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Imagine students
turning the tables—giving service to
others instead of always being on
the receiving end of services.

Imagine students NOTICE: THIS MATERIAL
learning in a school-without-walls— )
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math and English and social studies
in the “real world.” N e e S

his article describes a program

through which students with

learning disabilities and culturally
diverse backgrounds, and their peers in
the general education program, demon-
strated their abilities to be service
providers to many people within their
community.

In this program—called service learn-
ing—we expanded the existing school-
based curriculum and gave students the
opportunity to work collaboratively with
peers, younger students, and senior citi-
zens (see box, “A Rationale for Service
Learning”). Through their service activi-
ties, our students were able to practice
appropriate communication and social
skills across age levels in natural settings.

Denise I. Yoder

Esthier Retish Rgsponses to quest10nna1re§ anq inter-
Rahima Wade views revealed increased social skills and
] self-esteem. Students were seen as help-

ing, caring, role models by younger stu-
dents, and as sensitive adolescents by
senior citizens.

Beginning the Service-Learning
Program

The need for increased interaction with
peers and appropriate communication
skills became apparent to several teach-
ers shortly after the new school year
began. The resource teacher noticed a
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lack of motivation and inadequate social
skills on the part of some students. At the
same time, the English-as-a-second lan-
guage (ESL) teacher felt that there was a
need for her students to practice English
language skills in a variety of settings.
Both teachers believed their students
would benefit from using communica-
tion, reading, writing, and social skills
while working with a variety of individ-
uals.
Participants. As a result of collaboration
among several teachers, we formed a het-
erogenous group of 24 seventh- and
eighth-grade students interested in ser-
vice learning:
e All students enrolled in the resource
program were invited to participate.
* The ESL teacher selected students
based on their need for oral and written
English-language practice within the
community.
e Students enrolled in the general edu-
cation study hall during class periods
when the program would take place were
asked to participate on a random basis.
Our service-learning group comprised
6 students with learning disabilities, 6
students enrolled in an ESL course, and
12 students without disabilities enrolled
in the general education program.
Assistants. To help supervise students at

the sites,
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pe sites, we obtained the assistance of
wo university students enrolled in a so-
qal studies methods course and one stu-
jent enrolled in the leisure studies
grogram at the University of lowa. These
qudents assisted with the program while
wlfilling practicum requirements. They
| pelped coordinate student training ses-
' sions, accompanied students to and from
the service-learning sites, and supervised
students during daily service-learning ac-
livities.
Community Sites. We contacted a local
retirement center and K-6 teachers in an

adjacent elementary
[ t

FIGURE 1
Questions for Prespective
Service-Learminyg Agency
Personnel
1. Who is the key contact
 person?
2. Who does your agency serve?
3. What are the needs and
_ concerns of your agency?
4. Would you be interested
- in having junior high school
students help to meet some
~ of these needs?
5. What limitations are there in
regard to time, schedules,
and health concerns?

6. How many students would
you be able to accommeo-
date?

7. What are your expectations
for volunteers?

8. How should we prepare
students for this experience?

9. What is the level of commit-
ment for training, supervis-
ing, and evaluating students
provided by your staff2

10. Is publicity permissible2

Students benefit from community service by increasing their self-esteem,
self-knowledge, and communication and social skills.

school to determine if they would be
interested in collaborating on service-
learning projects. In choosing the ser-
vice sites, we considered factors such
as proximity to the school, age appro-
priateness of activities, the agency’s
and students’ willingness to participate
in the program, and scheduling. Figure
1 provides a list of questions we found
useful when contacting agencies.
Orientaticn and Training. All students
participated in tours of the retirement
center and elementary school, and then
selected one of the two sites to carry
out their service-learning projects. We
held three 20-minute training sessions,
conducted by the resource and ESL
teachers, the school district volunteer
coordinator, and two university
practicum students before first period on
3 consecutive days. We discussed issues
such as signing in and out of the junior
high and service sites, behaving appro-
priately at the service sites, and carrying
out responsibilities associated with the
service-learning activities. Discussion in-
cluded the need to be prompt, be cour-
teous, and use appropriate language.
Students were also informed about the
need to be quiet on arrival and complete
tasks requested by the elementary teacher
or care center staff before beginning ac-
tivities that they had planned.

Learning from Service
Projects and Schedules. Students who
worked at the retirement center were able

to choose from a variety of tasks, includ-
ing reading or writing letters, talking, and
playing cards or board games. At the el-
ementary school, students were placed
in classrooms after considering the tasks
requested by the cooperating teachers,
their reading and language abilities, and
their preference for age group. They read
to younger students, played language and
board games, answered sixth-graders’
questions about junior high school, and
tutored in math. Students walked to their
respective sites with either a project
teacher or a university student. They car-
ried out their project dur.‘fIg study halls or
selected class times that were 45 minutes
long for a minimum of two times a week
for 6 weeks.
Reflection Time. Throughout the pro-
gram, students met with the resource and
ESL teachers to reflect on their activities
and make plans for their next visit. They
also discussed their experiences with the
university practicum students as they
walked to and from the sites. Group re-
view and planning sessions were held
after school, and individual students met
daily with the program teachers. Students
discussed their project, what they
planned to do in the future, and what
changes they would make, if any. Stu-
dents regularly wrote in their journals re-
garding their experiences. They also gave
oral feedback and incorporated experi-
ences into written stories. Links to the
curriculum were made as students prac-
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FIGURE 2

Questions for Studentf

Reflection After Service-
Learning Experience

1. How did your last service-
learning activity go?
2. What was good about it?

3. What problems did you en-
counter?

4. What, if anything, would you
change?

5. What could you do differ-
ently?

6. What do you plan to do next
time?

7. How are you going to pre-
pare?

B! Whaf would you like to share

with your peers about this
project?

ticed their reading and oral language
skills with young children, kept journals
about their activities, and reviewed math
facts with elementary students. Figure 2
provides a list of questions that we used
for guiding student reflection on service
activities.

Meeting Challenges

An important component of this program
was the coordination of schedules. The
university practicum students were avail-
able during limited hours, and teachers
had little free time during the day to work
on programs that were not a part of their
regular schedules. In addition, we also
had to coordinate the class and extracur-
ricular schedules of the junior high stu-
dents in scheduling training sessions and
time for group reflection. Scheduling con-
flicts often made it difficult to meet with
every student on a daily basis and to in-
volve all students in the group reflection
sessions. Although all students did not
meet in groups, they did meet with a
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teacher or university practicum student
at least twice a week to reflect on their
activities and feelings.

Another challenge involved remind-
ing some students that they had made a
commitment and that despite waning in-
terest or impending homework, they
must follow through. Despite these diffi-
culties, the time and energy spent were
well worth the efforts.

Counting the Benefits of Service
Increased Self-Esteemn. The value of the
service-learning activities is most evident
in the benefits to individual students. For
example, Bob was a reluctant, yet curi-
ous student. He was hesitant to become
involved in the service-learning project
at its inception. With encouragement, he
decided to go on the tour and see what
service learning was all about. After the
tour, he stated that he would like to work
with “little kids,” but because of past ex-
periences and feelings of failure, was hes-
itant to go back to his former elementary
school. With teacher support, he began
his service-learning project, reading to a
first-grade student. As the project con-
tinued, he became more comfortable and
was asked by elementary teachers to
speak to students about adjusting to ju-
nior high school. In reflecting on his ex-
periences, he stated that he learned he
“could read.” He felt better about himself
and spoke with pride about his new role.
Increased Self-Knowledge. A question-
naire revealed that many students learned
a great deal about themselves and serv-
ing others. In response to the question,
“What did you learn about service?”
Diane expressed surprise “that something
so easy can make somebody happy,” and
Mary felt that she learned time manage-
ment. Vong commented that he realized
he liked children, but did not like to teach
them, while Jeff found that through cross-
age tutoring he had a chance to work
with someone who looked up to him.
Increased Communication, Problem-
Solving, and Social Skills. After their ser-

vice-learning experiences, our Studentg
seemed more self-assured and displayeq
skills and talents that are not typically ap-
parent in our classrooms. For example,
students exhibited patience, understand-
ing, and functional problem—solving
skills. As they assisted elementary sty.
dents with a variety of assignments, stu-
dents also developed skills in relating to
the very young and the elderly. Sarah
noted, “I got more self-confidence,” and
Kari stated that “it’s really fun and makes
you feel a little bit better about yourself,”
Students became aware of their role as
active citizens and service providers. As
they engaged in problem-solving, they
were able to come up with complex so-
lutions for a variety of social issues. One
group of students proposed a number of
options regarding care for the elderly that
incorporated societal and cultural limita-
tions and norms.

All participating students learned that
it was necessary to prepare ahead of time
for their activities and bring necessary
materials. Students put plans into action,
and they experienced the benefits and
pleasures of collaborating with others to
meet a variety of needs. We 'observed
increased communication skills and the
development of friendships with com-
munity members, as well as peers who
were also involved in the service-learn-
ing project.

Achieving Closure or

Continuation

Ending the service-learning projects was
difficult for many students. They enjoyed
the time that they had spent with the el-
ementary students and residents of the
retirement center. At the request of the
students, we extended a few projects be-
yond the original time line. When pro-
jects ended, students gave mementos t0
the people with whom they had worked
and thanked them for their participation.
Cindy and Lisa continued their commu-
nity service by volunteering at another
residential care center and a local hospi-
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viceslearning'is the integration of community service with
academic skills and structured reflection (Cairn &
Kielsmeier, 1997). Service learning can involve per-
sonal contact, .for example, wheun'sfudents assist elderly
people inthousehald and yard chores) or indirect con-
tact:as they raise funds and donate money fo a home-
less'shelter. Students learn about: the world of worl,
explore career options, and learn to develop:communi-
cationt skillsi throught activities that link the existing
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Learning for Students with
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through the process of making valuable contributions R senvice:learning; opportunities (MeBherson: & Neb:
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Through'service learning, students'gain confidence’in
their skills and: develop a sense of pride and belonging
in-the.community (Eonrad & Hedin, 1991) These are
especially impaortant benefits for st‘éjdenfs withilearning
disahilities, who frequently display lower self-esteem
and problematic peer status when compared to' stu-
dents without disabilities (LaGreca'& Stone, 1990). In-
terpersonall relationships:are the tjaosf meaningfulroles
foryoung adolescents, and worki’hg“ withithelvery.

 Pragrams that: linkischoals teythe' community: have
recently increased in number (Eberly, 1993). Involve=
mentiin the community heightens'students® awareness
afilocal needs and concerns and allows them'to be-
come active in.a positive, productive’manner. ln'some
;Sfogroms, students are: given: the opportunity taistudy
their community, note:prablems; identify their skills.and
’g’fulenfs, and develop projects that: put their ideas into
brocﬁce (Tawnsend; 1993). Students canl explore a'vari-
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