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Improving Teaching Through Community Service Learning
Introduction/Need for Innovation
Backed by President Barack Obama, the United States government is making a plea to its citizens to volunteer in their communities (Gray, 2009). To advance this initiative, a “United We Serve” website (www.serve.gov) is being created that guides ordinary citizens though the process of how to participate in community service. Schools across the nation are implementing this idea by integrating service learning into courses to improve connections with communities (Hoover & Webster, 2004).  Service learning can be used as an instructional method that helps students develop civic and social responsibilities while also provides experiential learning (Anderson, 1998).  Educators are using service learning projects more frequently to support educational instruction and build students’ career skills (Tucker et al., 1998).  These experiential activities help to connect the academic theories taught in classrooms to real world experiences (Zlotkowski, 1998). Montana State University’s (MSU) agricultural education students used this idea to not only implement an educational program about agriculture for the youth members at Bozeman’s Community Boys and Girls Club in Fall 2009, but to take responsibility and plan it. 
How it Works
All students were enrolled in a non-formal teaching methods course.  Fifteen percent of the course grade involved the development and implementation of an educational needs-based program for a community organization. Students brainstormed various organizations to collaborate with for the program, and weighed advantages and disadvantages of each, such as age of participants, scheduling, facilities and available resources. A final group decision was made to create a program for Bozeman’s Boys and Girls Club.  The instructor contacted the Club to determine interest, finalize dates, identify program content, and verify participation.  The decision was made to create a hands-on program focused on improving agricultural literacy for youth ages 5-12 years old.  The goal of the program was to increase participants’ awareness, understanding, and knowledge of food production and processing.  Specific objectives were that youth will: (1) Identify and label all food ingredients from each station, (2) Describe the agricultural commodities used in making a pizza, and (3) State the importance of production agriculture to real life.
Agricultural Education students then began developing a four-hour program with class time devoted to its design each week.  The title of the program- “Where Does Your Food Come From?” focused on the education of agricultural products on a pizza. Each student was responsible for creating a twenty-minute lesson about a particular pizza ingredient: dough, sauce, cheese, meat, and vegetables. In order to practice various teaching methods, multiple interactive activities were included at each station: (1) Pizza Dough: Brainstormed foods made from wheat, ground wheat into flour, made dough, and discussed the process of baking; (2) Tomato Sauce: Played a guessing game of foods that originate from tomatoes, identified the ingredients in pizza sauce, hand-crushed tomatoes to create a sauce, and discussed labeling procedures; (3) Cheese: Arranged picture cards to identify stages of the cheese making process, colored cow masks, and discussed cheese production; (4) Meat: Played a game that identified various meat products and matched them with the corresponding animal and discussed meat processing; and (5) Vegetables: Learned about the elements that plants need to grow, categorized various vegetables, planted basil and dill seeds, and demonstrated photosynthesis.  Each station concluded with a food product related to the agricultural ingredient for the youth to eat.
As an interest approach, students chose to read an agricultural related book and act out a skit using the different characters. Youth participants were divided into groups using animal name tags that corresponded to each station.  Two educational games were planned in the middle of the program to break up the time period. Participants made their own English muffin pizza with an ingredient from each station as an application activity. After lunch, students conducted a final session which included an overview of how each food ingredient related to the food pyramid and life choices. An informal evaluation was conducted by asking youth questions about the information learned.  Each participant was allowed to use a puppet to answer questions and extrinsic motivators, such as frisbees, were used to encourage participation in the discussion.
Results to Date/Implications
Sixteen youth participated in the program. The service learning project provided hands-on experiences for both students and youth.  The non-formal atmosphere provided an interactive learning environment for students to practice teaching skills, while youth expanded their knowledge of agriculture.  MSU’s News Service attended a portion of the program and wrote a feature story about the project featured on the university website. The local newspaper also placed the story on the front page of the community news section.  
Future Plans/Advice to Others
Due to the news coverage of this program, several organizations have contacted the instructor asking to participate in a similar program.  Educators should consider the benefits of service learning projects and strive to connect student learning with community involvement. Service learning projects can have profound effects on students such as improved self-concept, positive attitudes, motivation to learn, and increased community engagement; however, they need to be directly involved in the planning process, feel challenged, have responsibilities, and be given decision making capabilities about the project itself (Morgan & Streb, 2001).
Cost/Resources
The selection of an organization to work with for a service learning project is important in order to have a positive learning experience.  This specific program had the resources of the Boys and Girls Club at its disposal. All cooking equipment, tables, crayons, scissors, and other basic supplies were readily available without cost.  Students pooled their personal resources to include a wheat grinder, Crockpot, soil, and seeds for the program. Food items and poster boards were the only incurred costs at $90 which were paid through student lab fees. Youth participants paid the regular fee to the Boys and Girls Club for daycare, but did not pay extra for participation in the program. This accessible audience eliminated the costs of marketing and advertisement.
References
Anderson, J.  (1998).  Service learning and teacher education.  Retrieved from ERIC database.  (ED421481).
Gray, A. (2009). A call to service. Library Journal, 12, 28-30. Retrieved from http://www.libraryjournal.com/archive/2009.
Hoover, T. S. & Webster, N.  (2004).  Modeling service learning for future leaders of youth organizations. Journal of Leadership Education, 3(3), 58-62.
Morgan, W. & Streb, M.  (2001). Building citizenship: How student voice in service-learning develops civic values. Social Science Quarterly, 82(1), 154-169.
Tucker, M., McCarthy, A., Hoxmeier, J., & Lenk, M.  (1998).  Community service learning increases communication skills across the business curriculum. Business Communication Quarterly, 61(2), 88-99.
Zlotkowski, E. (Ed.). (1998). Successful service-learning programs: New models of excellence in higher education. Bolton, MA: Anker.
