kid. 

If I think the student is a real star, can I 
say so?
Absolutely! Colleges always want to hear 
about genuine “blue chippers.” Just remember 
that not every student can be a blue chipper. 
Be discriminating; show that you can 
recognize true excellence when you see it, 
that you know the difference between a local 
hero and that truly magical student who 
would shine anywhere. No matter how much 
affection you have for a student, don’t let that 
cloud your perspective. That way, as colleges 
read your letters over time, they will come to 
consider you a reliable, valuable judge of talent. 
Your word will carry weight.

What if I’m not so sure I can write a positive 
letter for a student? Should I still agree to 
write the letter when asked?
If you cannot write a positive letter for a 
student, you should decline a request for a 
recommendation. It is not fair to the student 

Recommendation Letter FAQ
if you agree to write a letter in which you cannot 
be positive.

What if two students—one slightly stronger 
than the other but both of whom I feel 
very enthusiastic about—ask me to write 
recommendations to many of the same colleges? 
Should I give the slightly weaker one a slightly 
more enthusiastic letter?
Your responsibility is to write the most thorough 
and enthusiastic letter possible for each candidate. 
Leave it to the colleges to make the ultimate decision. 
Remember that, in this case, you would represent 
a common denominator; a stronger letter for the 
weaker student might mean the weaker student gets 
admitted and the stronger one does not.
 
Is it appropriate to write about disciplinary 
trouble, family turmoil, medical leaves, 
or diagnosed learning differences in a 
teacher recommendation?
Check with the administration and the college 
guidance office before including any sensitive, 
personal information about the student in your 
letter. That sort of disclosure is generally the 
responsibility of the school or counselor letter, not 
the teacher recommendation. 

Should I fill out the check boxes on the 
recommendation forms?
Find out your school’s policy on this. In some 
schools, particularly where counselors and 
teachers have large caseloads, the check 

boxes help manage the large volume of 
recommendations that need to be written. 
In other schools, check boxes are seen as 
diminishing or muting the student’s story—a 
shortcut to a decision that does not do that 
story justice.

What are some common mistakes in 
teacher recommendations?

 n Forgetting to sign the letter.
 n Failing to identify the course taught 

or in what capacity the teacher knew 
the student.

 n Using too much of the letter to describe the 
course and the teacher’s background.

 n Making reference to the student’s physical 
appearance, political leanings, religion, etc. 
Unless one of those factors is central to 
the academic story of the student, it does 
not belong in a recommendation.

 n Writing a customized letter for each 
college. One substantive and thorough 
letter will suffice. Besides, a letter 
customized to the individual college can 
lead to the next common error …

 n Putting the name of one college in a letter 
being sent to another college.

 n Forgetting to keep a copy of each 
recommendation in case a student needs 
it later.

 n Using judgmental language without 
evidence to back it up. Only give 
observable, verifiable facts.
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paragraph about the other ways you know the student beyond the 
classroom. Your conclusion can then show how your knowledge 
about the student outside the classroom connects with the 
student you know inside the classroom.

THE HEART OF THE MATTER
How do you gather material for the letter and what do you say?

Teachers, particularly teachers of juniors, have devised a range 
of ways to collect material about students. Some, as a simple 
matter of classroom management, keep a running journal of 
noteworthy things that happen in the classroom each day. They 
can then pull anecdotes and insights from that journal when they 
write recommendations. NHS and student council advisers can 
employ this same strategy.

In schools where teachers write comments for each 
grading period, some choose to write thorough, highly specific 
comments each time so that, in effect, they have already written 

the bulk of a recommendation should a student 
ask for one. 

Others will see how relationships with 
students develop over the first half of the year. 
Where they see real connection begin to spark, 
they will take more careful notes about the 
student and make copies of particularly strong 
papers, lab reports, etc. 

Teachers might also consider asking the 
student to write why he or she really valued the 
course and to note highlights of the year.

In general, if you are feeling a bit stumped 
about where to begin with the letter, review 
what you observed in your classes or chapter/
council meetings. Does the student work 
independently? Take risks? Seek challenges? 
Play it safe? Meet deadlines? Dig in after 
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disappointment? Was the student reliable? 
Respectful? Self-aware? Courageous? Funny? 
Productively disruptive? Calming? Has the 
student grown over the course of the year? 
If so, how? Do any patterns about the way 
the student thinks or behaves emerge? Is the 
student a joyful, creative, happy learner? What 
do you admire most about the student? In 
what ways was the student an important and 
valuable member of your classroom or chapter/
council community?

BE A STORYTELLER AND AN ADVOCATE
When writing in your capacity as a student’s 
teacher, always remember that your primary 
responsibility is to tell the academic story of 
the student. The extent to which you do that 

well—with honesty and clarity and thoughtfulness—will go a long 
way to securing your reputation and, by extension, your school’s 
reputation over time. 

Colleges pay attention to the reliability of the letters that 
are written. Some recommenders are trusted, and others 
are not. Your credibility as an advocate for your students 
depends greatly on the care you take with your letters. When 
you advocate responsibly, you serve yourself, your institution, 
and, most importantly, your students in the best way possible. 
Colleges see teachers, their schools, and their students as they 
really are, and, as a result, students have the optimal chance 
of being accepted where they will really thrive and where they 
truly belong. Would you want the college experience to end any 
other way? �

Rod Skinner is the director of college counseling at Milton Academy in 

Massachusetts.
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Students in the 21st century are faced with a wide range of challenges that are 
vastly different than the issues that faced their parents, or even their older siblings. 
But, while members of generations that came before them are sometimes quick 
to criticize and point to “what’s wrong with kids today,” the fact is that these 21st-
century students are making some positive impacts in their communities. Whether 
driven by personal experiences, a strong desire to help others, or both, today’s 
students are working hard to give back to their schools, their communities, and 
the world. 

Since 1995, Prudential and the National Association of Secondary School 
Principals (NASSP) have been providing opportunities for students to share their 
stories of volunteerism and the impact their efforts have on their schools and 
communities through the Prudential Spirit of Community Awards program. This 
program is the United States’ largest youth recognition program based exclusively 
on volunteer community service. It culminates in an award ceremony held in 

MAKING A

DIFFERENCE
MEANINGFUL

Prudential honorees contribute to school and community

BY LIN GRENSING-POPHAL
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Washington, D.C., where 10 national honorees are named from 
102 state honorees. This year’s honorees were selected from a 
group of 31,000 contenders from around the country; they were 
personally congratulated by Olympic gold medalist Michael Phelps 
at a reception at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural 
History on May 8, where they each received $5,000 in personal 
awards and $5,000 grants for the charities of their choice. 
Finalists from each state received $1,000 awards. 

Applicants are judged based on several factors, which include 
initiative, effort, impact, and personal growth, through a selection 
process that starts locally at schools and organizations like 4-H, 
Girl Scout councils, American Red Cross chapters, YMCAs, and 
affiliates of the HandsOn Network. 

A COMPETITIVE FIELD
Local schools and organizations can select one honoree for 
every 1,000 students in grades 5–8 and one from grades 9–12, 
or two in schools with 1,000 or more students. Around the 
country, those numbers add up rapidly, and the competitive field 
is tough. Students making it all the way through to the top 10 are 
clearly exceptional. Their personal stories and contributions are 
compelling; their impact on their schools and communities is 
significant. Here are some of the students and their contributions, 
as described at the time of their award.

Riley Callen, 14, from Pawlet, VT, recognized while an eighth-
grader at Dorset Elementary School, has been afflicted with brain 
tumors since she was 8 years old. She founded an annual “hike-a-
thon” that raised more than $250,000 to help find a cure. Rosanna 
Moran, principal at Dorset Elementary, says that she has had a 
very positive impact on the school and a great deal of influence 
with other students. “She got kids here to help with the promotion, 
and they really did a wonderful job,” Moran says. “She is very 
engaging, and I think people want to help.” 

Moran believes Callen and her team did an exceptional job with 
promotion and marketing. “It was very well run, and they involved 
a lot of people and businesses. They got kids to participate in 
raising money online and to participate in the hike-a-thon.” People 
were also able to participate online if they weren’t able to attend 
in person. “It was an activity that anyone could participate in,” 
Moran says. 

Personal experiences drove action on the part of other 
honorees as well. Lorelei McIntyre-Brewer, honored while a sixth-
grader at The Cove School, a home-school in Duncannon, PA, 
was born with only half a heart and has had to undergo multiple 
open-heart surgeries. She’s built a volunteer network that has 
provided more than 12,000 special pillows for other children 
around the world undergoing heart surgery. The Heart-Hugs group 
sews by hand special compression pillows that the children can 

PRUDENTIAL  
AWARD WINNERS
Amal Bhatnagar, 18, Northview High School, Duluth, GA

Riley Callen, 14, Dorset Elementary School, Pawlet, VT

Ariana DeMattei, 16, Westhampton Beach High School, 
Center Moriches, NY

Sarah (Katie) Eder, 17, Shorewood High School, 
Shorewood, WI

Bradley Ferguson, 16, Mainland Regional High School, 
Northfield, NJ

Harmonie Frederick, 11, Polo Road Elementary School, 
Columbia, SC

Lorelei McIntyre-Brewer, 11, The Cove School, 
Duncannon, PA

Kelsey Norris, 13, Bonaire Middle School, Bonaire, GA

Kenan Pala, 13, Francis Parker Middle School, San 
Diego, CA

Meghana Reddy, 18, Francis Parker School, San Diego, CA

To learn more about all the winners and their projects, visit 
https://spirit.prudential.com/honorees/national.
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hug after their surgery to help rid their bodies of excess fluid and 
provide comfort. 

Lorelei’s mother Michelle McIntyre-Brewer says, “Even though 
the work she does comes from her experiences missing half of 
her heart, her mission is selfless: She seeks to make life better for 
others.” Lorelei is home-schooled by her mother. Steven Brewer 
provides administrative assistance for the home-school co-op, 
and says that Lorelei “is amazing and my personal hero.”  

In Georgia, Bonaire Middle School student Kelsey Norris, a 
13-year-old sixth-grader, provided more than 1,000 volunteer hours 
and raised more than $20,000 for causes including the Children’s 
Miracle Network Hospitals, Shriners Hospitals for Children, and 
St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital. Norris started her young 
life in a difficult situation. Less than a year old and in a Russian 
orphanage, she would later be diagnosed with autism. Her 
personal challenges drove her to give back to others at an early 
age—by the time she was six, she was visiting schools to read to 
other children and share her story. 

While students’ personal experiences often drive them 
to give back to others, other factors have also impacted 
interest and participation in volunteerism over the years since 
Prudential and NASSP first introduced the Spirit of Community 
Awards program.

VOLUNTEERISM ON THE RISE
Volunteerism is on the rise among today’s youth. A longitudinal 
study by Child Trends has tracked volunteerism among students 
in grades 8, 10, and 12 since 1991. While volunteerism among 

eighth graders has declined slightly since 2012, both 10th- and 
12th-grade students have shown a sharp uptick in volunteerism.

Who are these civic-minded students? According to the study:
 n Older students are more likely to volunteer than 

younger students.
 n Volunteers are more likely to be female than male.
 n Parents of volunteers are more likely to be college educated.
Those who choose to volunteer don’t just help others—they also 

help themselves, according to the research. They are less likely to 
use drugs or become pregnant as teens. They are more likely to 
have strong academic, occupational, and psychological well-being, 
and they’re more likely to have a strong work ethic. And, according 
to their parents, teachers, and principals, they are wonderful role 
models for other students.

CHANGING THE WORLD FOR THE BETTER
Tim Kenney is the principal of Shorewood High School in 
Wisconsin, where national honoree Sarah (Katie) Eder is a 
student. Eder developed a creative writing workshop for children 
in need that is being taught by 120 students in seven states 

and five countries. “All of the accolades that Katie has received 
regarding her work with Kids Tales connect directly to her work 
here at Shorewood High School,” Kenney says. “Katie embodies 
everything that we hope for our students; Katie is an excellent 
role model for her peers.”

In San Diego, two students received national honors this 
year. Kenan Pala, a 13-year-old seventh grader at Francis Parker 
Middle School, focused on helping homeless people by raising 
money for area shelters, coordinating meals at shelter kitchens, 
and organizing a record-setting cereal donation event. Meghana 
Reddy, an 18-year-old senior at Francis Parker School, used 
3-D printing to create artificial hands for children and adults in 
several countries who could not afford to purchase prostheses. 
“She has been asked to take Limbs With Love to Stanford, where 
it will continue to grow and be improved,” says Kevin Dunn, 
director of community engagement for her school. Current 
and future students will also continue to fabricate and help 
individuals in need of 3-D printed prosthetics, he says. 

Pala is also expanding his program, says Dunn, beginning 
with a new after-school student group called Student Inc. 
Guest speakers and students will share insights about how to 
launch a 501(c)(3) or begin a for-profit enterprise that benefits a 
community in need. The program will take place each Thursday 
after school this fall and will culminate in a pitching and 
launching ceremony. In addition, Dunn says, Pala has started 
planning a student-led 5K that will take place in downtown 
San Diego. Profits raised will benefit a nonprofit selected by 
the students. 

The impact that Pala and Reddy have already had will be felt 
for years to come, Dunn says. “The amazing thing about these 
two students is that their projects will continue to grow and 
assist communities in need. Future students will read about 
and learn that they, too, can make a meaningful difference in 
the world.”

These students’ stories are just the tip of the iceberg when 
it comes to the collective impact of young volunteers on their 
schools and communities. Their commitment to giving back 
provides benefit to their schools and to their communities. In 
some cases, their impact is felt around the globe. 

As Margaret Mead famously said, “Never doubt that a small 
group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; 
indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.” The student recipients of 
Prudential and NASSP’s Spirit of Community Awards are 120,000 
strong, their impact massive both in terms of the projects they’ve 
championed and the other students who have been influenced to 
follow in their footsteps. �

Lin Grensing-Pophal is a writer based in Wisconsin. 
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WITH...
A CONVERSATION

Advise: What inspired you to begin working with young people and 
giving them a voice?
Leon-Davis: Every single day I am amazed at the compassion and 
authenticity of young people all over the nation. From apps that they 
create to save the environment to programs they put in place to ensure 
their community is safe, it’s amazing how many ideas can stem from a 
community of young people who are guided by service. But this isn’t news 
to you all; instead, it’s the very framework by which the National Honor 
Society and National Junior Honor Society function that has led so many 
students into positions of leadership all over the world and that continue to 
bring together communities to show the power of servant leadership.

As a National Honor Society alum, I can’t help but think of the impact 
that my teachers and administrators had on me by simply giving me and 
my classmates a platform from which to speak and act on the injustices 
on campus, in our community, and in the world. It was those opportunities 
that would lead me to my path in servant leadership and, in turn, help build 
my career as a creative storyteller. 

I was 17 years old when I was inducted into the National Honor Society; 
it was that same year that I decided to break from the shadows and come 
out as gay to my family and friends. What I didn’t know was the way in 
which my community at school would show up for me in allowing me to be 
the most authentic version of myself. In fact, I would use that year and my 
experiences to start acting on the ways in which I could be of service to 
others in more than just my capacity as a volunteer.

Advise: How do you define “servant leadership”?
Leon-Davis: So often we have spoken about service as volunteer work, but 
every day it becomes more and more evident that service for this generation 
and those to come is not just about what we do on the side, but rather it’s 
our life’s work. It’s no longer about just making money when you graduate; 
it’s about finding ways to give back and change the world. From the lawyer 
to the graphic designer, to the doctor, and even the filmmaker, the definition 
and positions by which servant leadership is now defined is limitless. 

It is our duty to continue to open the narrative around leadership and 
success and to open our minds to what is truly needed in a world of 
service. For so long students were defined as leaders by the strides they 
made in their careers, rather than the strides they made in being their most 
authentic selves. 

Advise: Was there a specific turning point in your youth that set you on 
your path to success? 
Leon-Davis: I was the student who always did his homework, always 
raised his hand in class, and always wanted to find a way to give back. 
That led to the typical conversations around what I needed to do with my 
life, which would often be presented as one of three options: lawyer, doctor, 
or engineer. 

I don’t blame my mother or teachers, though; it was the way in which 
society was programmed to think. Take all the “smart” kids and put them 
on a path to “positions of power” with the least risk possible. This often 

Daniel Alejandro Leon-Davis
Daniel Leon-Davis embodies success in his niche as senior creative director at 
The SOZE Agency and social media director to Russell Simmons. Leon-Davis is 
also a 2011 Jack Kent Cooke Undergraduate Transfer Scholar and alumnus of 
Seminole State College of Florida and American University in Washington, D.C. 
He majored in international relations and minored in music theory. Through 
his work, Leon-Davis has worked on the creation of #SonsAndBrothers, a 
campaign to help uplift young people of color; building out the first-ever 
#ImmigrantHeritageMonth; and curating the content that appears on Russell 
Simmons’ social channels. He is also happily married to his husband Dom and 
the proud father of a 13-year-old Jack Russell terrier named Ralph.

Get inspiration from one special individual who’s  
making a difference
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meant pushing these very kids away from opportunities that would allow 
them to thrive as artists or storytellers. And to be honest, this would have 
been my path, however there would be one factor that would change 
everything for me: finding out I was undocumented. 

Just as I was applying to colleges and receiving my acceptance letters, I 
found out that although I had been in school in the United States since first 
grade, I wasn’t “American” enough to receive the same opportunities as my 
classmates. Rather than going straight to college after high school, I ended 
up being forced to take a year off to figure out if there was truly anything I 
could do to go to school and receive a college degree. 

Through the support of my community, I ended up attending Seminole 
State College of Florida, where I graduated as valedictorian, was awarded 
the Jack Kent Cooke Scholarship, and given the chance to transfer to 
American University. However, it would be my experience of then having 
to come out for the second time, this time as undocumented, that would 
allow me to create a different path for myself. Rather than staying stuck to 
a traditional view of success, I would be catapulted to a path that valued 
me as an artist—creative and storyteller—while still maintaining my passion 
for equity in this nation and around the world. 

Advise: Could you share a little more about the work you’ve done 
since graduation? 
Leon-Davis: Through my service work, particularly focused around using 
art as a form of activism, I was granted seven internships, including 
becoming the first openly undocumented intern at The Clinton Foundation. 
Upon graduation, I then had the opportunity to become the chief of staff 
to Russell Simmons’ then-political director Michael Skolnik. The rest is 
sort of history. In the last three-and-a-half years, I have become the social 
media director to Russell Simmons and the co-founder and senior creative 
director of The SOZE Agency—a social-impact creative agency focused on 
creating campaigns around compassion, authenticity, and equity. 

Through our work at The SOZE Agency, I have gotten the opportunity 
to create platforms and campaigns such as “Sons & Brothers” and “I 
Am An Immigrant.” Sons & Brothers, which focuses on changing the 
narrative around young people of color, has allowed me to work directly 
with young people from across the nation to think about the ways in 
which we can challenge the media to stop portraying young people of 
color in a negative light. Through this same project, we have also had the 
opportunity to commission more than 15 artists of color to highlight young 
people through a portrait series, which was most recently featured in the 
Smithsonian and the East Wing of President Obama’s White House. 

The “I Am An Immigrant” campaign, on the other hand, was born out of 
the creation of Immigrant Heritage Month (June), which I had the pleasure 
of co-founding in 2014. The campaign featured everyone from Lupita 

Nyong’o, to Rosario Dawson, to Miguel, and it served to highlight the beauty 
and power of immigrants across the nation. Through videos, photos, and, 
of course, storytelling, the “I Am An Immigrant” campaign has become key 
in showing immigrant allies that they too have a place in the movement. 

Advise: What do you believe is the best way to encourage today’s students? 
Leon-Davis: None of the value I bring to this work would have been 
possible without my experience growing up as a gay, undocumented Latino 
kid who would one day be shown that it’s not about getting to a “position of 
power,” but instead about striving for a position of impact. 

Every day I am reminded that we are in a new era in which service to 
your community is no longer a choice, but our duty to the world. That is 
why we cannot limit our students to the notion of success as one focused 
on power. Instead, let’s give our students the tools and opportunities 
they need to find their purpose without limit. Whether that’s becoming a 
doctor or a musician, let’s instill our students with a responsibility toward 
social impact. 

That is why I share my story—in hope that as we grow as a nation we 
can open our hearts and minds to the beauty of diversity in our purpose. 
If I had stayed on the path I was on, I’m sure I would have made a great 
lawyer, because I was trained to do well in what I set my mind to. But, let’s 
instead give our students the freedom to do well in what they set their 
hearts on. It is this freedom that will allow us to build the world we want, 
where everyone leads in their purpose and becomes a true servant leader 
to the world. 

Advise: Based on your life experiences, what is a key takeaway you 
would share with advisers of students in the National Honor Societies or 
student councils?
Leon-Davis: Instill the need for purpose-driven work. Although both NHS 
and student councils create opportunities for students to lead, it can 
sometimes cause students to lose their need for purpose. I remember 
when I was in NHS and how much I loved being part of the community. 
However, I also remember how much everything became about looking 
great on paper, to the extent that I did some of my work without 
purpose. Instead of truly investing my time in some projects, I did them 
because I knew I needed my résumé to look a certain way for my college 
applications. As I got older, I realized that some of my work had become 
monotonous habits, rather than intentional and purpose-driven habits. If 
you as an adviser are able to break that cycle for students earlier, I think 
that that’s one of the best things you could provide to a student. There is a 
beauty in being intentional about all of the work that you do, and that can 
sometimes mean really pushing students to think about how their purpose 
shows up in the way they lead on campus. �
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“State Summits engage and educate NHS members, allowing 

for collaboration as well as in-depth learning to prepare for their 

future college endeavors. Students who attend are not just 

listening—they’re doing.” –Melba Acantilado, NHS adviser, Bernalillo High School, Bernalillo, NM

start or renew your chapter today. 
Visit nhs.us or njhs.us now.NHS and NJHS are programs of NASSP

A #Futuready For
Success

Our future depends on 
today’s students and their 
ability to guide peers to 
success while being at the 
helm of their own destiny. 
Through leadership and 
empowerment programs 
like LEAD Conferences and 
State Summits, the National 
Honor Society (NHS) and 
National Junior Honor Society 
(NJHS) provide unique tools 
for educators committed to 
helping shape the lives of 
student members today who 
will lead us tomorrow. 

16_SP-NHS_Ad-PL_FutureadySucess_P3.indd   1 10/20/16   9:55 AM
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PRACTICE
PUT THIS INTO

Engage your chapter or council by participating in this  
interactive activity

Objective
Students will practice making, debating, and voting on motions following 
parliamentary procedure, or “parli pro.”

Materials
 n Assorted bags of items that might go in trail mix: raisins, nuts, M&Ms, etc.
 n A few odd items, either that students might not like (e.g., mustard-

flavored pretzels), that aren’t likely to be found in trail mix (e.g., a can of 
corn), or that aren’t edible (e.g., box of paper clips)

 n Handout with order of precedence for motions (see Parli Pro Resources)
 n Snack-sized plastic baggies

Time Required
45 minutes

Procedure
Teach the basics of using parliamentary procedure to students before 
attempting this activity. Check the Parli Pro Resources sidebar for some 
good sources of information online, or refer to NASSP’s Parliamentary 
Procedure Without Stress, available in the National Student Council, NHS, or 
NJHS store. 

Assemble the potential trail mix materials at the front of the room. Let 
students know that their task for the day is to create trail mix for everyone 
to eat using the materials gathered. Go through the items one at a time 
to let everyone know what is available. Their job is to determine what to 
include and to decide how much of each item is needed. Students will use 
parliamentary procedure to make these decisions. Start by opening the 
floor for a motion.

Preside over a meeting in which students make motions, second them, 
debate the motions, and vote on them. In the process, they will also amend 
motions, table some, call the question, and practice other procedures. 
Someone inevitably moves to include an item that people don’t want, and 
that motion will be voted down or die for lack of a second. Practice using 
both voice votes and a show of hands; explain how to call for a division of 
the house if a voice vote is unclear.  

With the goal of creating a trail mix they can all eat, this activity engages 
lively discussion and provides opportunities to practice many aspects of 
parli pro. Once the trail mix is completed, have your officers divide it into 
equal portions in the snack baggies and distribute it to the students.

Processing
While students are eating their trail mix, engage them in a discussion that 
evaluates their use of parli pro with such questions as:

 n How did parli pro make the meeting run efficiently?
 n How does parli pro help ensure the voice of the minority is heard?
 n What are some drawbacks to using parli pro?
 n For what types of situations is this meeting management tool  

best used? �

Lyn Fiscus teaches leadership and advises student government at South Lakes High 

School in Reston, VA, and would like to thank Marcia Edmundson of Prince George High 

School in Virginia for the idea for this lesson. 

Nuts and Raisins:  
Teaching the Basics of “Parli Pro”

BY LYN FISCUS

Parli Pro Resources
 n Parliamentary charts and handouts—concise handouts and charts 

detailing how to handle different types of motions; useful for 
teaching parli pro. www.jimslaughter.com/handouts.cfm 

 n Parliamentary Procedure Basics—a useful video from 4-H in 
which students demonstrate various elements of parliamentary 
procedure. http://tinyurl.com/parliyoutube

 n Parliamentary Basics from the National Association of 
Parliamentarians. www.parliamentarians.org/about/ 
parliamentary-basics

 n Parliamentary Procedure at a Glance—a concise listing of terms, 
motions, and procedures. http://tinyurl.com/parliglance
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COLLABORATION SPACE

M
MIDDLE 
SCHOOL

S
SMALL 

SCHOOLS

L
LARGE 

SCHOOLS

H
HIGH 

SCHOOL

Get fresh and inspiring ideas for your next project

Use this key for help determining 

whether these projects could work for 

your school.

The student council at St. Francis Catholic High School in Gainesville, FL, decided 
to participate in Project Night Night—an organization that provides bags that may 
be filled with items such as collected books, blankets, and a stuffed animal so 
homeless children can have sweeter dreams. By setting out a donation jar, the 
council was able to purchase 24 Project Night Night bags, fill them with the needed 

items, and donate them to Interfaith 
Hospitality Network of Greater Gainesville 
(now known as Family Promise of 
Gainesville). 
Fulfills Global Citizenship initiative 
strand: empathetic actions and wellness

The International Day of Peace is celebrated annually on September 21 worldwide. 
The student council at Robert F. Kennedy Community High School in Flushing, NY, 

commemorated the event by wearing peace signs, 
awarding peace awards to others, and forming a 
human peace sign in the gym. In addition, students 
also created a human rainbow by wearing the color 
assigned to their class: red, yellow, green, and blue. 
Fulfills Global Citizenship initiative strand: 
civic engagement

There are roughly 10 
months from the start 
of the school year to the 
last day. The student 
council at West Career and 
Technical Academy in Las 
Vegas intends to make the most of that time by enacting 
a program titled “Months of Leadership,” which offers 
different leadership workshops to students throughout the 
year. There are 10 letters in the word “leadership,” so each 
month has a permanently designated letter—August is L, 
September is E, October is A, and so on. West Tech’s lineup 
is Learning, Efficiency, Appreciation, Delegation, Excellence, 
Responsibility, Service, Honesty, Innovation, and Positivity. 
Any school can adopt this program. Feel free to add themes 
to the workshops, and remember to do them consistently 
every month. This is a great way to teach your students about 
leadership characteristics throughout the year.

To benefit the American Cancer Society, the student council 
at Walpole High School in Massachusetts decided to hold a 
Pink Dance. The cafeteria was decorated with pink streamers, 
pink balloons, and signs provided by the American Cancer 
Society. In addition, they served pink lemonade, pink cotton 
candy, pink cookies, and pink cupcakes. All proceeds raised 
from ticket sales were donated to the American Cancer 
Society’s Making Strides Against Breast Cancer walk, held 
in Boston.  
Fulfills Global Citizenship initiative strand: awareness/
perspectives

M S LH

M LH

PROJECT NIGHT NIGHT

GIVE PEACE 
A CHANCE

THINK 
PINK!

M LH

MONTHS OF LEADERSHIP

LH
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COLLABORATION SPACE

WANT MORE IDEAS? Log in to the National Student Project Database 
for thousands of project ideas from schools across the country.

nhs.us/projects  •  njhs.us/projects  •  natstuco.org/projects
CURRENTLY, THERE ARE 

2,313
PROJECTS IN THE
NATIONAL
STUDENT PROJECT

DATABASE

M S L

Here’s a quick idea for a hot spot. 
The National Honor Society at 
Wooster High School in Ohio 
installed a bulletin board in a busy 
hallway to serve as a posting 
spot for community service 
opportunities for NHS members 
and other students who wanted 
to serve. To get the ball rolling, 
NHS members reached out to 

more than 50 community social service agencies and clubs, inviting them to send 
information on opportunities. 

 NHS students at Milton Area High School in Pennsylvania started a project where 
they make “welcome buckets” for anyone who moves into the school district—
whether they have school-aged children or not. The buckets include a calendar, 
sports passes, promotional DVD, a copy of the school newspaper, and some 

cookies made by the high school foods 
classes. Tip: Split the effort into three 
deliveries: one in the fall at the beginning 
of the year, another at semester 
change, and a final one at the end of 
the year. This is a great way to get new 
community members connected to 
the school.  

M SH

NJHS students at Making Waves 
Academy Middle School in 
Richmond, CA, raised funds for Door 
of Faith Orphanage in Mexico by 
selling food items such as nachos, 
juice, water, Gatorade, candy, 
popcorn, and more. To prepare, 
each NJHS member donated $10, 
and three students were chosen 
to gather the food items. Student 
members also helped by preparing food or getting tables 
organized. By the end of the event, the students had raised a 
whopping $1,281.53 for a great cause!
Fulfills Global Citizenship initiative strand: empathetic actions 
and wellness

In an effort to raise awareness 
for the school recycling 
program, the student council 
of Roy Martin Middle School 
(RMMS) in Las Vegas, NV, 
organized a recycled art 
competition. The competition 
was open to all RMMS students 
and staff. The project required 
participants to create art from 
materials that would normally 
be deemed as trash or to create 
a project sharing the message “reduce, reuse, recycle.”
Fulfills Global Citizenship initiative strand: positive 
social change

SERVICE STATION

LH

COMMUNITY 
WELCOME BUCKETS

Snack ATTACK

M LH

FROM TRASH  
 TO TREASURE
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TAKE TEN10 As a busy adviser, your time is especially valuable, 
so we’ve rounded up tips and resources just for you 
that only take 10 minutes or less.

It’s easy for busy professionals to get lost in schedules and checking off 
tasks, all the while blowing past accomplishments without taking a moment 
to enjoy them. What about allowing your accomplishments to not only relax 
you, but to work for you? Annotate your professional accomplishments—
academic, charitable, and career-related—on LinkedIn. Start an online 
portfolio on About.me to keep a digital scrapbook of easily updateable 
and shareable milestones. If apps are your thing, try using WorkSmart, 
which allows you to note 
accomplishments on your phone, 
set goals, and send status reports 
to friends and family whom you 
ask to hold you accountable.

Sometimes just the thought of a delightful reprieve from the daily 
grind is enough to calm one’s nerves. Don’t just daydream about a 
vacation—set aside 10 minutes of your day to plan out your next 
getaway! Use the following guide to planning your next vacation over 
a series of days, and you’ll find yourself soaking up the sun or taking 
in the fresh mountain air in no time.

 n Decide where to go.
 n Choose the top three things you want to do once you’re there.
 n Decide on the length of time needed to do those things, and 

narrow down the days that would work with your schedule.
 n Research costs and plan a budget. Consider ways you might be 

able to save up for the trip before leaving.
 n Check for last-minute deals.
 n Make plans—call hotels, make reservations, lock down pet sitters 

and babysitters, acquire necessary 
travel ID, and book flights. Also 
be sure to call your credit card 
companies to alert them that you 
will be traveling.

For a fun escape from the classroom, check out www.filminute.
com and enjoy a quick flick. Filminute is an international film 
festival that happens every October. Leading up to the festival, 
tons of one-minute films are posted online—each shorter than 
a pop song. Filminute has all of the previous winners on its 
website, dating back to the festival’s inception in 2006. They 
might only be 60 seconds in length, but each film still manages 
to present a compelling story. Some have big budgets, others get 
by with no more than a handheld camera and a lone character in 
the woods. Lights, camera, action! 

FILMINUTE

Do NOTHING

PLAN A 
VACATION

DOCUMENT YOUR 
ACCOMPLISHMENTSIt might seem like a simple task, but after your 

first three cups of coffee in the morning, you 
might find that doing nothing for two minutes 
is a lot more difficult than you anticipate. Visit 
DoNothingFor2Minutes.com to take the challenge. 
This clever site displays a countdown (with 
two minutes on the clock) in front of a calming 
ocean-view background. Let the soothing sounds 
of seagulls and breaking waves chill your mood. 
Be aware, though, as the site makes perfectly 

clear, “Just relax and listen to the waves. Don’t touch your mouse or 
keyboard.” If you do, you’ll have to try doing nothing for two minutes 
over and over until you succeed. 
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Leadership Experience and Development 
(LEAD) Conferences buzz with excitement as 
students and advisers connect with peers, 
enjoy dynamic speakers, and learn proven 
leadership techniques.

You’ll leave invigorated, motivated, and ready 
to hit the ground running as you take your 
chapter or council to the next level.

LEAD Conferences are well worth the time, 
energy, and money. As a direct result of 
these conferences, we have started numerous 
extracurricular activities at our school. It’s 
also fun as an adviser to gather with other 
advisers from around the country and world.  
I even met an adviser from Egypt.

 —Amy-June Remy
NHS adviser

Bellingham High School, Bellingham, MA

Learn more by visiting 
leadconferences.org

At LEAD, there is never a dull moment.

‘‘

’’

Orlando, FL, Nov. 3–5, 2017
Washington, D.C., Jan. 26–28, 2018

Chicago, IL, Feb. 16–18, 2018

LEAD Conferences are programs 
of NASSP

NHS, NJHS, and National Student 
Council are programs of NASSP

17_SP_LEAD-Conf-PL-Sept17_P1.indd   1 7/25/17   8:25 AM
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NEED A REASON TO FEEL OPTIMISTIC 
ABOUT THE FUTURE? HERE’S 10.

They supported veterans, fed the homeless 
and raised money to find a cancer cure. 
They dedicated themselves to making a 
difference. And that’s why Prudential is 
proud to name these middle level and high 
school students America’s top 10 youth 
volunteers for 2017.

These National Honorees are among more 
than 120,000 youth volunteers The 
Prudential Spirit of Community has honored 

over the past 22 years at the local, state 
and national levels. The 2017 National 
Honorees each received $5,000 awards, 
gold medallions, crystal trophies for their 
schools or organizations, and $5,000 
Prudential Foundation grants for charities 
of their choice. Read their remarkable 
stories of service at spirit.prudential.com. 

The application deadline for the 2018 
awards is November 7, 2017.

WE SALUTE THE 2017 PRUDENTIAL SPIRIT OF COMMUNITY 
NATIONAL HONOREES.
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