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INTRODUCTION

As the practice of higher education service-learning rises in popularity, it seems natural to ask whether county Extension educators are part of the service-learning system.  Extension educators at the county level, because of their unique combination of missions to act like a local service provider and an education provider, seem to be the perfect host for service-learners.  But we don’t hear much about college students working with county Extension educators.  
METHOD

I constructed and distributed a survey designed to find out more about Wisconsin county-based Extension educators’ experiences with higher education service-learning in the summer of 2010.  I pre-tested an initial draft of the web-based survey with two county-based educators, and then announced at across the state-wide Cooperative Extension e-mail list, with two follow-up reminders.  There were 151 responses.  Two respondents were excluded because they did not check yes to the informed consent question, and seven others were excluded because they did not list a region or self-identified as state-wide specialists.  This left a total of 142 valid responses.

The survey asked county educators to define higher education service-learning as a practice that “involves college or university students receiving course or independent study credit for community service, including community-based research or volunteer work with community or government agencies.  This includes interns, who are service-learners providing many more hours than the average (usually 50 or more hours in a semester).”  The survey was also designed to be answerable in 10 minutes in the hopes of boosting the response rate.

RESULTS


Who Responded?

The survey gathered some basic data on both the geographic district and functional division of the responding educators, and asked if they had any experience with higher education service-learners.  The results in Tables 1 and 2 show that there was a reasonable spread of responses across districts and divisions.  It is quite interesting to note in both tables that a large number of respondents have had no experience with higher education service-learning, but were still willing to answer the survey.  In fact, two thirds of the respondents had no experience (96 of 142). This suggests that there may be some degree of interest in the practice among county-based educators.  
Table 1 also shows that the southern district stands out in terms of the number of educators hosting service-learners, but since the numbers are relatively small, we need to investigate more whether  this is due to the presence of state universities with strong service-learning missions spread across the region or some other factor.
	Table 1:  District of County Educators responding to survey

	
	No experience with service-learners
	Experience with service-learners
	Total

	central
	22
	6
	28

	eastern
	22
	7
	29

	northern
	11
	5
	16

	quad
	10
	4
	14

	southern
	23
	15
	38

	western
	8
	9
	17


	Table 2:  Division of County Educators responding to survey

	
	No experience with service-learners
	Experience with service-learners
	Total

	4-H
	28
	9
	37

	Agriculture
	7
	7
	14

	CNRED
	17
	13
	30

	Family Living
	13
	12
	25

	Horticulture
	4
	0
	4

	Nutrition
	18
	3
	21

	Other
	9
	2
	11


Another way to view Tables 1 and 2 is to compare the number of people having no experience with higher education service-learners to those who have experience.  The central, eastern, and quad counties districts, have at least three times the number of people responding who have no experience with higher education service-learners.  Likewise,  both 4-H and nutrition educators responded strongly to the survey, but only a small minority of each had experience with higher education service-learners.  Could these findings indicate underserved districts and divisions?
Why so Little Experience with Higher Education Service-learning?

Of course, it is possible that even the educators answering the survey don’t actually want to work with college students.  Table 3, however, suggests that the overwhelming reason that county educators are not working with higher education service-learners is because no one has asked them.  There are some who are justifiably wary of the value students might bring, but their numbers pale in comparison to those who have never been approached.
	Table 3:  County Educators having no experience with higher education service-learners—why not?

	No one asked me to host a student
	83

	Don't know what would have them do:
	18

	Doesn't sound worth it:
	2

	No time to supervise:
	13

	Other
	2


Which Service-learners do County Educators Supervise?

We turn next to those county educators who have had experience with higher education service-learning.  The survey asked the educators to list the number of service-learners they supervised in both 2009-10 and 2008-9, across various categories.  There is some reason to distinguish service-learners by length of their commitment.  The form of service-learning least valued by community groups is the short-term variety, often defined as 20 hours or less of total commitment over a semester.  The form of service-learning most highly valued by community groups is the internship, which often involved 50 hours or more of commitment.  Then there is a middle range about which we know much less.  Community groups also generally prefer graduate students to undergraduate students, and so the survey also made that distinction. 
Table 4 reports three kinds of data.  First, it shows how many educators had experience with the different types of service-learners.  Next, it lists the average number of students each educator supervised in each category.  Third, those averages are adjusted by removing “outliers” from the data.  In most cases, there was one educator who supervised a large number (more than 20) of service-learners in a category, when nearly everyone else was only supervising one or a few students.  By taking out a single outlier it is possible to see more generalizable averages.

	Table 4:  What kinds of service-learners have county educators experienced?

	
	How many educators reported in each category
	Average number of students per educator
	Average number of students per educator without outliers

	
	2009-10
	2008-9
	2009-10
	2008-9
	2009-10
	2008-9

	Undergrads for less than 20 hours

	12
	11
	11
	9
	7
	6

	Undergrads for 21-49 hours
	6
	7
	11
	5
	7
	1

	Undergrads for 50 hours or more

	18
	9
	3
	1
	2
	1

	Grad students for less than 20 hours
	2
	1
	2
	1
	2
	1

	Grad students for 21-49 hours
	2
	1
	2
	1
	2
	1

	Grad students for 50 hours or more
	6
	3
	12
	8
	2
	1


As we would expect, educators supervised more short-term service-learners.  In some cases these were likely groups from single classes, but they could also be individual students.   It is also interesting to observe that there consistent small increases in all categories from 2008-9 to 2009-10.  This could be due to not remembering back so long, but it could also signal a growing interest in service-learning among county educators.
Do County Educators get the Benefit of Best Practices?
There is growing agreement around the kinds of best practices that higher education institutions should engage in to make service-learning as beneficial to the community.  Tables 5 through 7 explore where county educators are recipients of such practices.  One best practice is for the professor to build a service-learning course by involving the host organization, and establishing the parameters of a service-learning placement with the host and prior to the beginning of class.  Table 5 shows that prior contact from a student or professor appears to be practiced fairly frequently, though there are still a substantial number of cases where the educator is not contacted until after the course is running. 

	Table 5:  How Educators Access Service-learners



	
	Number reporting

	The professor contacts you before the class begins to arrange the placement
	11

	The student contacts you before the class begins to arrange the placement
	15

	The professor contacts you after the class begins to arrange the placement
	2

	The student contacts you after the class begins to arrange the placement
	8

	Educator contacts prof or campus office
	5

	Other (Regional UWEX) director, campus-based UWEX specialist
	2

	Unknown 
	3


Table 6, which drills down into the data, shows a less positive story.  Because some educators supervised students in multiple categories, it is useful to look at how they access each type of student.  This more detailed data shows that, consistent with research on other community organizations, the best practice of prior contact is not yet widespread.  In only roughly half of the cases did a student or professor contact the educator prior to the start of the course.  In the rest of the cases, the educator was apparently surprised and may have had little influence over the actual placement.
	Table 6:  How are Service-learning Placements Arranged?

	
	Student before class begins
	Professor before class begins
	Student after class begins
	Professor after class begins
	Educator contacts professor
	Other / No answer

	Undergrads for less than 20 hours

	1
	6
	5
	1
	1
	

	Undergrads for 21-49 hours
	2
	1
	3
	1
	
	2

	Undergrads for 50 hours or more

	6
	2
	5
	1
	3
	1

	Grad students for less than 20 hours
	1
	
	1
	
	
	1

	Grad students for 21-49 hours
	1
	1
	
	
	
	

	Grad students for 50 hours or more
	1
	2
	1
	1
	2
	

	Totals
	12
	12
	15
	4
	6
	4


Table 7 shows a similar problematic picture.  Most service-learning proponents agree that best practices include having a written agreement, a workplan for the student, a list of learning goals from the professor, and criteria with which to evaluate the service-learner.  Here again, in only half the cases or fewer were such best practices in place.  Furthermore, six county educators reported having none of these practices in place for their service-learners.  Only four reported having all practices in place, six had three practices in place, twelve had two practices in place, and 18 had one practice in place.
	Table 7:  Educators Reporting Service-learning Best Practices



	
	Number reporting

	A written agreement covering all parties' responsibilities
	23

	A work plan for the student
	23

	A list of learning goals from the professor
	19

	Written criteria to use in evaluating the student
	12

	
	

	None in place
	6

	One in place
	18

	Two of four in place
	12

	Three in place
	6

	All in place
	4


Is Higher Education Service-learning Worth it for the County Educator?

Finally, the most important question to ask is whether higher education service-learning is worth the time that the county educator must spend training and supervising the student.  Similar to other recent research, we see that the answer is just barely.  The final survey question asked county educators to judge how service-learners impacted their productivity, with a score of 1 indicating that their productivity increased “very much” and 5 indicating that it decreased “very much.”   A score of 3 would mean that, roughly, the educator broke even in time invested and productivity gained.
	Table 8:  How Service-learners Impact Educators’ productivity (1=increased very much; 5=decreased very much)

	average

	Undergrads for less than 20 hours

	2.73

	Undergrads for 21-49 hours
	2.56

	Undergrads for 50 hours or more

	1.89

	Grad students for less than 20 hours
	2.55

	Grad students for 21-49 hours
	2.33

	Grad students for 50 hours or more
	1.8


Short-term service-learning, as we would expect, is just above the break-even point, and only the internship categories of 50 hours or more average out above the moderate increase score.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This research shows that the relationship between higher education service-learning and county-based Cooperative Extension in Wisconsin is in its infancy and is beset by the same challenge that are characteristic of service-learning generally.  To say that “no one asked” has a double meaning in this regard.  First, county extension is frequently left out of the service-learning loop altogether.  Second, when county Extension is invited to host higher education service-learners, they are no more likely to be offered the best practices than any other community-based placement.

 Before we ask more county extension educators to host service-learners, then, we need to ask county educators’ about their expectations for service-learning.  And the higher education institutions then need to put into place the best practices to meet those expectations.  Doing so will not only maximize the benefits of service-learning for county extension, but for everyone.

