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Introduction
Priority four of the National Research Agenda states that learners should be engaged in active learning environments, one that will prepare them for careers in the 21st century workforce. Service learning does just that by engaging students in an experiential setting while promoting student learning, student development, and community engagement (Bringle & Hatcher, 2000; Markus, Howard, & King, 1993, Sax & Astin, 1997). Within the “Teaching Diverse Learners” course, students are exposed to the history and education of diverse populations while emphasizing the planning and facilitating of teaching strategies to assist those with special needs become successful in the agricultural classroom. A service learning project was created to allow students to work with a local program designed for teens and adults (friends) with development disabilities. Andreasen, Seevers, Dormody, and VanLeeuwen (2007) and Elbert and Baggett (2003) both reported that agricultural teachers needed more skills related to working with individuals with special needs and disabilities. In a survey provided to recent graduates of the department, these beginning teachers wished they were better prepared to work with special needs students. As a result of this finding, the department created the course with a hands on lab designed to specifically allow students to work directly with individuals with disabilities. Hopes were that students would be better prepared and more comfortable to work with these students once they become teachers. 

How It Works
	This lab setting was perfect for the above mentioned course, but for those universities that lack a specific course focused on diverse learners, a smaller scale version of this service learning project can be implemented in a methods course, curriculum course, FFA course, or SAE course. The first step is to identify an organization or group that allow students to spend lab sessions working with the “friends” (the particular center that we work with calls all of their participants “friends” ). Our organization was found after reading an article in the local paper and the instructor contacting the center directly. During lab time, students and instructor develop small agricultural projects such as building raised beds, planting vegetables and flowers, making birdfeeders, painting, and other agricultural projects that allow students to work directly with  the friends. The students work with a group of three or four friends to complete the various projects. Materials are purchased so that each participant or group is able to complete the activity. For the first two sessions, the instructor plans out the activities and explains modifications needed that will be completed by students and friends. After the first two sessions, students work in groups to develop and implement a lesson plan with modifications for the next labs. Students reflect after each lab session on what went well, changes, and their overall thoughts on what occurred. 
This is classified as service learning since both the participants and friends are benefitting from the experience (Furco, 1996). These pre-service teachers learn valuable skills related to working with individuals with special needs that will one day be used in the educational setting. The friends learn lifelong skills through the activities that either benefit the center or the individual projects that are taken home by the friends. 

Results
	Elbert and Baggett (2003) found that prospective teachers in teacher preparation programs need to develop skills to work with disabled students. Upon reading reflections and students completing both a pre and post survey, student comfort level increased and students felt better prepared to make modifications to lesson plans and classroom activities.  “I was nervous about talking and working with the friends and these individuals came up and were really excited. It sort of made me think how I should be more like that” (Student A). As an instructor, I noted that students were excited about lab sessions and truly developed a bond with the friends at the center. Student B said “When we left the center, all the friends were sad. It made me feel like I made a difference and learned a lot at the same time.”  Many students were like “Student B” discussing the giving back component while learning. Concluding thoughts from the past two years illustrate Bringle and Hatcher’s (1996) findings that new life is brought to the classroom, the real life setting increases student interest, and teaching is more enjoyable while the learning is enhanced. The most rewarding factors were reading the reflections and seeing statements such as Student C’s statement: “ No one friend is similar. They all have a variety of strengths, gifts, talents, and knowledge. Realizing this made me think about all the great things these students could do in a classroom. It would be such a joy to teach them.” This is what learning not only service learning is all about. 

Future Plans/Advice to Others
	While the center is a great location for students to work directly with the friends because of the vast differences in special needs, the instructor hopes to expand the lab sessions to include other locations. Communication has been initiated with an organization that works with students who are blind in addition to another organization that works with English as a Second Language learners. 
	The key to this project is finding an organization that truly values volunteers and is willing to help with the organization of activities. The center provided supplies and supervision for the friends; however, the supervisors allowed the students to be the main instructors. Because of the possibility of inclement weather, always have an alternative inside activity. A few of the organizations that were contacted saw the service learning project as more of a hassle for them; in these situations it’s important for instructors not to give up because there are organizations that value opportunities for their participants. Before visiting the center, one class was spent discussing the fears of the students. Students will have fears and is important they are discussed to help decrease the nervousness of the student.

Costs
	Luckily, this class does have a small budget that allows for supplies to be purchased. Overall, approximately two hundred dollars covered the cost of the materials for the entire semester. The university greenhouse and horticulture department  were contacted and happily donated all of the plants that were used in the raised beds and for beautifying the center’s campus. Students and departmental faculty provided the gardening tools. Students were transported to the organizations campus by university vans. Field trip locations were all free with lunches provided by the organization. The majority of the costs were all directly related to the activities; however, the instructor did spend several hours outside of the workday and personal gas money picking up supplies. 
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