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1. Why were you drawn to the service-learning project?  

When I attended the Ecological Society of America annual meeting in the summer of 2001, I went to a talk from a group of college students who had done a service learning project in their local elementary school.  The college students and the grade schoolers both worked together on a prairie restoration project.  The college students in addition to working the younger students also completed a research project.  I loved this idea of older students teaching younger students (with the younger students also teaching the older students in a different way!) while both groups were meeting their individual educational needs.  When I met Paul Schultz a teacher at the Alternative High School and Sheldon High, we realized that we could set up a similar situation between our classrooms.

2. Explain the project as a whole.  How would you rate the experience for you as an instructor, on a scale for 1 to 5, with 1=poor and 5=high?

Last spring I taught a survey of biology (BI 103) and 4 students participated in the service learning project (only 2 of them completed the course and the project).  Other students in the class completed different projects as well.  I worked with Paul Schultz who is a teacher in the alternative school at Sheldon High.  The students in his classes have already failed a subject area (math or sciences--there is another teacher for languages and social studies) and go through the alternative school to get a second chance.

The students from my class took 4 lab activities that we did in class, modified the activities slightly, and then presented them to the Sheldon High students.   Before my students went to class, Paul had his students do a pre-activity--mostly watching a video to give them a baseline knowledge in the subject area.  The four labs were
1.  An activity to read descriptions of the islands that Darwin visited on his long Beagle voyage and then use play-doh to create the islands and the diversity of organisms that Darwin recorded.
2.  A fruit lab, where they dissected a variety of types of fruits to look at the structure (including seeds, flesh, skin, etc).
3.  A human population lab based on the "Earth in Balance" special shown on PBS last spring.  After watching the movie they worked on some computer simulations modeling changes in human population and looked at statsitics (birth rate, death rate, # pregnancies, % HIV infection, etc) from around the world.
4.  A island biogeography lab which a very hands on activity to model why large islands have more species than small islands.

As an instructor, I wished that I could have gone with my students to the class at Sheldon when they were working with the students, and I wanted more students to participate.  Because I was teaching a night class, I had a difficult time finding students who could add in a day time service learning project to their schedules.  Additionally, I had hoped that the students would spend more time thinking about the activities before going to Sheldon.  We had several meetings throughout the term, but I never really felt that they were completely engaged or confident in their own abilities.  Overall I would say that my experience was a 4.
3. What if anything have you gained from the experience?

I have gained an excellent contact in Paul Schultz and I hope that we are able to work together again in the future.

4. What if anything do you think your students gained (or will gain) from the experience?

By the end of the project the students had increase confidence in their own abilities to lead a class of high school students.

5. From your perspective, how did the community agency benefit?

The high school students really liked this project.  Normally in the alternative school to complete their science credits, they watch videos and answer worksheet questions.  This project really gave them the opportunity to do some hands on science and see one possibility of a course that they could take if they go to LCC after finishing high school.

6. How did the service activity contribute to class material?  Were the connections easy or difficult to make?  Please provide 2-3 specific examples.
The connections were very easy to make with class material because the were doing the same labs that we had done in class.  Each of the activities described above was also completed in our course.
7. What was your initial experience with your students?  Did it change over the term? How? When?

Only one of the four original students was excited about this project (she is working towards becoming an elementary school teacher).  The other three students did not want to do this activity, but were unable to find another class project to work on.  However, by the end of the term (probably after the 3rd session at Sheldon), the two students who completed the course were really excited about the work that they had done at Sheldon.  They were scared at first of going to a high school, but realized that the high school students were not “scary” and were also eager to participate in the activities.

8. What problems did you encounter?  Were these resolved? How? Why?

Logistically it was difficult to include a service learning component in a night class because so many of my students worked full time and only had time to take night classes.  This decreased the overall numbers of students who were able to participate.  The school schedule at Sheldon is quite different from LCC, so it was tricky to find four weeks when my students could go to Sheldon to work in the class.

9. Did you feel rewarded? In what ways?  What factors do you attribute to this?

I was really pleased that my students were able to have a new experience which I believe added to their overall learning experience in the class.  I was also very glad that the high school students were able to present modified versions of this activity to a local elementary school. 

10. What would you say was your greatest success story in this experience?

I think that the greatest success of this project was that all of the students from LCC and Sheldon ended up enjoying the experience.   Additionally, the high school students visited a local elementary school and completed some simplified versions of the labs they had done in class with my students.

11. What would you say was your biggest failure in this experience?

I was disappointed that two of the students dropped the course and were unable to finish the service learning project and that so few students were interested in participating in the first place! 

12. Would you recommend changes to the course/service-learning project?  What changes would you recommend?

I had a difficult time getting students interested and excited in participating.  During Winter 2005, I taught a Bio 102 class and students had the opportunity to do a poster research project or work in the same classroom at Sheldon.  I could not get anyone interested in doing the service learning.  If I have the opportunity to do service learning again, I will need some advice on how to get students excited without making it mandatory.  This sort of project requires that students have a certain flexibility in their schedule (to go to a high school when the students are there) and have transportation (or at least the ability to carpool—which my students did last spring).  My biggest obstacle was how to make it seems like a really positive opportunity and not a scary one.

13. Will you engage in service-learning in this course again?  Will you incorporate SL in other courses you teach? 
I would like to, but I have been in the BioBonds learning community and at this point we do not have a way to add in a service learning component.

14. Would you recommend the incorporation of service-learning to other instructors?
Absolutely!
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