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TOWARD REALISTIC ALTRUISM: A COMMUNITYu 
BASED FiELD EXPERIENCE 
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JULIE A. DINSMORE 

THOMAS WALSH 

GERALDINE STlRTZ 

Education 
University of Portland 

Portland, Oregon 97203 

'nlis is a study of the perceptions of preservice teachers engaged 
in a human services field experience and the college instructors 
responsible for teaching the Human Development course 
attached to the field experience. Student data came from semi
structured focus group interviews and student journals 
maintained throughout the experience, faculty data from onc-on
one semi-structured interviews. Using the constant comparative 
method, data for students and faculty were grouped as follows: 
a) what students do during their placements, b) benefits and chal
lenges of the experience, c) connections built between their 
experiences in the field and in the classroom. Analysis indicated 
that while the experience is generally perceived as valuable, 
there are gaps between what students actually do and faculty per
ceptions. Also, certain types of placements are much more 
powerful than others in yielding desired results of empathy, 
awareness of diversity and teaching skills. Recommendations for 
increasing the benefits and minimizing knowledge gaps are dis
cussed. 

Introduction 
"It's an escape from the regular col
lege thing." Jay. 
"It's a three ring circus, but I mean 
that in a good way." Amy 
"It's like a war within myself." Matt 
"It's a movement toward what I like 
to call realistic altruism." Profcssor 
Jimmy 
Some key players in a human services 

field experience at a midwestern public 
university used these metaphors to describe 
their semesters. This article presents the 
perceptions of students engaged in the field 
experience (PTE 290) and faculty who 

teach the Human Development course 
(PTE 200) attached to thc field experience. 

Context of the Program 
PTE 290 is one response to a state man~ 

date doubling the number of hours students 
were required to spend in field experiences 
prior to student teaching. With prcservice 
teachers already saturating schools in the 
immediate area, the college chose to place 
students in human service agencies. A full~ 
time coordinator administers this program, 
functions as a liaison between agencies, 
students and faculty and serves as instruc
tor of record for the course. 150+ 

149 
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community agencies participate in an 
agency fair each semester, during which 
students and agency representatives inter
view one another. Once selections have 
been made, agencies construct individual
ized work contracts with students. 
Agencies formally evaluate student per
formances to help determine final grades. 
Assessments are based on students' jour
nals and criteria established in the work 
contracts, typically including reliability, 
ability to fulfill the assigned tasks and pro
fessional demeanor. 

Background 
Engaging students in community-based 

field experiences is not a new idea, nor is 
it limited to teacher preparation programs. 
Indeed, support for service-learning is 
found within and outside thc United States, 
at college and high school levels and for 
education majors as well as students in all 
fields of study (Brady, 1987). Within the 
United States, the concept of service learn
ing can be traced back several decades. 
"The notion of school and community
based teacher education which uses the 
entire community ... is especially crucial 
today as teachers are increasingly faced 
with the task of educating children whose 
characteristics, cultural background and 
values are different from their own." 
(Zeichner, 1989, p.8). Sullivan (1996) sug
gests that schools need to lead the call for 
volunteerism, contending that community
based learning experiences allow 
prospective teachers (both high school and 
college students) to learn, while at the same 
time offering services to community agen
cies. Bonar et alia (1996) argue that 
learning through service provides oppor-

tunities to test reality and to become more 
aware of self, society and the problems 
facing education, noting that "A funda
mental change is occurring in several 
institutions of higher learning as we 
approach the twenty-first century. Educa
tors around the nation realize that a socially 
responsive knowledge base is necessary if 
colleges and universities are going to be 
successful in preparing students to assume 
the duties of active citizenship in the 
future" (p.13). Goodlad (1994) recom
mends that "programs for the education of 
educators be characterized by a socializa
tion process where candidates transcend 
their self-oriented student preoccupations 
to become more other-oriented" (p.83). A 
recent Rand Study (1996) provides clear 
evidence that students who participatc in 
scrvice learning activities substantially 
enhance their academic development, life 
skills and sense of civic responsibility. 

Clearly, community service-based expe
riences have much to recommend them. 
What was unclear was if those benefits 
were being realized by students at a pub
lie university in the Midwestern United 
States (of 7500 students), after the new 
requirement had been in place for five 
years. This piece represents half of a two
pronged study for which a team gathered 
both survey and qualitative data around 
the question "What is the community ser
vice field experience like for students?" 
Quantitative results from this study have 
been reported elsewhere (Potthoff, et alia, 
1998); this piece puts robust flesh on those 
numbers, offering informants' own descrip
tions of the experience, suggesting pattems 
which emerged and the lessons to be 
learned from those accounts. 
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Methodology 
Bogdan and Biklen (1992) suggest that 

qualitative researchers begin their studies 
with analytic questions "because they give 
focus to data collection and help to orga
nize it as you proceed" (p. 155). The 
questions we asked of students and which 
we pondered as we read their journals facil
itated our analysis. Focus groups of 
students from four placement categories, 
representing thirty agencies, were inter
viewed using a semi-structured protocol: 
"What is the human services field experi
ence like for students?" with probes. Their 
journals were examined for insights into 
the tasks comprising their placements and 
the lessons they learned from those expe
riences. Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose 
seeking heuristic units among the data dur
ing analysis, that is, units "aimed at some 
understanding the inquirer needs to have" 
(p,345). Lincoln and Guba also suggest 
adaptations of the constant comparative 
method of sorting data into categories first 
provided by Glaser and Strauss (1967). 
That is, the data are grouped by means of 
constant comparison to previously cate
gorized incidents. Students' responses are 
reported here according to the following 
categories: a) what they did, b) henefits of 
the experience, c) challenges of the expe
rience and d) bridges between this 
experience and the Human Development 
course. Three faculty members, each teach
ing two or more sections of the Human 
Development course, participated in one
on-one semi-structured interviews. Data 
from those interviews are grouped in the 
same way as those gathered from students: 
their perceptions of the henefits and chal
lenges to students and the connections they 
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made between the field experience and 
their course. Finally, we also employed a 
device unique to qualitative research, ask
ing our informants "to play with 
metaphors, analogies and concepts" (Bog
dan and Biklen, 1992, p.162). These 
metaphors, generated by the participants 
themselves, bring richer understandings of 
student and faculty perspectives on the 
human services field experience. 

In the ensuing section, we present stu
dents' responses to the research question, 
"What do students do during their human 
services field experiences?" Their duties 
fall into three categories: working one-ol1-
one, with small groups, and providing 
clerical support. We follow with students' 
accounts of the benefits and challenges 
they perceived, ending this section with 
the connections students made between 
the field experience and their coursework. 

What do they do? 
One-an-one. Many students worked 

intensively with individuals. Jennifer said 
ahout her work with profoundly physical
ly and mentally handicapped adults at a 
residential care facility: "I was like 'wow' 
all the time; I'd do things like help them 
eat or do their physical therapy exercises 
and just seeing them make any kind of 
progress: getting the spoon of Jello to their 
mouth, holding onto a ball, have any kind 
of conversation would energize me." Matt, 
placed at the same agency, echoed her sen
timents: "For me, it was like a bungee cord. 
I had never been around that many phys
ically or mentally challenged people in my 
life and it was really tough at first. My job 
that first day was to make sure this guy 
didn't fall over hecause he spent all his 
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time in a wheelchair. He tried to commu
nlcatc with me in some sort of way, but it 
was just a mumble, That day, I saw my 
first seintre. rYe heard ahout them and 
seen them on TV, but :I had never seen one 
in real lik By clock time, it lasted about 
two minutes and forty seconds. I knew the 
safest thing I could do was stay back and 
let it happen, hccause there's nothing you 
can do for it except leI it occur, My first 

f That's v;hy r say the experience was 
like a !:mngce cord. At first the hungee cord 
stretches anJ then it comes back together 
as one. 'Nhen I first got there, my mind 
completely stretched and as time went by, 
tbat cord just came right back up and I felt 
all together. It stretched and challenged 
rne." 

Small groups. A different killd of cxpc~ 
rierlCc was shared by Ashley, Becky and 
J nc, who each worked with groups of peo~ 
pk. Ashley, a secondary special education 
major, ,vas placed with a Head Start site. 
'vYherc she planned circle time activities 
for Ihrce-year olds, such as stories, listen
ing games and counting tasks. "You know, 
like the movie "Kindergarten Cop! I quick
ly learned that there is no way I'm going 
to work with those kids again. ! don't have 
enough patience! There are good clays too, 
but then they can just start bitting and 
screaming and butting heads. It would just 
wear me Gut ;md I think I would get hurned 
out doing that rea! quick." 

Becky too was placed at Head Start and 
responded with a laugh: "I'm exactly the 
opposite of Ashley. I loved working with 
that age group. I got energized from work
ing with them because they arc so cute and 
they just give you hugs ali the time. Bllt I 
definitely learned to be more patient with 

them. I would be sitting at the Play Dough 
tahle and tell them to stay there and they 
would be !ike "No, I wanna go over there," 
so you just kinda gotta de what they do. 
(Tnc teacher) assigned some of us to cer
tain kids and when I did that is when I 
really learned the stuff." What was "the 
stuff?" the intervieVv'Cr prohed. "Oh you 
knaw, I am not there to try to tell them 
what to do" ! am just there to try to hasi
cally keep them under control and out of 
trouble. , .so patience and flexibility is what 
I learned.'" 

Joe worked with profoundly multiply
handicapped adolescents at a residential 
care facility. As Ashley and Becky talked, 
he entered the conversation witl1: " I can 
relate to that because I was in the Blue 
Room and these were not younger kids. 
They were 18 year olds, 17, 16 year dds. 
They're really profoundly mentally retard
ed, their behaviors were more like a five 
year old. There was one student where 
some days she wouldn't listen ... and on 
her bad days, she would just lay on the 
floor and pout. There were a few days 
where they had [G physically pick her ilp 

and sit her in her chair because she would 
fight. At first I didn't know how to respond; 
it was hard to have a lot of patience with 
them. I had never been around these kind 
of people before. At first, it was strange 
because I'd help them with a sbirt guard 
or bib and how do you treat them like a 
seventeen year old when they are func
tioning like an infant? r realized that I have 
the patience, the compassion to help these 
people." 

The experiences of these three prescr
vice teachers were less like "rcal school" 
than what Beth found in her work with 
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small groups of incarccrated youth (ages 
13-17) at a regional rehabilitation and treat
ment centcr. She worked on math with 
small groups of students and assisted in 
the facility's GED program. "Some o[you 
are shaking your head when I say that T 
actually feel much safer at (the center) than 
when I am by myself in a big city sChool, 
but they just don't have the disciplinary 
problem out there like they do in the pub
lic schools. When a boy is assigned to this 
center, they are assigned to a group of boys 
,md those boys arc responsible for each 
other's hehavior. So if one boy is doing 
something that is not appropriate, the other 
ones catch him and make him see what he 
is doing wrong ... It seems to me that these 
hoys ktlow that ffthey don't shape up "this 
is it" and they have got 10 do right tel get 
out of there; so they just do what they are 
asked to do. Anyway, the boys that I 
worked with did. I think it was just so 
amazing how much respect for authority 
they had because they had to. I thought 
gosh, we could do this in a high school!" 

Clerical support work. An issue prior 
to this study was the perception of some 
faculty and students that PTE 290 students 
spent an inordinate amount of time tend
ing to dcricai tasks. One of our goals was 
to find out ifthis concern was substantiat
ed, In truth, few students reported spending 
more than 10-15 hours of the 50 filing, 
answering phones or grading papers. From 
interview data, those who did have to do 
derical work did so to make up hours met 
due to being sick or other scheduling con
flicts which made it difficult to complete 
their 50 hour commitment in another way. 
Nikki fought boredom in the agency officc 
where she filed reports and fielded few 
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phonecalls in two five-hour stints in an 
agency office. Beth also struggkd with 
boredom in her scramhle to accme enough 
hours at the treatment facility where she 
loved working with the young mcn in the 
classroom. Their ennui may he due to the 
fact about the power of this experience, as 
we hear Professor Jimmy state later, that 
" It's about relationships, and you can't 
form a relationship with a filing cabinet." 

Benefits 
Patience, patience. patience. Student 

comments from interviews, journals and 
course evaluations were generally positive 
about the contributions this human ser
vices field experience made to their 
personal and professional growth. Over
whelmingly, patience was where students 
felt they made the greatest gains, regard
less of the type of clients the students 
worked with or the nature of their work. 
Furthermore, many students felt they had 
learned to be flexihle and that they gained 
self-knowledge and the ability to be intro
spective, making the realization that "as a 
teacher, you arc dead in the water if you 
DON'T have patience and t1cxibility!" 
Several students echoed these comments 
[rom written course evaluations: "I really 
learned a lot about myself as a person 
through this program. , . I impressed myself 
with what I was ahle to do!" 

Along with personal insights, students 
also !earned about their aptitudes as teach
ers, what is required ofteachcrs these days 
and the extraordinary burdens horne by 
children and adolescents. Journal com
ments documented personal growth: "I 
!earned about people different from 
myself' and "At first I was really nervous, 
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thinking about the crimes that those boys 
had committed, everything from theft to 
murder ... then I realized I felt concern for 
them because once they leave the treat
ment facility, they are going to end up right 
back in the environment that put them 
there. Then there was a growth in com
passion, because they arc at-risk youth. 
Their lives, what they experience are so 
different from what I experienced ... but 
they also made me angry sometimes. We 
all have choices and they made the wrong 
choices ... " 

Career decisions. Many students 
expressed that through the field experi
ence, they were better able to determine 
whether teaching was a career they should 
pursue. For some, like Jennifer, "This nar
rowed out some options. By that I mean 
that finaliy getting me in with the kids 
made me fall back in love with my deci
sion to become a teacher. It definitely 
reinforced my love of teaching!" Specific 
instances in their placements made 
Stephanie and Andrea grateful for their 
career choices, Stephanie talked about one 
individual to whom she became close in a 
residential facility for adolescent girls: 
"One of the girls I worked with got dis
charged and moved. She wrote me a letter, 
I wish I could have said goodbye to her 
because I rcally got attached to her. She 
was so appreciative about me helping her 
with her aigebra and 1 was just amazed that 
just that little effort of mine made that much 
difference to her. It made me realize how 
big of an impact teachers can have with
out knowing it and that was good to 
recognize." Andrea shared her realization 
that she had something special to offer chil
dren: " ... at the end, I organized a talent 

show, and through that I got to teach a few 
of the girls how to play the piano. It was 
really neat to teach them how to play the 
piano, because many of them, I don't think, 
had ever had that type of experience. They 
weren't really involved at the high schools 
they came from and it was just so neat to 
sec the excitement of their faces." 

Working with troubled youth, Jay 
learned this about teaching: "I didn't under
stand how taxing it was going to be if I 
wanted to do it right. Dan affirmed this 
notion, saying "When you really connect
ed with a person, 50 hours was not enough 
time to help all you'd want to. It really 
helped me to get out of my comfort zone." 

Movement toward empathy and com
passion. Perhaps the most poignantly 
expressed changes in the college students 
were when they moved from a level of fear 
or apprehension to appreciation and emo
tional attachment. Throughout the group 
interviews, we heard echoes of Matt's 
statement: "I realized that these people are 
human beings with most of the same needs 
we have, .. these are people with feelings, 
who want to be loved and appreciated for 
who they arc." The differences students 
encountered among their clients included 
low socio-economic status, menta! and 
physical handicaps, abusive home envi
ronments and struggles to !cam English; 
"Not the kinds of home or conditions most 
of us grew up in," Dan pointed out. Stu
dents expressed appreciation for the 
opportunity to work with people different 
than themselves. Nikki spoke for many of 
her peers when she conduded that the over
all worth of her experience" ... is that it 
prepares me very well to handle situations 
that wil! come up in my classroom. lust to 



Copyright © 1999.  All rights reserved.

keep the kids on task or if they mainstream. 
It will help me to deal (as a regular class
room teacher) with kids wIth Down 
Syndrome or the mentally challenged. I 
was brought into this population of people 
that I had never rcally come into contact 
with and it just broadened my awareness 
and it helps a lot." 

Cballenges 
"A hell of a lot of hours ... " Even though 

the majority of students felt that this field 
experience afforded them very good oppor
tunities to grow, many also expressed 
concerns, dealing primarily with the hur
den of completing 50 hours of service in 
about nine weeks. Due to the structure of 
the program and the amount of time con
sumed by the application, interview and 
selection processes, students do not receive 
their field assignments until the sixth week 
of a sixteen week semester. They do receive 
fivc hours' credit for those processes, so the 
actual time they work at the community 
agencies is 45 hours, 40 if they take a place
ment out of town. Most do not question 
the worth of the experience, only the tim
ing, especially since they receive just one 
credit hour. 1cnnifer explained: "It was 
very hard on me. I didn't know when I 
took 290 that it entailed all that If I had 
known hefore, I could have planned my 
classes differently. r had to go from 7:45 
a.m. until 9:45 just before my class. Then 
I got so far behind that I had to go in the 
afternoon after my classes were over too, 
so I guess if I had known that I should 
make it a block, that would have been help
fuL" Jay affi rmed that: "I don't think 
getting into the 290 is a good idea for some
one in fall sports. I had to wait until the end 
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of the season and miss half of that, then had 
knee surgery and missed more ... It was 
pretty hectic this last three- four weeks 
going in every day. Doing class and rehab 
and going to Head Start, that's all I have 
to my life right now. It's stressful, but I 
learned a lot!" It was the timing, not the 
experience itself, that posed the challenge 
for some students. 

Struggling to make connections. What 
others did stmggle with was in seeing all 
the possible connections between the field 
experience and the human development 
course. Asked specifically about those con
nections, most students were able to 
articulate some connections and methods 
that they or the course instructors had used 
to forge the connections. These included 
the reflective journal, in-class applications 
of field experiences to course concepts and 
formal case studies assigned by one 
instructor. 

Although every student in PTE 200/290 
maintained a journal, in which they were 
to make a suhstantial entry after each stint 
with their agency, the benefits were not 
uniform among the students who partici
pated in the focus groups. In two focus 
groups, the students did not mention the 
journals at all as being useful in connect
ing the course with the field experience. In 
another, only one of six participants report
ed that their PTE 200 instructor read and 
responded to their journals. "He collected 
them a few times in the semester and would 
respond to three or four of your entries," 
Andrea recalled. This did trigger a brief 
discussion of how the journal, an occa
sionally cumbersome assignment, could 
have been more useful. From Jay: "It's just 
not as effective if someone isn't respond-
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ing to you. If you got those comments back 
throughout the year, you coulcllook at those 
views and see it in different ways, kind of 
analyzing it better. Becal:se now that you 
are done, you are not going to remember 
it at aiL" From Katie' "Yeah, I would have 
liked a chance to have somehody read my 
journal part of the way through and just 
from their perspective, what are their 
thoughts? I like to know what everyhody 
is thinking, am I doing something wrong. 
.. just IiUle feedback would have been 
good." 

As far as relating the experiences to the 
course content, opinions varied, but most 
did see their instructors endeavoring to do 
this, either through specific assignments 
or class discussions. Jennifer noted" I think 
my PTE 200 instructor did a good joh of 
paying attention to the needs of the class 
and usually he would ask us to talk indi
vidually with the person next to us. So we 
got feedback from other students." Andrea 
chimed in: "I thought doing the case study 
helped a lot in making connections. We 
took an individual we were working with, 
though some of us were limited by confi
dentiality stuff. .. we looked at their 
background and then we tried to determine 
their moral development, cognitive devel
opment, social and the other ones. And 
then at the end, we had to try to predict 
what we thought would happen to them. It 
really helped to make connections." Jay 
saw clear connections: "They're directly 
related. Especially in my case, You go over 
ADD r attention deficit disorder]. My child 
had ADD. We'd learn about what are some 
things you can do to help these children. i 
mean, that is what we arc karning to do, 
is to deal with children." Kim built upon 

that notion, saying "It was like PTE 200 
teaches you how to teach and in PTE 290 
you can actually practice it, like always 
having extra stuff planned, or like identi
fying, some cf my kids were abused, 
having to be able to talk to them, being 
there for them, how to react to them." 

But reactions were mixed on the 
strength of the bridges built between the 
two experiences. Some negative respons
es had to do with the perceived relevance 
gap between the ages studied in class and 
the ages a student might have worked with 
in their placement, as with with Stephanie, 
who explained: "I had a little bit of a proh
lem connecting them. I'm sure I did 
subconsciously. You learn a lot of things 
without realizing it, but it seemed like a 
lot of PTE 200 was targeted more at 
preschool and lower grades and I was def
initely working with upper grade kids. It 
just seemed like everything was elemen
tary. I'm sure some of it applied, but you 
don't realize it really." Her friend agreed: 
"1 felt like we focused mostly on younger 
ages except near the end we had to do all 
these group projects where we worked on 
something like abuse and drugs. That 
focused more on stuff related to what I was 
working on in my placement." And final
ly, Dan asserted "I really COULDN'T 
connect my PTE 200 class with my PTE 
290. It was just really because my PTE 
200 class was very unstructured. It didn't 
seem like we focused much on anything. 
I'm sorry, but I couldn't connect the two." 

Having examined the tasks, benefits 
and challenges of the field experience in 
the words of the students who participat
ed, we turn now to the perceptions of 
faculty members. The three informants in 
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the following section each taught at least 
two sections of the human development 
course attached to PTE 290. As with the 
students, their comments are grouped 
according to these categories: what they 
saw as students' tasks, the benefits and 
challenges of the experience and their own 
attempts as teachers to create links between 
their courses and the field experience 

Instructors' Perspectives 
What they do: "When it's good it s won

derful, but when it's poor ... " This 
observation of Professor Susan relates to 
the perception expressed strongly by two 
of the three faculty members that the field 
experiences which are part of this program 
arc not equal in value. Professor Jimmy's 
conviction that the whole 290 experience 
is about building relationships has already 
been noted. Both he and Professor Susan 
expressed strong feelings about students 
either being misplaced in an agency (stuck 
doing clerical work for the majority of the 
45 hours) or not taking the placement seri
ously enough. Basing her perceptions on 
class discussions, Professor Susan related 
some of her students' dismal experiences, 
as weB as her proposed solution: "It's very 
difficult to construct a journal if you 
havcn't had the kinds of experiences that 
have allowed you to make any human con
nections. I think there were three students 
in my afternoon class that were either just 
filing papers or doing a newsletter. A cou
ple of them said "I'm paying for this and 
I don't feei that I'm getting anything out 
of it that is related to teaching." They felt 
like they were heing used ... I'd take them 
out of that placemcnt immediately. If they 
are to get something valuable from it, then 

Toward Realistic Altruism ... /157 

I think they should have the same oppor
tunities as others to have a good 
placement" 

Professor Jimmy gave an example of 
this kind of non~educative situation: "1 had 
a very bright, creative nontraditional stu~ 
dent, an artist. And for somc reason, her 
primary placement was not granted her and 
that made it difficult, because of her time 
constraints -she had a family and a full 
time job. She got sent to Social Services. 
What it came out to be was filing cases in 
their office. She was allowed to look at 
some of the cases, but they said it would 
give her an idea of what they deal with 
therc. Yeah, there were some interesting 
cases; yes, she read about some interest
ing people, but she didn't have any real 
contact, which was frustrating. I don't think 
PTE 290 does much for people if it's that 
kind of papervvork." 

Professor John posited a different read 
of the possibility that some students might 
be over-engaged in clerical duties. He 
noted:"My sense is that there may be some 
real misconceptions out there about the 
degree to which that's the dominant cxpc~ 
rience. I will use the analogy that teachers 
do a lot of things that are pretty laborious, 
tediolls type stuff: run copies, make work
sheets. I would suspect that in social service 
agencies, there's a lot ofnot-so~glamorous 
things to do also. I would expect that a ccr~ 
tain amount of that is okay. My suspicion 
is that we probably have a few students 
who lay back and let that happen more than 
they should, and it might be their fault as 
much as anyone else's. But I think actual
ly we've articulated fairly successfully that 
this is supposed to be a thing where they 
work with people, so it's not that common.. 
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It's partly a matter of our students baving 
the confidence, interest and drive to make 
the experience something that's really good 
for them." 

Benefits to students. Faculty do see stu
dents making gains in many areas. 
Professor Susan stated that she usually sees 
" ... an increase in their organizational skills 
coming out of the scheduling and all the 
papelWork they do as a part of this process. 
There is an evolution towards under
standing the 290's value. J see some 
sensitivity come out of it: comments like 
"They're people with feeling just like 
everyone else" are always a revelation to 
some." 

From listening to the comments of his 
students, Professor Jimmy sees two main 
benefits for students: "They usually build 
their awareness of intervening factors 
which have an adverse effect on kids, 
which fits in really well with the focus r 
take in my class on at-risk youth, I also 
sec them moving toward what I like to call 
"realistic altmism," from naivete that most 
of the 20 year olds have to more sophisti
cation, sometimes a tempering of their 
"save the world attitude" that led them in 
this direction in the first place." 

Professor John also sees great poten
tial for student growth, which in some ways 
trouble him: "I worry that we're putting 
people into placements that are very pow
erful, maybe more powerful than some 
schools, without having ali the support 
mechanisms we might to help them process 
the information in ways that are likely to 
promote change as opposed to reinforce 
stereotypes, A specific example would be 
sending someone to work with very low 
income children. If they don't have suh-

stantial support, either through the agency 
or the university or peers, it's possible that 
they'll go into the experience thinking 
"that's what those people are like" and just 
ccnfirming that "yes indeed, that's what 
those people are like." That's why I see 
the need for connections between the 290 
and concurrent [classroom] experiences." 

Challenges to students. Besides those 
noted above, faculty also perceived the dif
ficulty many students experienced in 
fulfilling their 50 hours, due to the late 
start in the semester and students' multi
ple commitments. John and Jimmy called 
it "an expensive placement," in that stu
dents are in community agencies rather 
than schools for the first part of their 
teacher education program. As John noted, 
when links are not clearly articulated, key 
connections might be missed. Students' 
ages can occasionally present challenges. 
Susan teaches an evening section of PTE 
200 and working adults tend to take that 
"They are able to use not just their 290, 
hut their considerable life experiences to 
make connections to the material, where
as talking with the younger students, you 
just get a little laundry list of what's hap
pening in their lives." Jimmy concurred, 
adding "It's just where a 20 year old is, 
developmentally." 

Building bridges. To varying degrees, 
all the PTE 200 instructors incorporated 
clements of the field experience into their 
courses. Strategies included reading and 
responding to the reflective joumals stu
dents kept (John), asking the students to 
bring in their experiences when they were 
relevant to a course topic (all three) and 
using examples from field experiences to 
initiate direct instruction and small group 
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class activities (John and Jimmy). 
New to the institution during the year 

this study began, John was the most aggres
sive of the three instructors in seeking 
information about the field experience. He 
noted: "1 teach two sections of 200 this 
semester and have become very interest
ed in PTE 290 and I have a very clear sense 
that even in one semester, I probably know 
as much about the combination of those 
two as anyone on campus. I have been to 
many of the placement sites, and those vis
itations were very powerful. A good 
example: at the Salvation Army. I thought 
I had a vision of what it was, and it was 
really mind-hoggling. More than anything, 
it's a church, which I would have answered 
false to before the visit. One of the core ele
ments to the youth rehab and treatment 
center is that it's an accredited state high 
school, which I didn't know." This 
increased knowledge about what students 
were experiencing enabled John to forge 
ties between their fieldwork and his class
es. He consistently used student journals 
and his own observations to build bridges 
with which he was fairly satisfied. He 
added "The best assignment I did this 
semester was a case study. All of the stu
dents selected a person from their 290 to 
study and apply growth and development 
principles to. That really helped build a 
bridge hetween what was going on out 
there and what they were reading." 

Susan plans to use the students' journals 
more extensively in the future. Her 
strongest ties to students' experiences come 
in using them to illustrate concepts she is 
teaching: "For instance, this last semester, 
we were watching a video segment that 
illustrated how play supports social devel-
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opment and intellectual development. I 
was able to ask are you seeing ego-cen
trism, are you seeing parallel play? Are 
you seeing guided participation? I had a 
student in the Child Development Lab and 
he was able to hring in lots of examples 
which fit the things we were talking ahout. 
Students working with Social Services are 
able to make some real sensitive connec
tions to the people they're working with 
and the content." 

Jimmy uses an approach similar to Pro
fessor Susan's: "I don't organize it, in the 
sense that I have a specific place where I 
tie it in. What I do is in our sman group dis
cussions, I tell them "as you come to places 
where your field experience is relevant, 
please bring that into the discussion, 
because it enriches everyone in the group. 
I do it also if we're seeing a videotape or 
clip and they can bring in their own expe
riences in the agencies to make it more 
relevant. It doesn't always happen. And 
it's partly hecause some of the field expe
riences aren't always relevant to what 
they're reading in the text and seeing in 
my class." 

Lessons Learned 
Two professors called PTE 290 "an 

expensive placement," as it is fifty hours 
of education students not participating in 
school-related activities. Students Matt and 
Jennifer compared their experiences in 
PTE 290 to farming and working with 
computers, respectively, hoth noting that 
"you only get out of it what you put into 
it." Our study suggests that both perspec
tives are true. 

"In general, it's a good thing." Over
all, students, faculty and community 
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agencies can see that this is a worthwhile 
experience, with the caveat that some expe
riences are more powerful than others in 
yielding the kinds of benefits sought by 
this teacher education program. Those 
placements which put students directly in 
contact with clients, such as residential 
facilities for handicapped individuals, 
tutoring programs, and treatment centers 
for troubled youth consistently enabled 
students to gain empathy and compassion 
for others different from themselves and to 
grow in their awareness of diversity. Addi
tionally, where facuIty were able to huild 
bridges between courscwork and the field 
placements, whether through direct instruc
tion or well-crafted journal assignments, 
students and facuIty alike reported gains 
made in introspection, leading to increased 
and valuable self-knowledge, skills and 
career direction. Appropriately challenged, 
college students reported elevated aware
ness of and satisfaction in being able to 
make a difference in the world. 

"Hi: could prohably do better. " Pro
fessor Jimmy's sentiment indicates that 
while PTE 290 is indeed valuable, the col
lege can be more aggressive in seeking the 
kinds of placements which arc more like
Ly to produce personal and professional 
development in the studems. Ne'l ~)!1!y that 
but the college can also be more explicit 
with agencies about the benefits of direct 
interactions with clients for students, and 
discourage agencies from assigning stu
dents to clerical duties which, without [ail, 
Vv'ere pcrceived hy all parties as the least 
productive experiences. Furthermore, edu
cation faculty can be more deliberate about 
articulating connections between the con
tent of their courses and the experiences 

students arc gaining in the agencies. Dis
semination ofhoth the benefits to students 
and the possibilities for better hridge-build
ing is crucial for the full power of this 
experience to be realized; college faculty 
need to promote these conversations with 
their coHeagues within and beyond this 
single institution. 

Conchrsion 
Thoughtfully constructed, community

based field experiences can facilitate 
powerful growth in students and this study 
illustrated the kinds of growth that are pos
sible. in particular, students gain insights 
into the complexities of working in a 
diverse society with people who are not 
only culturally and linguistically distinct 
from themselves, but also represent a wide 
array offamily structures and physical and 
cognitive ahilities. They !cam to become 
morc reflective about their own strengths 
and 'weaknesses and gain important pro
fessional skills. They can see stronger 
connections between their courscwork and 
their work in the field. 

There are some barriers to that growth. 
It is dear that prcservice ~eachers need 
their ovm teachers to be aware of what is 
happening in their field experiences and 
to provide thoughtful links hetween prac
tical and theoretical knowledge. Without 
opportunities to debrief, there lurks the 
pos,;ibility that even powerful field expe
riences will do little to transform and 
elevate students, Rather, their own stereo
types can be reinforced, if chances to write, 
discuss and reflect upon their field expe
riences are not built strongly into the 
overall sequence. 

Service learning is a way for students 

(Conti'1ued on page 75) 
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into their instructional techniques. 
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to become responsible, engaged citi
zens of society. We echo Boyer's (1987) 
assertion that service learning should con
stitute a vital part of the undergraduate 
experience because "the goal of the under
graduate experience is not only to prepare 
individuals for careers, but to enable them 
to live lives of dignity and purpose; not 
only to give knowledge to the students, but 
to challenge knowledge to humane ends" 
(p.8). 
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