Innovative Idea

Engaging communities in sustainability through service-learning
Christopher Lavergne
Kansas State University

307 Umberger Hall
Manhattan, KS 66506
(785) 532-1140
lavergne@ksu.edu
Engaging communities in sustainability through service-learning
Introduction

Through the use of experiential learning pedagogy, environmental communications students informally educated a community on water conservation benefits and provided 300 rain harvesting barrels to reduce treated water consumption. Water is one of the most valuable resources in the nation. Maintaining educational programming to ensure clean and abundant water supplies is a high priority for community leadership and many federal agencies. University students, the future leadership of the state, are another resource worthy of attention. Providing opportunities for students to apply theoretical course concepts to a real-world problem enhances practical learning, and increases knowledge of civic, cultural, and social issues (Brown, Heaton, & Wall, 2007; Furco, 1996). 

Need for Innovation

During summer months nearly 40 percent of household water is used for lawn and garden maintenance. Utilizing rainwater can reduce water utility bills, improve the quality of water entering water bodies through stormdrains, and improve the quality of water used on lawns and plants. Many are unaware of the environmental implications of stormwater leaving their private property. Rain barrels assist in preventing rain from flowing over hard surfaces such as roads and driveways, picking up pollutants, and flooding and eroding watersheds. 

The local county has seen a 14 percent population increase in the last eight years. With more residents and new homes, the amount of impervious surface also increases, which leads to runoff. Excessive runoff has been found to increase flooding areas.

Providing students with opportunity to engage community residents in critical issues impacting natural resources through service-learning supports the National Research Agenda (NRA): Agricultural Education and Communications, 2007-2010 theme seeking to identify non-formal educational delivery systems are most likely to promote learning.  
Service-learning reinforces course objectives by extending learning beyond the classroom. It benefits both the student and community. Students gain personal, social and intellectual growth, as well as a sense of citizenship and workforce preparation. Communities benefit from the technical expertise and the increased manpower a college or university has to offer. They also benefit from new funding opportunities, training assistance, skill building, and the opportunity to collaboratively work on pressing community issues (Scheibel, Bowley, & Jones, 2005).

Methodology

In the spring 2010 semester, a group of 6 students enrolled in AGCOM712 Environmental Communications undertook a service-learning project to plan a half-day water conservation workshop in the local community. Students researched community needs related to water conservation and provided educational activities, public relations materials and complimentary rain barrels to participating citizens. The students produced a strategic communications plan to guide awareness and marketing efforts. The plan included strategies to market the workshop through community newspapers, radio, and public television. Promotional postcards were developed and distributed to university and city leadership. A partnership was formed with EPA Region 7 to provide water education materials to fill a sustainable canvas grocery bag.
In total, 300 rain barrels were constructed and distributed to interested community stakeholders. The feedback from the community was very positive. Many were unaware of strategies to reduce water consumption, and appreciative of student efforts. 

The water conservation project followed the traditional service-learning model of plan, act, reflect, and evaluate (PARE). Students were involved in project planning, as well as the development of marketing materials and workshop curriculum. Students completed digital confessionals, via Flip handheld cameras, three times during the course of project. These confessionals provided the opportunity to reflect on challenges and successes. The confessional has been popularized in reality television programs, so students were familiar with it. 
Research component/results to date
Workshop participants completed a short survey to assess current knowledge and behaviors related to water conservation. A post-survey will be sent to all participants after 6 months to evaluate the rain barrel and workshop efficacy, and further assess water consumption behaviors and participant willingness-to-pay for water conservation Best Management Practices (BMPs). 

Cost

Funding for the activity was provided through a State Farm Youth Advisory Board Environmental Stewardship grant. The grant was approved for $28,936.00; however forging a partnership with local home improvement retailer and utilizing pre-used barrels greatly reduced cost for supplies needed for rain barrel construction. Total cost for the service-learning project was $12,407.00. Indirect costs for the project included substantial faculty time investment in building relationships with project partners and traveling to acquire barrels. Students devoted approximately 35 total hours for barrel construction. 
Advice to Others

Developing opportunities for students to apply classroom-learning objectives to real-world problems increases critical thinking and conflict resolution skills, as well as awareness of how lessons learned can result in positive behavioral change in a community. Building community relationships and being flexible to unanticipated problems is necessary in completing a successful community-based service-learning project. Research shows that common barriers to diffusing sustainable innovations have been 1) lack of sufficient information; 2) high initial costs; 3) high operation/maintenance costs; 4) uncertainty of benefit; and 5) maintenance problems (Reddy & Painuly, 2004). 

Allowing students to intensively research conservation BMPs and adopter characteristics assisted in overcoming these barriers. Everett Rogers offered effective strategies to follow when attempting to diffuse conservation innovations. These include developing messages that answer questions of compatibility, complexity, relative advantage, observability, and trialability (Rogers, 2003). In planning for an effective service-learning opportunity, especially when attempting to diffuse conservation practices, Roger’s adoption theory should be considered. 
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