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Why add community service? 

The benefit of service-learning to the college classroom has been well documented and the courses that have integrated service cover a wide spectrum of subjects. Generations Together and The Association of Gerontology in Higher Education have jointly supported the introduction of service-learning in universities and colleges. The benefits can be categorized as either relationship-based benefits or curriculum based benefits. Bliesner and Artale (2001) further evaluated the benefits of service-learning and found four categories to justify the inclusion of the pedagogy in college courses. The first is the enhancement of learning material in the traditional classroom. Through service-learning the student gains greater understanding of the academic material because they are able to put it into meaningful practice. Secondly service-learning promotes the personal development of the student.  Next, many investigators have found that service-learning fosters the development of civic values. The final category of benefit Bienszner and Artale (2001) suggest is contributing to the community. The community benefits in many different ways depending on the course and project the student completes. To add this successful component to gerontology course requires community support and involvement. Students become active in the community and reinforce education’s commitment to the local population.

In the study of the family, especially in aging, the role of service-learning can play a valuable part. As it has reached to gerontology many of the issues it addresses are related to family issues. How the students are affected by this process can be evaluated in many ways. The quantitative form of questionnaires provide a detailed picture of the actions of the students and older adults in many of these projects but the additional piece of qualitative research provides insights not found through the review of quantitative data alone.

For those classes that it is possible service learning allow the student to experience the world and explore the discipline at an in-depth level. We do not always have time nor do our students to experience service learning in their courses. (Service learning is defined as at least fifteen hours of work in the community.) But there are still ways that the students can have the benefits of the experience of community work and the greater understanding of how to address the problems discussed in the classroom. The field of sociology allows for the this movement to community work and is basically need in all course but adding the community experiences in other field helps the student evaluate the content of the course in a practical manor.   

I obtain a service learning grant in 2002 and from then on I have been hooked on having my student experience my courses in the real world. I continue to explore the ways to have them interact with the community.

The following or examples of adding the community piece to my courses.

Social Problems

The student must find a social problem they are interested in and create a poster to share with the community to educate them about the social problem. These are then displayed as appropriate and share with community agencies to help with education. 

The students also enter the community to create a photo essay to examine a social problem. These can also be share with the community agencies.

Family

The students are asked to interview a family to address the social issues they are currently facing. These interviews explore the issue the families today are facing and how they address the family’s needs.

Research

The research class is now required to interview two older adult on an assigned social problem. These could be exploring child rearing practices, adult child relations, education etc. This allow them to interact with two older adult 75 years or older to help them understand the changes they have experienced. In this project they collect an in-depth interview and use it for their qualitative research project in SWK 3308.

Sociology of Medicine

Student interview a health care professional for in-depth look at health care system. They are encouraged to look at all levels of health care works not just doctors and nurses. 

Sociology of Disability

Students have two projects in the community. First an in-depth interview with a person with a disability; second an exploration of the community and issues of prejudge toward the disabled and the issues of accessibility 

Sociology of Aging

The students are required to do a service learning project that involves collecting a life history from an older adult and producing a memory project for them.

Social Welfare

The students are required to interview an older adult with a set of questions related to the change in social welfare. They must also create questions to add to their knowledge in their research area.

What the student express could fill pages. They often express that they learned the most in the class from the projects. The preparation time for the students to complete these project requires more time than in the typical classroom. It also require a great deal more time from me but the results are worth the effort. 

  I am excited about this project and I hope that it will give me the inspiration to do something like this with my own grandparents.

I discovered from this initial conversation that we were going to enjoy working with each other.

We both realized that our time together [was] coming to an end and I think that we are both sad about it. I know I am. 
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