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Unfoiding narratives of service learning;
Reflections on teaching, literacy,
and positioning in service relationships

Caroline T, Clark

Service learning is becoming a staple of
U.S. public school requirements, and this
research should help practitioners better
appreciate the dynamics and complexity of

Addams, Dorothy Day, and John Dewey, only re-
cently has such a wholesale mandate for service
learning been actualized.

Given this push for participation in service
fearning, it seems wise for educators to be pre-
pared for the possibilities and hazards

the situation.

i Clank teaches at Ohio S1ate

of such endeavors, With more and

University, Coiumbus (200 | more K12 schools requiring service
Ramsayer, 28 W, Woodeut! ” o [ar .
- . on the part of students, both preser-
In the 19808, calls to engage citizens in Averue, Columbes, G | vice 1115 inservice teachors wi§! ,
) , 43210, USA). E-mal | > 4 service teachors require
the United States at all levels in com- y ! . .
. . . \ darkBed4@osuodt. | o clear understanding of how service
munity service and service learning S ‘

proliferated. Spanning partisan lings,

Presidents George Bush and Bill Clinton both
signed and endorsed national and community
service fegislation, (The National and Community
Service Act of 1990 was amended by The National
Conumunity Service Trust Act of 1993.) Clinton
alse convened the President’s Summit for
America’s Future in April 1997, highlighting serv-
ice and volunteerisim as one of five key “promises”
that Americans must keep in order for their chil-
dren to thrive, Similarly, academics have explored
andt endorsed the value of service learning for stu-
dents in K-12 and college and university settings
{(Kraft & Swadener, 1994; LeSourd, 1997} across
disciplines and areas ranging from composition
and English studies (Adler-Kassner, Crooks, &
Watters, 1997; Minler, Gere, & Keller-Cohen,
1995) to teacher education {Anderson & Guest,
1994; Michalec, 1994; Wade, 1997). While the his-
tory and tradition of volunteerism and communi-
ty service in the United States is rich, with roots in
the works of such scholars and activists as Jane
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and learning coalesce. Moreover, as
colleges and universitics encourage participation
in service, particularly in the area of literacy, edu-
cators in these settings will also need to know
maore aboul these endeavors, It is with these
trends in service in mind that [ share these reflec-
tions on teaching, service learning, and literacy.

In this article, I take up the question of “po-
sitioning” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 48) in service
and resituate it in the context of a literacy and
service learning course that I cotaught. From this
perspective, I examine the kinds of framing and
positioning issues that arise in service sites, espe-
cially in sites aimed at literacy learning. Here, 1
look closely at one student in the course, Seth,
and his work with two students, David and Kevin,
and at my own tutoring work with a student,
Allan (all names are pseudonyms). Finally, I dis-
cuss the possibilities that arise when service
occurs in conjunction with learning and, in par-
ticular, when those who teach such courses also
serve, | argue, in effect, that engaging in service
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learning with our students in nonschool sites
allowed all of us to reflect on the roles and func-
tions of service providers and those who are
served and on literacy learning in and out of
school,

Ventures into volunteerism

Reading Robert Coles’s The Call of Service: A
Witness to Idealism (1993) and reflecting on my
own participation as the teacher of a service
learning course for college students reminds me
of the times in my life when [ have heard, and
heeded, that call. I have spent evenings and nights
at a rotating homeless shelter that was housed
cyclically in our local Catholic school gymmnasi-
um; participated in our campus’s Alternative
Spring Break; and spent memorable times
constructing a home in a rural Appalachian
community and helping farmers build a local,
cooperatively owned greenhouse where they
could centrally grow and sell their produce and
wares. Prior to reading Coles and to teaching this
course, I had never really thought of those past
VenTures as service.

While all were clearly tagged “volunteer,” |
had entered those activities thinking more of my-
self than of the other (Bernstein, 1991). Most of
my ventures into volunteerism had come at times
in my life when I was feeling personally confused
or at a loss. Pouring my energies into farger social
issues allowed me to forget about my own stresses
and conflicts, Failing to see the other side, T found
that service was easily reduced and trivialized
such that it potentially worked “against itself by
celebrating the deeds of the doer...and by failing
to listen to the done-to” (Radest, 1993, p. 177).
Reflecting on the positionings of self and other in
service relationships led me to a place of critique,
a place to work through the structuring of these
relationships and their implications for service
learning and literacy teaching.

As an individual engaged in service and
committed to service learning, | am compelled to
acknowledge the problematic power dynamics of
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service relationships, What happens, for example,
when help and need become the foundations for
these relationships? Potentially, as Radest pointed
out, by “demeaning the other as a receiver of serv-
ices, we confirm our alienation from him or her,
reinforce our sense of power and our state of
privilege” (p. 76). Prompted by Radest, I am in-
clined to interrogate the problematic power dy-
namics and positionings involved in service
learning relationships by looking closely at one
service learning context,

The service learning context

The service learning course, Learning
Conymunities, was situated at a large midwestern
university and two community sites-—an after-
school tutoring program at a local middle school
and a similar program at a neighborhood com-
nunity center. Together with our college stu-
dents, my co-instructor and I tutored elementary
students in the communily and engaged in a
weekly literacy seminar. As a teacher educator, 1
found this was a unique teaching situation. Our
prospective students would be noneducation ma-
jors from throughout the university and spanning
a range of age levels and interests; in short, we
would not be teaching teachers. Yet, in many
ways, these students would be taking more imme-
diate charge of a teaching situation and having,
perhaps, a more profound and direct impact on
students than most of the preservice teachers
with whom 1 had worked. Our move in the
course, then, was to tack between these two posi-
tions, We offered students general readings on the
theoretical, historical, and sociopolitical contexts
of literacy education, but we also offered them
readings in which teacher-researchers described
their own approaches to practice. These included
readings from an edited volume by Vipond and
Strahl (1994); a reader that included selections by
literacy teacher-researchers such as Vivian Paley,
Karen Gallas, Cynthia Ballenger, and Paula
Murphy; and works by Valeric Polakow, Lisa
Delpit, and Robert Coles.

48:4  DEGEMBER 2002/JANUGARY 2003 289



towling narvaves ol serice Jeaming: Reflections on taaciing, Nterecy, end positionas In srvlce Felationshigs

We saw the course as consisting of three
components that supported students’ learning
about literacy in conjunction with service-—
reading, writing, and dialogue. The readings, as
described, were chosen to help mediate and navi-
gate the students’ interests and needs as cduca-
tors. Writings were designed to enable students to
reflect on these readings and on their practices as
tutors and to bring these two discourses into dia-
logue with ¢ach other. Students were required to
keep tutor Jogs, which chronicled their experi-
ences on site, and reading notes in which they re-
sponded to the weekly reading assignments. In
both of these writing assignments, students were
encouraged to bring the other discourse into play,
reflecting in their tutor logs on instances where a
reading might be particularly relevant to what
they were doing or seeing at their tutoring sites,
They were also to comment in their reading notes
on instances when what they experienced in tu-
toring allowed them to hold a particular kind of
lens to a reading,

In addition, students often drew on their
own personal histories as learners in making
meaning of their tutoring situations and the
weekly readings. Finally, through our class discus-
sions and dialogues, students had opportunities
to listen to and hear about others’ experiences
with tutoring and responses to readings, Here,
students could juxtapose their own reflections on
service, learning, and literacy with those of their
peers in the course, My co-instructor and ) active-
ly participated in these dialogues, not only as
teacher-evaluators but also as tutors, Qur posi-
tioning as tutors in these dialogues seemed to
make a difference in the nature and kind of dis-
course that developed, Unlike in many classroom
situations, students turned to one another for
help in solving tutoring problems as frequently as
they turned 1o us, Furthermore, we were often in
situations where we found ourselves turning to
the students, as peer-tutors, in figuring out ways
of working with our own tutoring students, As a
former Learning Communities instructor put it,
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{Serving as a tutor] was so very humbling. Working
with seven-year-olds or ten-year-olds, none of my
usual teacher strategies worked, Jokes fell lat, Puns
were overlooked. 1 came to sympathize with the col-
lege student/lutors on a new level. 1 think I became
morc patient with the college students in their efforts.

Our overall philosophy, then, was aimed at
enabling students to reflect productively on the
nature of literacy and their service experiences
through the acts of reading, writing, and
dialogue.

Teaching and tutoring together

I was actively involved in tutoring on site, in addi-
tion to supervising and helping out the college
students with their tutoring. As an instructor of
the course for the entire academic year, I was a
constant at the neighborhood community center
site, which I'll call Southside. All of the children
came 10 know me well, and often, when the col-
lege students were absent, I tutored their stu-
dents. But my primary relationship was with
Allan, an African American second grader, The
school had labeled Allan as learning disabled, and
Icame o find out that he was in a self-contained
special education classroom for most of the day,
being mainstreamed for activities such as music,
art, physical education, and science. His teacher
would often send homework for Allan, and, as
was the general practice of the Southside center,
we tutors were to help students with their home-
work first before proceeding to any other literacy
activities, Allan brought with him a steady stream
of homework, generally two double-sided work-
book pages each night. In looking at them closely,
I saw that the publication date for these materials
was 1968. They were, primarily, phonics work-
sheets, with an occasional math skills sheet
thrown in for variety.

Reading, however, had been deemed Allan’s
problem, so most of the sheets involved letter-
sound relationships. Most often, the sheets con-
tained pictures of objects under which Allan had
to write the appropriate initial consonant sound,
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A quick study, Allan aptly figured out that the
pictures were often repeated and that he could
look back at previous answers in figuring out the
remainder ol the worksheet. Frequently, these
worksheels were the source of great consternation
for Allan and me. For Allan, they could at imes
prove frustrating, especially coming at the end of
a long day already spent in school, and they often
took up great chunks of cur time together. For
me, they proved frustrating because they limited
the time and opportunities for us to engage in
other kinds of literacy activitics. But, because they
were deemed homework, Allan was vehemently
unwitling to move on to any other activity until
we had completed these worksheets.

Unfolding narpratives of service

Positioning in service relationships, Home-
work, then, became a central, discursive, constitu-
tive force at work in the tutoring sites. As part of
the discourse of school, homework carried with it
the powerful force of that institution. In many in-
stances, il was central to how college students
came o frame and position themselves and their
students, In Allan’s case, it was central to how he
positioned himself in relation to me. Here 1 use
position as Davies and Harré (1990) did, as a
metaphor for discussing the ways in which indi-
viduals are constituted and reconstituted through
social interactions and discursive practices. As
participants in one another’s story lines, individ-
uals, through discourse, either explicitly or im-
plicitly make subject positions available that may
be taken up (or not) by another. Davies and
Harré described this positioning in discursively
produced story lines as similar to the ways in
which readers of stories are positioned in align-
ment with or opposition to various characters,
thus opening up the possibility for multiple, even
contradictory, readings.

Similarly, in human interaction, even
though a speaker may position another in a story
line, that other may {a) understand the cultural
stereotype at work in the discourse differently
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than the speaker; (b) pursue his or her own story
line, unaware of the story line that was implied by
the first speaker; or (¢) be aware of the implicit
story line but choose, instead, to resist it. How
interfocutors understand the story lines in which
they are embedded, then, is a critical element in
establishing how positions are taken up, or not,
The usefulness of the theoretical concept of posi-
tioning, as Davies and Harré (1990) pointed out,
“is that it serves to direct our altenlion to a
process by which certain trains of consequences,
intended or unintended, are set in motion”

{p. 51).

Positioning is quite different [rom the idea
of role as the basis for action {Goliman, 1959)---
what Davies and Harré {1990) called the “dra-
maturgical model” in which “people are
construed as actors with lines already written and
their roles determined by the particular play they
find themselves in” (p. 52). This model suggests
an absence or loss of agency on some fundamen-
tal level. Positioning, however, allows for the pos-
sibilities of agency and the influence of our
subjectively lived histories as we enter into narra-
tives and story lines with one another.

Shared and unshared story lines, Homework,
then, was part of the larger narrative of service
and tutoring. But how did the college students
and [ understand these story lines, these unfold-
ing narratives? And how did the children whom
we tutored see them? As part of the story line, the
college student tutors placed children in positions
that could be taken up or not. Homework was
often a discursive marker for this positioning—it
helped the college students construct their story
lines; it guided their positioning of the children,
In addition, most of us—students and instructors
alike—came from middle-class homes, and most
had experienced success in schools, Entering the
tutoring situation from this perspective caused
the collepe students to position, to some extent,
the “problem” of school success in the child with
whom they were working. Furthermore, the col-
lege student tutors entered expecting their stu-
dent collaborators to “need” them. Clearly, if
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these children were attending after-school tutor-
ing sessions, they needed academic help,

It is interesting to note the varying respons-
es by tutors to the presence or absence of home-
work among the students at Southside. For me, as
a lutor, 1 found the presence of Allan’s homework
a prablematic annoyance that kept me from en-
gaging in more productive literacy experiences
with himy. For many of the college tutors, howey-
er, the absence of homework was problematic.
They often struggled over “what to do” with their
students who didn’t bring homework, and many
of them often implored their students to bring
homework to the tutoring sessions, For me, these
interactions point Lo an interesting juncture of
discursive constructions at work in the tutoring
sites. | now see how homework became a marker
of sorts, a lens through which tutors could focus
on and clarify their images of the student(s) with
whom they worked and the nature of their Jitera-
cy wark together. This lens could, subsequently,
be affirmed or resisted. For example, the {ocusing
fens of Allan’s homework cast him, in part, as a
tow-achieving student, one whose engagement in
literacy should be confined, primarily, to sound-
symbol relationships, My own interactions with
Allan, however, vutside the school context where
such labels as “learning disabled” and “hyperac-
tive” had been assigned to him, led me to resist
actively this positioning of him as a learner,
Instead, I was anxious to build on Allan’s keen in-
terest in sports and his new-found love of Mercer
Mayer books with activitics thal involved him in
constructing meaning from texts and framing his
own stories and ideas in print,

Conversely, one of the college tutors, Seth,
was consistently frustrated by the Jack of home-
work from his two tutoring students, Kevin and
David. These two students, both African
American, one a third grader and one in fifth
grade, came to the Southside site nearly without
tail. With equal regularity, however, David, in par-
ticular, came without homework, For Seth, a
white male student in his second semester at the
university, this tended to lead to a struggle over
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“what 1o do” with the boys. Seth’s tutor log reflec-
tions reveal how he was positioning David in
particular; how David resisted taking up that po-
sitton; and how a shift in positionings was negoti-
ated, resulting in a new, more cquitable, service
narrative or story line. In his tutor log, Scth
recounted,

Today was a very difficult day. David never comes
with work, and he spends the whole time disrupting
Kevin, ] told him that I was not there 1o baby-sit, but
rather to help, and that he needed to be serinus about
his studies before we can have fun, David kept com-
plaining that T wasn't fun. [ frankly am having a hard
time, Tdon’t know if [ should switch off of David he-
cause he really disrupts Kevin when | am working
with Kevin, and he never has his own work to do.
(Febroary 6)

Here, I would argue, without the lens of home-
work 1o focus and clarify his image of David as a
student, Seth is frustrated. His language reveals
his attempts to situate David in different dis-
courses and to position him in his service story
line, In his story line or narrative of service, he
has an expectation that David and Kevin will
need “help.” Homework serves to situate and
frame discursively what help means. Seth’s first
altempt is to construct David as someone with-
out “real” work to do and, as such, a “baby.” The
move to frame himself as “not there to baby-sit,”
in some ways, opens the door for Seth to stop
working with David. The aliernative position,
which he offers David, is as a needy or victimized
stadent, someone who needs help becausc Seth is
there “to help.” Extending this positioning, he also
moves to construct literacy learning in this con-
lext as something that is not “fun” because fun
occurs after David has been “serious about his
studies.” David, across time, resists these con-
structions, just as Seth resists David’s construc-
tion of him as someone who isn't “fun.” Without
the school discourse of homework 1o guide him,
Seth struggles with how he should relate 1o David
as a literacy tutor.

Struggling to share authority. The situation be-
tween Seth and David did not improve. For the
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first month of tutoring, Seth consistently tried to
position David as in need of help, and David, in
turn, resisted. Two days after the entry quoted,
however, David did come in with homework,
Seth wrote in his tutor log;

Today David came with work. Unfortunately, he
didn’talso come wilh instructions, [ iried to figure
ouit how to do hiis paper with hit, but he had trouble
explaining and didn't have any patience with letting
me help him. He seemed to not think that [ knew
whai | was doing. I now see that 'm going to have o
build up some confidence and credibility with him be-
fore I'll be able to really help. {Febroary 8)

Ongee again, by positioning himself as someone
who will help David, Seth inadvertently persists in
positioning David as helpless. As he says, David
“didw’t have any patience with letting me help
him.” Seth takes this to be a credibility issue and
feels he needs to work harder and prove he is a
trustworthy and competent literacy tutor before
he can “really help” David. An alternative read,
however, is thal David was actively resisting being
constructed as helpless, Seth’s Later tutor-log en-
tries seem to support this alternative reading:

David had o write things he liked and disliked about
schaal. He elected to do this on his own and not show
it to me. 1 allowed this; | want him to know his writing
can be personal, and I'm only there if he wants me,
Afterwards, he eagerly went to miake Valentines with
Gail. He seemed cager to be creative. | hope to be able
to channel that into his writing. {February 13)

Here, Seth reads David's move Lo keep his work to
himself as a public/private issue. Again, however,
an alternative read, one that recognizes a fuller
sense of David’s agency, allows us to see David as
positioning himself as able anct not in need of
help. Seth, however, maintains his own agency as
tutor as he recognizes David’s creative energy, yet
hopes that he, the tutor, will be able to “channel
that into [David’s] writing.”

The next tutoring session brought with it a
major conflict between Seth and David, Seth told
the story of that day in his tutor log:

JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENT & ADULT LITERAECY

Today | went and had my toughest time yet. It was
Valentine’s Day so none of the kids wanted to work,
That was fine, | was willing to give the kids a day to
just play with us. But I wasn’t ready {or what hap-
pened. Kevin and T were playing a game similar to
Chinese checkers, and David just didn’t want to play.
He disrupted our game and ran around messing with
everyonc. Then he ook my hat. ! tried to be patient
and didn’t pay much attention 1o his antics. Then he
ran into the bathroom, 1 was really worried he wag
throwing my hat down the toitet, When he came out
the hat was nowhere to be found, except when he
showed e that he had put it down his pants, Boy, did
that piss me off. | had to go outside to cool off or else
really might have gone off on him. He came out, [ told
him he had no respect for me, for others” property, for
what the purpose of tutoring was all about, He looked
very upscl. He said he was sorry. Ttold him | didn’t
fknow why he even hothered comiag to the center
when all he did was make trouble. He said he liked 1o
meet people. T told him { wanted hiny to seriously
think about what he wanted out of the center and be
prepared on Monday. He agreed. (Bebruary 14)

Seth’s retelling of this incident demonstrates how
clearly he and David are not embedded in the
same narrative, After the antic with the hat, Seth
positions David as a trouble maker and as some-
one who does not understand the purposes of
tutoring—a move, on Seth’s part, that assumes a
common narrative of service and tutoring, Even
when David clearly states how he positions him-
self in tutoring—as someone who comes in order
to meet people because he likes to meet people—
Seth cannot hear his story line. Instead, he direcis
David to go home and think seriously about what
he wants out of the center and to “be prepared on
Monday.”

Because of our carpool system, Seth and [
rode home together from tutoring that night. He
was clearly upset, and during the drive back to his
dorm he recounted the incident and his frustra-
tions with David to me. As a tutor myself, and a
regular presence on site, | could offer an alterna-
tive story line. I could help Seth reposition him-
self and David. This is something T could not
have done without being a tutor myself. I would
have no place—or at least a very different place—
in this narrative were 1 not involved in my own
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story line. Also, Seth could view my struggles and
successes with Allang he could see that [ was in-
volved in my own unfolding narrative of service. |
listened 1o his concerns and suggested that he
think about David’s response to the question
“Why do you come to tutoring?” Perhaps David
was (rying to tell him something—that he really
does come to tutoring to mect people. Seth as-
serted that this was nol a good reason to come to
tutoring from his perspective, If David came to
tutoring to meel people, then whatwas he sup-
posed 1o dao to help him? [ agreed that this was
problematic, but maybe he could try to think
about help a bit differently. What kind ol help was
Dravid seeking? Seth neither agreed nor disagreed
with my take on the situation, and he didn't share
any plans for change on our way to the next tu-
toring session. However, on the drive home that
evening, he was quick to tell both another student
tutor and me that things had gone a lot better. In
his tutor log, he shared the details of the session:

As bad as the last time went, this time went good. 1
came in with the attitude that the center was no
lenger going to be a place where | could come ta
teach; rather, [ wounld approach i as a place Lo get to
know my kids and let them establish how much learn-
ing would take place, The Rids loved it T joked with
themy, calling them punks and whatnot, They learned
that they could just 1alk 10 me, and it was their deci-
sion as W how much work they would really accom-
plish. 1 got this outlook from Caroline, wha redefined
my view of the word hefp. {(February 21)

Seth’s next tutor log opens with “Today
went equally well,” and across the following
weeks, this trend continues. Rather than persist-
ently comparing David’s lack of homework to the
fact that Kevin has homework, Seth begins to
think about the tutoring situation from a more
learner-centered perspective, Furthermore, with-
out the preconstructing lens of homework to
shape his positioning of the children, Seth’s nar-
rative is open to change and possibility. A new
story line emerges, one that allows the boys and
Seth to begin Lo reconstitute who they are and
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how they interact in this relationship. As Seth
wiote,

Neither of the children came with work today, so | de-
cided I'd teach them new stuff. | taught them things
considerably above theiy levels (luming fractions into
decimals, the clements of a complex sentence), and
they responded enthusiastically. Their reactions 1ell
me that ey are happy about learning and can even
he eager.... L am building strong relationships with
them, (March 1)

While Seth imiplicitly positions the boys on some
lower level by describing the work as “above their
levels,” he also acknuowledges their enthusiastic
response to the tasks, their role in the unfolding
narrative. Seth’s recognition of their agency in tu-
toring has shifted the focus of his role from sim-
ply helping the boys with their homework and
schooling to truly engaging with anather and
“building strong relationships.” In Seth’s next tu-
tor log, we see further evidence of this shifi.

Today went very well, David, Kevin and | joked
around a lot, but more importantly we got some work
done and got o play together ar the end, David scems
uite passionately happy about having learned to turn
fractions into deciinals. When he came in today he
immiediately asked me to write some down for him to
dao. | obliged, and he tackled them all, (March 18)

it is clear in Seth’s recounting that control over
what tutoring will mean has shifted for the thiee
of them. Clearly, there is a marked change in the -
focus of service as help to service as building rela-
tionships, The two story lines-—Seth’s initial nar-
rative of literacy tutoring as help and David’s
narrative of literacy tutoring as mecting people~—
have heen reconstituted through their changing
discursive practices. Rather than struggling over
having and not having homework, Seth and
David are engaging in something wholly new and
negotiated by the two ol them—turning fractions
into decimals. Instead of waiting for the external
cue of school and homework (o signily what liter-
acy tutoring will mean and to provide direction,
Seth can now rely on David to share in that
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direction-—as he does when he comes in and asks
for some new fractions to tackle.

These interactions between Seth and David,
in particular, highlight the amount and kinds of
authority negotiation occurring in the tutoring
site. The college student tutors, in many ways, had
ler give up their knowledge and authority in order
for productive learning to oceur. Similarly, we as
teachers of the course also learned from this re-
linquishing of authority. As tutors, we were sub-
ject to these same requisite pedagogical shifts in
power. Subsequently, these affected our teaching
of the course and our teaching in general, This
may account for the qualitatively different kind of
discourse that was present in our university
classroom—a more equal sharing of power and
authority to some degree. Their opportunity to
experience firsthand these pedagogical negotia-
tions of authority enabled the college students to
begin to critique the preconstructing discourse of
schooling and the power issucs involved in litera-
cy teaching and learning. Their work with stu-
dents, In conjunction with their readings,
writings, and class discussions, came together ta
create a genuine service learning experience.

Further reflections

The concept of positioning provides a lens
through which (o view the service relationship, a
way lo understand the unfolding narrative of
service that is negotiated, in our case, by tutor
and child, This lens reveals the problematic power
dynamics involved in service learning; however, it
also points to the possibilitics of such relation-
ships, particularly in terms of literacy. Looking
closely at the relationship between Seth and
David and reflecting on my own positioning as
leacher and tutor have led me to some tentative
conclusions.

First, I would assert that learning must ac-
company service, Learning in conjunction with
service is critical if we are 1o avoid positioning
others as helpless or needy against their own con-
structions of self. While some might assume that
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this is no longer an issue and that service and
learning are now clearly connected, experience
tells me otherwise, All too frequently, high school
and middle school students are required to com-
plete community service work in order to gradu-
ate, without any discussion of these interactions
in a classroom context, Students need opportuni-
ties to be both supported and challenged as they
reflect on their service work. [n our course, it was
through their writing of tutor logs, their response
to readings, and our ongoing class discussions
that students were able to begin to challenge the
taken-for-granied stereotypes that framed their
initial narratives of service and their positionings
of self and other.

As teachers of these courses, it is crucial,
too, thal we serve-—that we spend time in service
sites along with our students. Knowing the sites,
and the day-to-day work that occurs therg, allows
us o know the particularities of our students’
service relationships. We get to know them better,
ys, but we also get to know (he children with
whom they work. As such, we are more able to see
how narratives of service unfold between tutor
and child and able, too, 1o support students in
seeing how the child is positioned in these narra-
tives, By serving alony with our students and
working as tutors ourselves, we are also embed-
ded in unfolding narratives of service and must
struggle, as well, with the concomitant negotia-
tions of positioning, Qur work as tutor reconfiy-
tres our role as teacher, providing the ground for
a mare collaborative clagsroom space where,
along with our students, we construct and recon-
struct what it means to learn through service,

In service work around literacy, we need to
expand our conceptions of literacies such that the
social aspects of literacy are taken up, recognized,
and valued. In many ways, the case of Seth and
David is similar to Ballenger's (1999) work with
Haitian preschoolers. In her study, Ballenger
chronicled how students’ social intentions inter-
acted with their literacy learning. What developed
was a “shadow curriculum, uses of print that were
outside of [her] plans and expectations” (p, 45).
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Recognizing and valuing a “shadow curriculum”
is part of what helped to reshape and redirect
Seth and David’s relationship in a more produc-
tive direction,

It is critical, too, that we rethink where and
why we serve, As we engage in service with chil-
dren, particularly around issues of literacy, 1
would suggest that we situate more of this work
in nonschool sites. Such sites might include com-
munity centers like Southside. Or, they might in-
clude other sites of what Gere (1994) called the
“extracurriculum”—neighborhood-based organi-
zations, such as the youth basketball associations
described by Mahiri (1994) and the dance
troupes and Afrocentric rites of passage programs
described by Ball (Ball, 1995; Ball & Heath, 1993),
Working in nonschool-based sites may help to
resituate narratives of service away from the pre-
constructive lenses of homework and school,
among others, and enable an expanded concep-
tion of literacies. This is not to say that such pre-
constructions can be avoided, for the unfolding
narratives that we create together are always
based in our sociocultural, historical, and person-
al backgrounds. Nonetheless, as in the case of
Seth and David, without a school-based, directive
lens for focus and to frame who our students are,
we open up the possibilities to construct, togeth-
er, what their and our engagement in literacies
muight be,

Finally, T contend that we must move from
service as a response to “crisis” and think, instead,
of service *under conditions of ordinariness”
(Radest, 1993, p. 177), Rather than sending our
students oul (and engaging ourselves) in response
1o the literacy crisis or the plight of the homeless,
we might, instead, think of service in ordinary
terms, as an “encounter with strangers” (Radest,
1993). Seth, in his response to a set of readings we
had assigned, reminds us that we, as teachers of
service learning courses, may be culpable in creat-
ing this sense of crisis and thus lead our students
to give up in the face of such overwhelming odds.
Seth wrote, “These readings are giving me a sense
of helplessness, There are so many problems, and
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so many issues that have to be addressed with the
current educational system” (February 10). But,
just as we do not want our students to feel over-
whelmed or distanced by this sense of crisis, we
also want to guard against their overpersonaliza-
tion of service situations. As Herzberg (1994)
pointed out, “If our students regard social prob-
lems as chiefly or only personal, then they will
not search beyond the person for a systemic ex-
planation” (p. 309).

Our challenge, then, is 1o strike a balance:
not just to help students recognize the broader
social context in which literacy and other issues
are embedded but also enable them to connect
with an “other™ on a personal level-—to be open
to an encounter with strangers. We best do this by
engaging with our students in service, learning,
and literacy in a broad array of sites and contexts
under conditions of ordinariness. Resituating
service in the ordinary foregrounds the nature of
positioning and opens up “the possibility of a re-
ciprocal interchange of positions” such that
“community service is not a transference of what
is nine,. but rather a restoration of what is mine
and what is yours as human beings” (Radest,
1993, p. 179). In such spaces, we can engage in
service in more complex, respectiul, and mutually
beneficial ways and shape more productive con-
structions of literacy learning.
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