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Introduction


Students of nonprofit management need practical skills in a number of areas, including grants writing, fund raising, and marketing.  These skills are particularly important to students who plan to work in the nonprofit sector, or students who plan to work for public agencies that work closely with the nonprofit sector.  Many public agencies also need staff with grants writing, event planning, and marketing skills and experience.  These topics are common elements of nonprofit education curricula in public affairs/public administration degree programs (Larson et al, 2003, O’Neill and Fletcher, 1998). This paper describes how opportunities to learn those skills can be provided as service-learning projects that are integral components of graduate-level courses.  
The opportunity for students in these courses to work directly with nonprofit organizations or public agencies that need grants writing, fund raising, and marketing assistance can a have a variety of benefits to students, the organizations involved, to faculty, and to the university itself.  Many scholars have recognized the value of experiential education that connects the classroom with practice (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984; Washburn, 1996) and many have encouraged the development of curricula in public affairs education that provide links between the university and community (Crawford, 1999; DiPadova, 1998; Jelier and Clarke, 1999).  Hands-on projects for community organizations can provide students with practical experience in developing agency proposals and work plans, allow students to experience a professional work environment, and give students sample products for their professional portfolios.  Such projects are a form of service learning that can teach both academic and civic principles and theories as well as provide useful service to the community (Canada and Speck, 2001; Eyler and Giles, 1998).  Organizations can profit in tangible ways through successful grant applications and workable marketing and fund raising plans for staff and volunteers to follow.  Faculty can benefit through continued exposure to the needs and concerns of the public and nonprofit sectors, acquiring examples for classroom discussion, as well as data and cases for research.  The university gains from increased exposure of its programs to the community and better connections between academic departments and public and nonprofit agencies. 

The pedagogical models described here are assignments for two different graduate-level courses.  The course Fund Raising for Public and Nonprofit Organizations covers the full range of fund raising tools including giver cultivation, grants writing, capital and endowment campaigns, and planned giving.  The service-learning projects for this class are the development of a grant application and a special-event plan.  The second course, Marketing for Public and Nonprofit Organizations, covers the application of strategic marketing techniques to the public and nonprofit sectors.  The service-learning component for this class is the development of a marketing plan for a local nonprofit or public organization.  

Through the course syllabi, students are provided with very detailed guidelines and steps in the development of these service-learning projects.  This includes directions on the selection of an agency and project, submission of a proposal early in the semester, suggested meeting times and structures for consultation with the agencies, the submission of a draft, a coaching meeting to review the draft, the submission of the final document, and an oral presentation on the project.  This paper provides details on the development of these assignments, including the specific steps for the grant application, special-event plan, and marketing plan.  In addition, the paper describes how these assignments are assessed and how students are encouraged to reflect on the process of service-learning through these projects.  Finally, lessons learned from six years of teaching these assignments are presented.
The Courses: Fund Raising and Marketing for Public and Nonprofit Organizations

Any successful course on fund raising or marketing for public and nonprofit organizations should cover much more than the assignments detailed here.  Grants writing and special-event planning are only two elements of the range of topics to be addressed in a fund raising course, which should also cover organizing for fund raising, board development, case statements, fund raising software, giver cultivation, grants research, direct mail, telephone solicitation, fund raising on the Internet, capital and endowment campaigns, planned giving, ethics of fund raising, government contracts with nonprofit organizations, and evaluation of fund raising activities (Wish and Mirabella, 1998).  Students must be made to see grants solicitation and special events as part of an overall fund raising plan for an organization.

A marketing course for public and nonprofit marketing should cover philosophy of public/nonprofit marketing, consumer orientation, audit of the marketing environment, modeling consumer behavior, market segmentation, market research, positioning, marketing and funding raising, corporate sponsorship, graphic design, direct mail, telephone and internet marketing, social marketing, cost management, promotion, public relations, press releases, advertising, sales, marketing ethics, and marketing evaluation (Kotler and Andreasen, 2003).  The marketing plan assignment is one of several elements of a marketing course for public and nonprofit administrators.
Agency Selection


Students are required to chose a nonprofit organization or public organization to work with for these service-learning projects.  This occurs at the very beginning of the semester.  Students are alerted in the first class meeting of the need to identify an agency and project, and that proposals are expected within the first few weeks of the semester.  The course instructor can assist, as needed, in identifying agencies and projects by providing contacts and introductions to appropriate, pre-screened agencies.  Those students who are “non-traditional” students, adults returning to school in mid-life, often have good connections to the community and may even work or volunteer for an appropriate agency.  However, younger students and students with few connections to the community may need considerable assistance in identifying and being introduced to an appropriate organization.  The instructor can help by providing a list of agencies that have already been contacted and have indicated a grant, fund raising, or marketing project for which they need assistance.


For students who are young or have little experience working for public or nonprofit agencies, a class discussion about the working culture of such agencies must occur before students make their first contacts with the agency.  Even when the students have experience with such agencies, a discussion of the needs of nonprofit/public agencies, working environments and other issues should be an ongoing topic throughout the semester as the students report weekly on their experiences and the progress of their projects.
Students should be encouraged throughout the project to see themselves as outside consultants to the agency and to consider their assignment as a professional product or “deliverable” to the agency.  By presuming themselves as professional consultants the students are encouraged to think of the resulting products as expert documents demanding of them the highest level of their thinking, as well as professional formatting and presentation.  
This concept of considering themselves as outside consultants is especially important if the students already work for or have close volunteer relationships with the target agency.  A class discussion about the nature and work of a consultant can help the students understand the need for an objective look at the needs and structure of the agency and can encourage them to take the broadest view of the context of the agency and the projects.  Students who are close to the agency often make assumptions about their own and other’s understanding of agency context, structure or actions, which they may then fail to describe and analyze well in their documents. Such concepts and ideas are often seen more clearly by other students seeing the organization for the first time.  For these reasons some instructors may choose to disallow students from working on projects for agencies where they already work.  There can be, however, significant advantages to allowing students to do projects for their own agencies.  Students are generally more enthusiastic about and committed to projects for their own organization.  Mature students can still provide the objective, outside look needed for the project.  In addition, their internal access to agency information and resources often ensure more successful projects.
Project Proposal
Each student must work with his or her agency to identify a feasible project.  The student also must clarify for the agency representatives the documents and background information needed for the completion of the project, as well as the amount of time needed by staff to develop the plan or grant application.  For these assignments students are required to identify an agency and project early in the semester and to submit a proposal detailing their planned activity.  The requirements for the proposal vary by the type of assignment and are explained below.  For all projects, the agency is asked to write a letter of commitment, addressed to the instructor stating their support of the project and willingness to work with the student on its development.  This letter can be very important to the success of the project, as it helps to assure that the agency supports the project and is aware of the time and resources agency staff may need to provide to the student.
Project Development and Coaching 

The students are expected to work throughout the semester on these projects and to submit at least one draft of documents for feedback.  The details on the guidelines and steps for each project are laid out below.  In all cases students will meet with the instructor at least once for an individual coaching session after submission of the project draft.  These sessions generally last for one hour and provide the opportunity for the instructor to give one-one-one feedback to the student on how the project can be improved.  More importantly the coaching session can be an occasion for creative brainstorming and generation of ideas on ways to make the project more effective.  Finally, the coaching session allows the student to comment on the process of developing the project, including reflections on agency culture and management, and the values of civic engagement learned from these types of projects.
Final Version and Oral Presentation

After the coaching session, students are expected to edit the project to a high-grade, professionally-formatted product, as would be expected as a deliverable from a professional consultant.  Students are required to submit copies of all materials in hard-copy, as well as on computer disk for presentation to the agency.  In addition, the students make a formal oral presentation to the class about their projects, using high-quality, audio-visual materials and handouts.
Grant Application assignment
For the grant applications, students work with the agency to identify a program or project for which the agency needs grant funds.  The project must not be a re-write or update of an application that the agency has previously developed or submitted.  The agency may already have a potential funder in mind, but the student may also choose to research a new grant source for the project.  In any case the deadline for submission of the grant application should not occur until at least two months after the end of the semester in which the course is taught.  This allows for both final feedback and suggestions by the instructor on the grant application, and the time for final grant assembly, review, and signoff by the agency’s administration.  
The project for which funding is sought must have been relatively well developed, at least in concept, by the agency.  The best projects for student grant applications are those in which the agency can provide written records of previous success in developing and carrying out the project or good documentation of needs and strategic planning for new projects.  
When working with the agency on the grant application the student is urged to gather the following information: agency/organization legal name (as shown on incorporation papers or government forms), complete contact information, IRS Nonprofit Certificate (if applicable), mission statement and description of agency programs, agency/organization history, staff list with credentials, board list with professional affiliations, agency financial reports for the past two years, agency current-year budget and planned budget for next fiscal year, and the agency fund raising case statement, if such exists.
It should be noted that some nonprofit organizations are unwilling to share copies of nonprofit incorporation papers and some financial documents with students, even though the requested documents are nearly always publicly available.  In these cases it is best to not make demands of the agency for such materials.  Simply have the student note in the grant application package where those documents should be placed when the final application is assembled, and leave it to the agency, which must, in any case, take final responsibility for grant assembly and submission.
The student must also obtain (from the agency or the potential grantor) the grant application guidelines and forms, if any.  This means the student may need to do research on-line or in the library to obtain the funder contact information.  This must be done in a timely fashion to ensure the guidelines and forms are requested and available as soon as possible.  Grants research is one of the topics that should be covered in the course, including how to use the Foundation Center and other grant information indices.

The student proposal for the grant application assignment should be submitted early in the semester and include evidence of agency commitment to the project, as well as reflection by the student of what he or she hopes to gain from the project.  See Table #1 for a list of what the proposal for the grant application assignment should contain.
Table #1 – Contents of Proposal for Grant Application

a. name of student and contact information

b. name of agency/organization, representative and contact information

c. brief description of project for which funding will be sought
d. name of funding source and a copy of their application guidelines

e. letter from agency/organization representative agreeing to work with student on this application

f. statement from the student about why he or she chose this agency and this grant and what the student hopes to learn from the project.

An important lesson of any grants development curricula is the need for applicants to always follow the grantor’s guidelines.  These and any forms provided by the grantor must be the student’s roadmap for the development of the grant.  Where guidelines and/or forms are lacking from the funder (and some grantors do not provide much information on their expectations), the students are required to use the content list in Table #2 as a model for their grant proposal.
Table #2 – Contents of Grant Application 
When No Grantor Guidelines Exist
a. documentation of need for project/background of problem to be solved 

b. documentation of past success by agency/organization on this project or in related projects
c. goals of the project 

d. specific objectives or expected outcomes of project 

e. special approach to problem
f. description of population to be served
g. description of how project was planned (including who was involved)

h. specific steps for project implementation (methods, activities, management plan)

i. project timeline

j. how project will be evaluated and assessment tools

k. project budget (including income and expenses) 

l. grant request and how grant will be used

m. credentials of the staff/volunteers to be involved in project

n. information on other agencies (if any) to be involved in the project

o. letters of support from agency administration, collaborating agencies, and/or affected population.
The students are required to submit a draft of the completed grant application about mid-semester.  The assignment is assessed by the instructor on the degree to which the application matches the grantor’s funding criteria and follows the grantor’s guidelines; describes the agency and project well; documents the need for the project; provides properly developed implementation strategies and budget; and is well-written.  After review and critique, the instructor meets with the student in an individual coaching session to provide direct feedback about the successes or problems with the grant application.   The student resubmits the revised version of the grant application toward the end of the semester.  After final review by the instructor, the student submits the corrected grant application (in hard copy and on computer disk) to the agency.
Special Fund Raising Event Plan


The special-event plan is a detailed planning file for an event designed to raise money for a nonprofit organization.  Examples of such events include golf outings, fun-runs, dinners, auctions, etc.  Many nonprofit organizations in the United States plan such events for their organizations with a variety of potential goals.  These include the need to raise money, to gain positive public attention for the organization, to bring new potential givers to the organization and cultivate their interest, or to acknowledge and thank current supporters and volunteers.  Fund raising events, however, are tremendously time- and resource-consuming activities for nonprofit organizations, with little documented return (Armstrong, 2001).  Special events take many (often unacknowledged) hours of staff and volunteer effort, sometimes draining time that could be spent on mission-related tasks.  In addition, special events often need considerable up-front capital and other resources.   An honest appraisal of nonprofit special events often reveals little return for the time and energy spent.  Too often the event is not well designed and or is insufficiently underwritten and actually loses money for the agency.  Finally, the best outcomes of special events—new friends, invigorated patrons, and increased public awareness—are not carefully followed with strategic cultivation tasks.

The best special events are carried out by agencies that have clear, long-term, and strategic plans for fund raising development.  These successful special events are part of overall giver cultivation and other tasks such as grants writing, direct mail, major gifts solicitation, planned giving, and other fund raising activities.  As noted above, all of these topics should be covered in any course on fund raising.  The special-event exercise described below should be one assignment of several within a fund raising course that emphasizes the comprehensive and developmental aspects of fund raising.

In the special-event exercise, the student works with the agency to identify a current special event that needs to be better planned, or a new type of special event that the agency wishes to try.  The event chosen should not occur until at least six months after the end of the semester in which the course is taught.  This allows time for the final version of the event plan to be graded by the instructor and the revised plan to be submitted by the student to the agency.  Successful fund raising events take at least six months or more to plan, and larger and more complex events can take up to 12 months of planning.

The student proposal for the special-event plan should be submitted early in the semester and include evidence of agency commitment to the project, as well as reflection by the student of what he or she hopes to gain from the project.  See Table #3 for a list of what the proposal for the special event should contain.
Table #3 - Contents of Special-event Proposal

a. name of student and contact information

b. name of agency/organization, representative and contact information

c. project to raise funds for (if different than whole agency)

d. type of event to be planned and rationale for choosing this type of event

e. letter from agency/organization representative agreeing to work with student on this special-event plan
f. statement from the student about why he or she chose this agency and this special event and what the student hopes to learn from the project.  
The actual special-event planning file developed for this assignment includes extensive, detailed content.  The file should provide the agency staff and/or volunteers with step-by-step details of every aspect of the event from precise job descriptions for every committee chair, to menus, to post-event follow-up.  For a list of the items to be covered in the file see Table #4.  Students are urged to provide this information in a three-ring notebook with tabbed sections for each topic.
Table #4 – Contents of Special-event Planning File

a) overview 

i) introduction and list of what this planning document covers

ii) organization/project mission statement and history

iii) type of event being planned, brief description 

iv) rationale for choosing this type of event

v) description of prospective audience (demographics and psychographics)

vi) organization resources available for event (staff, volunteer pool, capital, lead time)

vii) specific, measurable objectives for the event 

b) personnel for event

i) description of role of staff in event planning and implementation

ii) description of all volunteer positions needed for event (before, during and after)

i. steering committee constitution (size, needed skills and aptitudes)

ii. job descriptions for all key leaders in major functional areas, including chair

iii. number of leaders/volunteers needed for each area

iv. how leaders and volunteers will be recruited and trained

v. how volunteers will be recognized and thanked

c) list/description of all facilities needed for event

d) list of non-people resources needed for event (food, tents, tickets, tables, insurance, permits, etc.)

e) event staging 

i) description of how event will be staged (what will happen, when, where, by whom)

ii) map of layout of event

iii) description of PLAN B (in case of bad weather, celebrity cancellation, or other logistics disaster)

iv) date by which decision will be made to cancel (loss cutting date)

f) marketing plan (with draft samples of all promotional materials proposed)
i) how you will use event to increase community/media awareness of organization and cause

ii) press releases/media interaction to attract people to participate in event

iii) advertisements, print, radio, posters

iv) direct mail 

v) how tickets, etc, sold before event

g) detailed budget for whole event (income and expenses) including cost of staff time

h) detailed timelines and flowcharts for both event planning and event implementation

i) plan for solicitation of sponsors/underwriters for event to include:

i) list of potential corporate sponsors or other types of underwriters

ii) sample proposal to sponsor/underwriter with
i. organization mission/overview of programs
ii. goal of event
iii. who and how planned
iv. demographics/psychographics of expected attendee
v. show sponsor or underwriter will be recognized
vi. number of times sponsor/underwriter name will be seen and where
vii. requested funds for sponsorship/underwriting

j) how the special event will be evaluated and by whom, with sample evaluation form(s)

k) how event participants will be followed-up to cultivate as long-term supporters of organization.
As with the grant application, the special-event planning file is submitted in draft about mid-semester.  The planning file is assessed by the instructor on the appropriateness of the proposed event to the agency (given its mission and available resources); the level of detail in covering all the tasks of the event, including the budget; and how well the file is organized and written.  This is followed by the coaching session for feedback on the assignment.  A revised version of the special-event planning file is submitted near the end of the semester.  After final review by the instructor, the student provides the corrected special-event planning file (in hard copy and on computer disk) to the agency.

Marketing Plan
The marketing plan is a detailed planning document for marketing an event or campaign for a nonprofit or public organization.  It includes an overview of the agency, the marketing goals of the specific project, a review of the agency’s environment and competition, a description of the target market segments for the project, and detail about the strategies that will be used to reach those target segments.  As with the grant application and special-event plan, the marketing plan is developed to meet the needs of the agency; in this case for reaching particular target markets for one of its programs.  The plan can be an overall agency marketing plan, a fund raising or membership campaign, or a plan for specific major event, social concern, or series of events.  It is best if the event or campaign is not intended to take place until at least six months after the end of the semester in which the course is taught.  This allows time for the careful implementation of the marketing campaign by the agency.

As with the grant application and special-event plan the student submits a proposal early in the semester, along with the letter of commitment from the agency and a statement of what the student hopes to gain from the project.  The details of the marketing plan proposal are contained in Table #5.  
Table #5 - Contents of Proposal for Marketing Plan

a. name of student and contact information

b. name of agency/organization, representative and contact information

c. marketing plan target (whole organization or major event/series) date that event or campaign is to happen (at least six months after end of semester)
d. letter from agency/organization representative agreeing to work with student on this marketing plan

e. statement from the student about why he or she chose this agency and this marketing problem and what the student hopes to learn from the project.  

The process for the development of the marketing plan goes through several phases, including the use of marketing worksheets
.  The initial step is the development of a personal marketing plan to allow the student to first experience thinking and planning for marketing by applying marketing practices to the development and promotion of their own careers.  For this process, the students are provided with personal marketing worksheets
 which echo the format of the organizational marketing worksheets they will use later.

The students then use the organizational marketing worksheets as a tool to learn about the organization, its needs, its marketing goals, and to generate initial strategies for reaching those goals.  The marketing worksheets are submitted to the instructor for review and feedback.  The student then converts the marketing worksheets into a draft marketing plan, which is submitted to the instructor by mid-semester.  The required contents of the draft marketing plan are shown in Table #6.     
Table #6 – Contents of Draft Marketing Plan 

a) description of the organization’s mission, objectives, and major projects

b) description of the particular project being addressed by this plan

c) description of external environment in which organization is working, especially as it impacts this project

d) analysis of the competition to the organization or to this project

e) statement of the measurable outcomes to be produced by this marketing plan

f) description of the market segments to be targeted by this plan

g) description of strategies for reaching those segments and achieving the projected outcomes 
h) matrix of target markets and strategies to reach them 
i) draft samples of all promotional materials proposed
j) timeline for this plan 

k) budget of costs for carrying out this marketing plan 

l) discussion of how the organization should evaluate the success of this plan.
The assessment of the draft marketing plan includes the degree to which the student has addressed all the points above; has provided creative strategies for reaching the target market segments; and is well written.  After review by the instructor the individual coaching session is held to provide additional feedback and to provide an opportunity for the student and instructor to brainstorm on ways to make the marketing plan more effective and innovative.  The student then revises the marketing plan and submits a final version at the end of the semester.  After corrections, the student submits the marketing plan (hard copy and computer copy) to the agency.
Student Reflection

The suggested pedagogical model for these service-learning projects provides several opportunities for students to reflect on the process of developing their projects, as well as on their learning from their interactions with the nonprofit or public agencies.  First, weekly, in-class reports by the students provide opportunities for discussing issues regarding development of the plan.  These may include discussions of logistical or communications problems of working with the agencies.  The coaching sessions provide students with the chance for a one-on-one dialogue with the instructor.  In addition to learning how the project can be improved, students are encouraged to use the coaching session to privately discuss any issues or problems about project development with the instructor.  Finally, the students are required to keep and submit journals for these courses. The students are invited to record in their journals their reflections and concerns about project development.  The weekly reports, coaching sessions and journal can also provide the instructor with insights about student/agency interactions and agency needs or concerns.  This information can be useful in intervening when project development gets bogged down in such issues as agency bureaucracy or communications problems.
Lessons Learned

There are a variety of potential lessons that can be gained from the inclusion in nonprofit management curricula of service-learning projects such as grants writing, special-event planning, and marketing plans for public and nonprofit organizations
.  The first lesson is the need for clear and detailed guidelines for both the student and client agency, which can clarify needs and expectations regarding the projects.  This can include specifically what materials the agency will receive and what role (if any) the student may agree play in the further development of the project after the documents have been submitted.  (The students are not required by these courses to implement the projects, but some may choose to do so as volunteers on their own time).  This can avoid misunderstandings with the agency and provides clarity to the student on assignment expectations and assessment.

Some might worry that the level of explicit detail about project directions in the course syllabus will stifle graduate student creativity; however the reverse has proven to be the case.  Several students have stated their appreciation of the precise expectations, and that such detail has been most useful in completing the assignments.  More importantly, many students have used these service-learning projects to create very effective and innovative projects for local nonprofit and public agencies.  These have included winning grant applications for such agencies as arts organizations, Girl Scout councils, and local chapters of the Alzheimer’s Association, as well as effective special-event and marketing plans for innovative dinner auctions, festivals and other events for community organizations. 


A second lesson is that students must be encouraged to learn and maintain the demeanor of a professional consultant to the agency, including the need for extensive discussion in class about the agency/student relationship, as well as the identification of the hallmarks of professional behavior by the student consultant and the formalized standards of professional “deliverables” through well-written, formatted and presented documents.  Agencies need professional projects that create effective results, and students need professional relationships with agencies for future career networking and job references.

A third lesson is that the representatives of the public or nonprofit agencies must be encouraged to take the student’s contributions seriously and to commit, in writing, that agency staff or volunteers will participate in the process by providing needed information and documents.  The leaders of many nonprofit agencies have little time set aside for the development of fund raising and marketing projects and see the students as free help in solving their problems.  They often need to be reminded that the student (or a professional consultant, for that matter), needs their time and attention, as well as access to agency files, to create potential solutions for agency fund raising or marketing problems.

A final lesson is that students with varying backgrounds and degrees of experience with the nonprofit sector must be coached to deal with the organizational culture and communication issues of nonprofit agencies.  This is especially true when the client agencies are understaffed and overwhelmed with day-to-day events, and have little time for long-term planning.
Conclusion


Service-learning projects in which graduate students create real and useable tools such as grant applications, special-event plans, and marketing plans for community nonprofit and public organizations can provide excellent experiential education.  These assignments can be incorporated into curricula for nonprofit management education.  However, the implementation of such assignments can be challenging, requiring very comprehensive syllabi, meticulous project direction, thorough assessment of student documents, and occasionally time-consuming feedback by the instructor.  


Anecdotal evidence suggests that these service-learning projects in nonprofit management have had positive results for both the students and the community organizations.  However, research on the impacts of this pedagogy needs to be carried out.  This could include follow-up with the students to determine what lessons they may have gained and retained from these projects, including both specific skills development, awareness of nonprofit management issues, and development of an attitude of civic engagement.  In addition, the participating community agencies should be surveyed to determine how effective these service-learning projects are to agency development.
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