Notes from large-group discussion in “Who’s Being Served by Service Learning?”

UW-Madison Teaching and Learning Symposium

May 19, 2006 at Campus Community Partnerships Center, Villager Mall


Margaret Nellis, a panel of six students from Sociology 955 (UW-Madison graduate seminar on community-based research), and about fifteen symposium participants (faculty, staff, and administration from UW-Madison, UW-Extension, and Edgewood College) discussed the findings from the research study and their implications for how service learning should be done.  The discussion focused on two main themes: Diversity and Cultural Competency, and Developing Better Structures for Service-Learning on Campus.  The discussion is summarized as follows:
Diversity and Cultural Competency


In response to our findings that service learning done without careful attention to diversity issues may cause 
more harm than good, we discussed how we might address diversity training in the university setting, how we might use available resources, and how to create capacity among faculty to do so.  Do service learning programs ask non-profits to provide the kinds of diversity training that universities do not know how to do well?  Faculty and students should not think of service learning as diversity training in and of itself.  Questions we posed included:  How to do effective cultural competency training?  Should this be coordinated at the university level?  Should student attendance at trainings be required before engaging in service learning?  How long and how intensive should trainings be?


The group agreed that faculty and staff should work with existing diversity training resources  available on campus.  Those who promote service learning should be working in close coordination with those on campus doing diversity trainings.  How could we work together to identify ways our neighboring communities might contribute?  Participants agreed we should take a look at models for training, what works, and what does not.  A participant described an example of when the University Health Services and the Morgridge Center piloted a one-time, short (approximately two-hour) service training that included a brief diversity component.  They found that this model was far too short to be useful, and that a “one-size-fits-all” training does not work.  


We also discussed the need to include diversity across curricula and integrate it into all areas of study.  The group questioned: How can we talk to faculty about doing this, and how can they prepare?  This is not merely a training issue, but also an issue of awareness
.  We also noted a logistical challenge in designing a more holistic diversity training structure: the need for involvement of and approval from faculty governance structures.  


Finally, to address the issue of the demographic of service learners as largely white and female, we looked at ways to attract diverse students to participate in service learning.  One suggestion was to engage with academic disciplines and programs that attract students of color (e.g. certificate programs like African-American Studies and Latin American, Caribbean & Iberian Studies).

Developing Better Structures for Service Learning on Campus


The group discussed ways to better structure service learning, feeling that the current situation lacks coherent infrastructure.  Discussion of this topic focused on three areas:  Relationships with Community; Opportunities, Funding and Capacity Issues; and Models of Service Learning.
Relationships with Community


A critical piece that the group tried to address is developing a needs-based model of service that centers on organizations’ and communities’ needs.  Participants wanted to see initiatives being driven by organizations rather than students and faculty.  For this to happen, substantive and regular communication is essential.  Faculty especially should make the effort to get to know community partners well. This would allow for qualitative assessment and for the ability to adapt to the needs of organizations as they change.  It was discussed whether a staff person (not faculty) could be designated to coordinate this.  Participants also discussed if it would be better to hire community members, rather than people within the institution, to coordinate between universities and communities and to serve as liaisons.  We also noted that sustained commitment
 by the university is critical.


We talked about ways in which agency staff can learn about how course content applies to the work of their agency.  The group discussed how, in addition to sharing papers and other coursework that they produce from their service learning experience, there could be other opportunities for students and faculty to share information from courses, either formally or informally. 

The group agreed that there should be community standards, not just academic standards, for service learning projects.  Perhaps divisional committees or institutional review boards should approve service learning projects per those community standards. 


Participants determined that faculty and students should be aware of the different kinds of work that organizations do, and the best practices for service learning that may be associated with each.  There is a continuum of advocacy, direct service, and empowerment work.  These might serve as criteria for considering organizations’ work and their fit with students’ goals, interests, and skills. 

Opportunities, Funding, and Capacity


One participant suggested that institutions identify grant opportunities to support service learning staff to help faculty incorporate service learning.  It was noted that institutions have lost doctoral support for project assistants.  One example of such a funding source mentioned was the “Humanities Exposed” (HEX) program, which funds graduate students to do humanities projects in communities.  The group also suggested that faculty engaged in service learning work together and in collaboration with organizations to pool resources by issue areas and also geographically.  Instead of institutions allocating resources based on the initiative of individual student or faculty members, we should establish priorities and leverage resources in a more strategic manner.  

Models of Service Learning
 The following are models presented to help think about restructuring service learning:

· Develop a year-long course, where the first semester is preparation, and the second is working with organizations.  Examples include the Community Scholars program, Counseling Psychology, and Social Work programs.
· Incorporate service learning into a four-year curriculum.
· Counseling Psychology model of linking class credit with service credit.  This model is known nationally for its multicultural emphasis throughout the program.

· A possible service certificate as incentive for community service.  Refer to the leadership certificate at UW-Madison.
· M3C Citizen Scholars:  Cohorts of first-generation and disadvantaged college students work together in community service and receive academic support and monetary educational awards while attending school.   This program is also noted for increasing recruitment of diverse students.

· A two-tiered system:  Organizations find ways to gauge levels of commitment and appropriately funnel service learners into either (a) a long-term partnership or (b) “Service Learning Lite” (e.g.  a 25 hours/semester commitment).  By incorporating both of these options, organizations are able to flexibly and effectively engage students in their community work. 
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