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class is most evident.  I am able to pull a few council members from elective classes to help me 

on occasion, but much of the work has to be done during ISS and during my planning period or 

outside of school hours.   

After GATI, I ask Tony how the R.A.Y.S. did when they presented to his classes (Figure 

41).  He said, “Amazing, as always!”  Tony is one teacher who always asks for the R.A.Y.S. to 

present.  Tony teaches seventh and eighth grade Language Arts at my school.  Talking to Tony is 

always an adventure.  Once upon a time, we were seventh grade teammates, back when teaming 

is still around.  He is such an uplifting person and can always make me laugh.  He makes his 

students laugh as well and can often be heard giving the middle school play-by-play in his class 

or on the seventh grade hall, through his bullhorn no less. 

 

 

Figure 41.  Students teaching students. 

 

Tony laughs and continues, “I saw one of my former students today, and I could not 

believe the change!”  He recounted his memories of this former student on the first day of 

seventh grade.   
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“I tell you, if I walked into McDonald’s and saw him working there, I would have turned 

around and walked out.  I would be scared of any hamburger he made!”  Tony worried he didn’t 

know which end was up.  

This young man ended up in my service-learning class, and the transformation the young 

man has undergone is extraordinary.  Tony also shared a vivid memory about another young lady 

who, while also presenting to his class, showed great poise and confidence although only an 

eighth grader.  Tony is surprised when that young presenter emphatically urged his students to go 

out into their own communities and identify needs.  “That is a very powerful message for a 

young person to express to her peers.” 

A project idea emerges from Helga’s second period Civics class during the Service-

Learning Challenge Week just after we finish the Patriot Day memorial.  Helga led her students 

into a discussion about the importance of memorials and a student expressed interest in helping 

expand our annual Memorial Day display in May.  By the end of the class period, the students 

have come up with several ideas.  Helga proposes that they visit a local Veterans memorial on 

our Day of Service as part of the investigation process and the students begin making 

arrangements for the field trip. 

In December, I attend the Superintendent’s Forum at the school board building to ask him 

about the loss of the elective course.  I am the second speaker.  I start my dialogue with a 

reference to the previous speaker’s comments about the loss of academic learning in elementary 

grades, especially the social studies. I then read from my script asking about his plans to 

implement service-learning as a core principle for the district.  The next day, I receive several 

emails from teachers who have seen my name in media related to the forum.  My reference to the 

loss of social studies made it into the news.  There is nothing about the loss of the service-
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learning class. Does anyone care about service-learning like I do? Are my efforts to restore the 

class pointless? I say I am doing it for my students, but do they really need it?  Want it? 

The week before the Day of Service, I meet with the council, and we go over all of the 

planned projects and make sure we are prepared, and we are, except for Alex.  Alex, an 

unusually early tropical storm, comes in from the Caribbean Sea and sweeps up through Tampa 

Bay on the eve of our Day of Service.  The weather forecast calls for torrential rains through 

Friday.  On Thursday at noon, I am forced to cancel all of the off-campus field trips.  By the next 

morning, I have to cancel the rest because of the high absentee rate of both students and teachers.  

In some ways, the postponement of our Day of Service is a blessing.  There has been 

little time after the winter break to get students signed up for the various field trips.  One sixth 

grade science teacher has enthusiastically embraced a project idea, and I have encouraged her to 

expand it to the other sixth grade science classrooms.  I try to smooth the way and help with 

communication, but something goes awry in the communication, and we don’t have many 

students sign up. Once we reschedule for a late March date, we have plenty of time to recruit, 

and I end up adding trips and buses, which means I need more teachers and chaperons who are 

willing to go. Another challenge as we get closer to testing season. 

We are able to host our Day of Service in late March.  I sit down to talk with Helga 

shortly after the Day of Service.  She has taken her Civics class to a local Veterans Park to learn 

more about memorials in preparation for expanding our Memorial Day tribute to Florida’s fallen 

service members.  I know from the pictures and text messages she sent me during the trip that it 

is a wonderful experience for her and her students.   

“Oh, my God!  This is amazing!” She shouts over the phone when I check in with her. 
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 Upon her return, she is eager to tell me how much her students gained from the 

experience. 

“They were absolutely riveted as the Veterans told them about each memorial.  They 

were in awe of the men who came out to show them around and teach them about all of 

the wars in which our service members have served.  They learned so much.” 

And this is only on the site visit.  They begin to make their plans for Memorial Day. 

Memorial Day 

Thankfully, Helga’s second period class has taken on the final annual project, Memorial 

Day, a project we started in 2011. George, greatly humbled when his grandfather, a World War 

II veteran, had been able to attend our Veterans Day ceremony, felt that we needed to do 

something for service members who died serving our nation.  After discussing his idea in class, 

we all came to realize the magnitude.  We decide to focus on one particular group.  We decide to 

honor all Florida service members who have died since the War on Terror began after 9/11.  The 

R.A.Y.S. Council has maintained and updated the display each year since.  

On the Friday before each Memorial Day, every social studies teacher presents a student-

created lesson on the meaning of the national holiday.  They then lead their classes outside to the 

front of the school.  On the long row of windows across the front of the school, there are red and 

blue strips of laminated construction paper.  On these strips, there are white “plaques” for every 

service member from Florida who has died since the beginning of the War on Terror.  Each 

white plaque contains the name, rank, military branch, hometown, age, and date of death for an 

individual.  There are over 400 names on display.  
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Figure 42.  Students put up the Memorial Day display 

 

Each teacher is given a few pictures of service members and paper roses.  The name of 

the service member is on the back of the picture.  The students look through the names until they 

find the service member and then tape the photo and rose by their name (Figure 42).  The end of 

the day reveals a beautiful display of names, photo, and flowers.  We invite the public to drive by 

and see the display over the holiday weekend.   

On the Friday morning Helga and her class start to put up the 2016 display.  It may likely 

be that last since the school year has been adjusted to end before Memorial Day in 2017.  As I 

stand back for a look, I am taken back in time to the very first time we did this in 2011.  

We have just gotten the banner up over the door and I walk in the front office.  I am 

handed a message by the secretary.  It states, simply, “Memorial Day display” and there is a 

phone number. I assume it is a reporter.  I call the number. 

The lady who answers introduces herself. “Hello, Kristy.  My name is Della.  My son, 

John, was killed in Iraq in 2005.  He was 21-years-old.” 

I am rendered speechless for a moment.  “Hello,” is all that comes out.   

She asks if she can meet me at the school that afternoon.  “Oh, of course. Love to.  I can 

meet you anytime, but I have a planning period at 2:30.” 



 

 

160 

She says, “Perfect, I’ll see you then, I have something to give you.” 

When the time arrives, I wait anxiously out front.  I watch as a lady pulls in and parks.  

She has blonde hair and is wearing a red, white, and blue shirt.  I approach her as she nears the 

front of the school, hoping I have the right person.   

“Kristy?” she says. 

“Yes,” I answer enthusiastically.  “I am so glad you came by.” 

“I’m so glad to be here.  I read about this in the paper and wanted to come by and see it.” 

Her eyes are focused on the wall of red, white, and blue.” 

“Well, let’s go see it.”  We walk, and I explain that the wall is organized by hometown.  I 

am shocked to find out that she is actually from our town.  We find her son’s name immediately.  

I watch as she reaches up and gently puts her finger by his name.  I know this has to be 

hard.  We both are misty-eyed, but she holds it together.   

After a minute I ask, “Can you tell me about him?”  By this time, a class of students is 

coming out to see the display.   

“Yes, I’d love to.”  She stops and looks down at an envelope she holds in her hand. “I 

brought you some pictures.”  As she pulls the first one out, I can’t help but tear-up.  Seeing the 

face of her dead son in her hand is so much different than seeing the faces of the others posted on 

the wall.   

“He was a U.S. Army Specialist.  He was with the military police.  He was killed by an 

IED [improvised explosive device] while on patrol.  It was Thanksgiving Day.”  As I struggle to 

hold back tears, I look at her to see that, while misty-eyed, she is holding herself together better 

than I am.  She continues holding up photos of him, “He had just turned 21.”  A tear rolls down 

my cheek.  And then, she hugs me.  She lost her son, and she is comforting me. 
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“I’m sorry.”  I suck it up and let her go.  By this time, students are gathering around us 

wondering what is wrong.  I ask if it is okay if I tell them who she is, and she agrees.  I explain 

that she is the mother of one of the men on the wall.  The kids are silent and wide-eyed.  She 

takes it from there and tells them all about her baby boy. And then, she thanks the kids for 

creating the memorial.  Even though these students are not the makers, you can sense the pride 

they feel in being a part of it.  

Later, Della and I select one of his pictures and place it beside his name with a paper rose 

(Figure 43).  She talks to another group of students who come out with their teacher.  They are 

also silent and attentive, and many cry as well.  She thanks them all for their thoughtfulness and 

applauds our effort.  And she leaves.  I cannot explain the feeling I have from that encounter.  It 

makes me want to reach out to every mother of every child on that wall.   

 

 

Figure 43.  Della’s son. 

 

As my mind returns back to the present, I watch as Helga’s students put up newly 

produced informational signs that they have designed.  One series of signs is about the evolution 

of the national Memorial Day holiday and its meaning.  Another series explains the various 

waves of conflict in which we have been engaged since the September 11th attacks in 2001.  
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They have also constructed pedestals honoring each of the five branches of the military, each 

bearing the branch flag, the customary downward turned rifle, topped with the branch helmet and 

based by boots.  

As I walk down around and watch Helga and her students assembling the memorial, I get 

very emotional.   I know that a small group of service-learning students, the R.A.Y.S. Council, 

has encouraged another group of students to think about community needs.  The Civics students 

have gone through the process of investigating, planning, and preparing this Memorial Day 

display.  These students have reached out to the community through a site visit and in collecting 

the materials needed for the branch memorials.  As I stand there reflecting on how all this has 

come to be, I notice hundreds of laminated flags strung together between each pedestal.  Upon 

closer inspection, I realize they are branch flags that have been colored, some neatly, others 

atrociously (Figure 44).  I ask one of Helga’s students about them and she says that each student 

wrote to their favorite elementary teacher and asked them if they would have their students color 

flags for a branch.   Alas. Another layer of learning and serving.  My dream come true. 

 

Figure 44.  Elementary schools participated in this year’s display. 
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Epilogue 

There are many disappointments in this year of classlessness.  A major disappointment is 

Relay For Life.  Without the class, there are no decorations for the campsite, no one to design 

and market a t-shirt, and no one to make the props for the many events throughout the night.  Our 

school did not even set up the campsite. Our annual Kick Butt’s Day event disappears, there are 

no Lupus Awareness month activities, and plans for Collegepalooza, an event to introduce rising 

freshman to community service, are rushed and haphazard.  There is no time to organize for 

Global Youth Service Day.  The greatest loss to me, however, is R.A.Y.S. Workshop.  Over the 

past four years, the weekly opportunity to get students interested in service has been a great 

success.  Yes, some did it to meet hour requirements, but there is at least a connection to 

community service.  That, I feel, is the greatest loss. 

The school year has now ended. I carefully scan the room to make sure everything is put 

away. Thank goodness I have an enormous closet in my room!  It is crammed to the roof. Even 

my office chair, holding the old color printer, fits inside. The tables have been wiped down, the 

wonderful lemon scent of Lysol wipes hangs in the air. The television and computers are draped 

in plastic. I am ready for checkout. 

A year without a service-learning class. But service-learning still happened. A great deal 

of it.  We still have a R.A.Y.S. council, although the small group of students dwindled as the 

year progressed.  The strong connections of the daily classroom encounters are just not there. I 

did most of the planning and tried to involve students as much as I could. I am tired and 

frustrated with the lack of progress in reinstating the course. 

What would happen next year?  I can just stop sponsoring R.A.Y.S. as an extracurricular. 

It is never a requirement.  It is just something I dreamed up.  And despite my intense belief that it 
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is important in our community, no one in administration or at the district office really cares if it 

comes back. I should just walk away. 

 But my wheels are already spinning.  I cannot seem to help myself.  I know I have one 

7th grade Civics class next year and there is something freeing about having a singleton, 

especially a class that is about citizenship.  I can already think of a dozen things we can do.  

Wait!  I better meet the students first!  They have to want to do it.  They have to want to get 

involved.   

It hits me then. I do not have a service-learning class next year.  I may never have another 

service-learning class. Yet, I am still a service-learning teacher. I cannot help it. I think about 

what I have to teach through a service lens. I am a service-learning teacher. Class or no class, it 

is who I am. I cannot be a teacher without it. Full stop.  No class required.  

I take a deep breath. I laugh out loud.  I teach through service because the purpose of 

education is to make our world a better place. Why teach if not to make the world a better place? 

Why teach students anything other than that which will make the world a better place? I serve, 

and I teach my students how to serve as well. And we both learn along the way. No class 

required. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  REFLECTION THROUGH CONVERSATION 

 

So I find myself here, at the computer once again.  To my right, a Coke Vanilla Zero with 

the requisite straw, my License to Chill Tervis tumbler filled with room-temp water, and my 

Logitech mouse on my fluffy kitty mousepad.  To my left, my spiral notebook, filled with 

thoughts, notes, quotes, fragments of conversations I’ve had with friends and family, author 

names, lists of self-imposed deadlines, and other random scribbles.  It’s 5:00 A.M., and I’m a 

little foggy; too much wine last night.   

How do I do this?  I turn back to my notes.  Where did I write about analysis?  There it is: 

see p. 83 Auto.  I reach up on my shelf and find my slightly worn “holy book,” 

Autoethnography: Qualitative Research by Adams, Holman Jones, and Ellis.  I quickly find p. 83 

and flatten the book so it will stay open.  It will almost lay flat, but I prop my box of tissues on 

the top edge just to make sure it will stay that way.  Ah, there it is.  “Because autoethnography is 

the study of culture through the lens of self, separating the content of the text from the form of its 

representation is not desirable or possible” (Adams, Holman Jones, & Ellis, 2015, p. 83).  I am 

having a crisis of representation.  According to Adams, Holman-Jones, and Ellis (2015), this 

crisis of representation calls into question “the goal of seeking a universal Truth” and “the 

possibility of making certain and stable knowledge claims about humans, experiences, 

relationships, and cultures” (p. 9).  This crisis of representation also questioned other objectives 

and practices of mainstream social research, just reading the first two reminds me that I seek to 

find my truth.  Autoethnographers value “narrative truth” (Denzin, 1989, p. 24), which my 

writing represents.  This work is based on my story of experience and the stories of those friends 
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who have been with me along the way.  The only measure is how it is used, understood, and 

responded to for and by us and others as writers, participants, audiences, and humans (Bochner, 

1994; Denzin, 1989). 

So, how am I going to do this?  I’m going to do what I tell my students to do.  I’m going 

to go back to my prompt, in this case, my research questions.  I’m going to take what I have 

learned about myself throughout this process, and I am going to answer my questions.  As I 

reveal my narrative truth, I include those truths given to me by my friends.  I also share the 

research literature that reinforces my truths. So, I begin. 

What Does It Mean to be a Service-Learning Teacher? 

As I meet and talk with each of my critical friends, I ask this question directly.  Since this 

question first arises following my pivotal encounter with Kay, I begin with her response. I ask 

her about that long-ago conversation during which she asked if I would take a year off and just 

be a regular teacher.  She remembers it.  “So how am I not a regular teacher?” I ask.  “What 

makes a service-learning teacher different? What does it mean to be a service-learning teacher?” 

It’s Not a Job 

Kay thinks for a minute and then replies, “I think you are motivated to do it because you 

care about the bigger picture.  You have a passion for kids to give back to their community.  I 

think that's the driving force behind your role as a service-learning teacher.” 

“What do you mean by the bigger picture?” I ask. 

“You see beyond the four walls of the school,” Kay says, 

“And, I think this is more than just a job for you.  You are willing to give well beyond a 

regular workday.” 
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She pauses for a moment and then continues. “It's not really a job that you can get done 

within the course of a day, and you are willing to do it anyway.  You do things on 

weekends, after school, and over the summer.” 

Kay is right.  I am willing to go beyond a regular workday, and I don’t feel that what I am 

doing is work.  It is just what I do.  Upon reflection, this is not necessarily tied to service-

learning. It is how I am with anything; as a child with a school project, in college as the 

Activities Director, as a teacher before service-learning. If there is reason to do something, stay 

on it until it is done.  If it means extra time, so be it.  

When I ask George to stop by and see me over his recent break from college, he gladly 

does so.  We look back through the images of the Memorial Day display and talk about what it 

means to him.  I ask him how he sees my role as a service-learning teacher as different from 

regular teachers.   

He laughs and says, “Well, first, there needs to be a willingness to do work way past the 

time the bell rings.”   

George says, “This isn’t about a paycheck to you. You are a teacher because you love 

helping kids and inspiring them to do things.”  George recognizes that being a teacher in service-

learning takes a lot of work and dedication.  “You need to love what you're doing.  You can't just 

like it. It requires a lot of time, energy and a support system of other teachers, administration, 

and your family.”  According to Krebs’s (2008) study of teachers who use service-learning as an 

instructional strategy, service-learning is extra work.  “It’s extra time; it’s extra work.  It’s extra 

effort” (p. 126).   
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Empathy to the Nth degree 

I continue asking this question as I talk with all of my friends and colleagues, and even 

family members.  When I ask Tony, he replies without skipping a beat, “Empathy for your 

fellow man on steroids.”   

He remembers when I came back early from abdominal surgery and when I came to 

school despite my smashed-in teeth following the bike accident.  “The level of engagement and 

time you put into this terrifies me, and that dedication bleeds to your kids.”  He adds, “You’re 

the kind of person that would make your dad stop the car in the middle of an interstate to help the 

turtle cross the road.”  

 I told him it was my husband, by the way, not my father.   

I think about the emotional impact of Patriot Day, as students are learning about the 

individuals that died on 9/11. By researching and writing a biography about one or two 

individuals, our students build a capacity for empathy and begin to experience compassion. 

Teaching the history of that event without helping students make that connection will not do.  

I realize, as a teacher, I am very empathic and compassionate, when necessary, towards 

the needs of my students and the community as a whole, and I feel emotionally suited to address 

those needs.  But does that matter?  Emotional self-efficacy, according to Goroshit & Hen 

(2014), refers to people's judgment regarding their own capacity to process emotional 

information accurately and effectively.  Empathic teachers tend to create a safe and encouraging 

learning environment, and to foster positive relations with their students (Cooper, 2010; Goroshit 

& Hen, 2014).  Teachers` self-efficacy beliefs are also found to be associated with a wide range 

of teaching and learning motivations and contributions to students’ performance and 

achievements (Thoonen, Sleegers, Peetsma, & Oort, 2011; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2007; 
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Goroshit & Hen, 2014).  My empathy transcends the classroom and extends to all facets of 

community.  

Care and Moral Development 

I also want my students to recognize that they belong to something larger than themselves 

and our school.  They are members of a community, and they have moral, civic, and social 

responsibilities to fulfill.  I have a strong understanding of the importance of community in the 

educational process and a willingness to engage the community for the benefit of all 

stakeholders.  The ethic of care has been introduced as a feminist perspective on moral education 

(Noddings, 1984, 1989, 1992, 2002a).  The ethic of care speaks of an obligation to do something, 

not out of duty or righteousness, but out of “a sense that ‘I must’ do something arises when 

people address us” (Noddings, 2002b, p. 13).  This sense of “I must” resonates with me strongly.  

Noddings (2002b) says that sometimes we respond because we want to or because we love the 

one who asks us, or just because it is the thing to do.  With me, the I-must-do-something call is 

strong.   

Helga thinks that I feel a sense of urgency with getting the kids involved in thinking 

about their role in the community, what is going on around them, and their education.  She tells 

me, “Other teachers have standards that they have to teach, and, once they're done, they feel that 

they've met their goal.  They check that off their list.”  I am quite literally unable to identify with 

that because so much in adolescent development cannot be standardized.  Helga points out that I 

have the compassion to go and track down what it is that kids are really interested in and what 

they want to do to make the class better, the school better, the community better.  Helga says, “I 

think that goes back to being selfless.  You're not there for yourself, you're there for them, and 

you don't put yourself first in all this.”    To the contrary, I feel very selfish in regards to my 
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family and how much time I take from them in all of this.  Is my community more important than 

my family? 

 Josie also spoke of my very strong sense of community, getting people involved and 

giving back.  She tells me, “Some people just don't care.  They want to do their job, and they 

want to leave, and they have no desire to get people involved.  I mean, people say they want the 

community involvement, but they don't do it, where you do it, and don't just say it.”  I cannot 

help it.  It is the right thing to do.  

When there is local reaction to world crisis, such as the earthquake in Haiti and the 

tsunami in Japan, I encourage response and guide student to follow through on efforts to support 

nations in their time of crisis.  When Sandy Hook survivors called for snowflakes to decorate 

their temporary school after the tragedy, we have every student in our school learning techniques 

for cutting beautiful snowflakes and we sent over 3,000 of them in a show of love and support. 

This teaches our students moral responsibility. 

 I ask Grace, Bonnie’s mother, her thoughts on care and moral development.  She replies:  

I think everybody wants to make the world a better place in some way, and so, as a 

service-learning teacher, you have an opportunity to have groups of kids care about 

things in the community and other things outside of themselves.  And since they're at a 

very egocentric age, I think it's good for them.   

 My husband is always telling me that I cannot save the world, and I know this.  But I do 

feel that we all have the capacity to make the world a better place and I want my students to 

know this as well.  Participating, hands-on, with the recycling program gave many students a 

glimpse of how it feels to help make the world a better place. Young adolescents need the 
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movement, the action, and the socialization involved with these types of activities, but they also 

need a teacher who is willing to take them out of a classroom to do it.   

Noddings says that we remain at least partially responsible for the moral development of 

each person we meet.  “How I treat you may bring out the best or worst in you.  How you behave 

may provide a model for me to grow and become better than I am” (2002b, p. 15).  According to 

Noddings, the components of moral education include modeling moral behavior, facilitating 

open-ended dialogue, giving opportunities for practice, and confirming behaviors that are ethical 

and unethical (Noddings, 2002b).  Teachers who implement service-learning believe that caring 

and making a difference in the world can be purposefully taught, both to students in their 

classrooms and to their colleagues next door or across the country (Krebs, 2008). 

 Grace helps me to see how my care for community impacts my students.  She believes, as 

a service-learning teacher, I have a unique skill: “You know and understand how to make kids 

see community.” 

I reflect back on Russ’s comments about my desire to do the Patriot Day memorial year 

after year.  I want to make my students feel like they are a part of the community history, and 

9/11 is a big part of that history.  It can also be the catalyst for further moral development as we 

strive to bring hope and unity back to our world.  

Teaching with Purpose 

When I begin my conversation with Joan, I let her know that when I first arrive in 

Florida, I see a news story about her students’ efforts to protect Sand Hill cranes by placing 

warning signs for motorists that often sped down the streets leading to the school.  Joan recalls, 

“Oh, I remember the look on my students’ face.  A little boy, when he realizes that his idea to 

protect those cranes has come to fruition, he knows he has made a difference.”   
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As we talk, we recognize that this is a common thread in our work.  Joan and I talk about 

the power of our students’ faces when they “light up with the desire to help others.”  She agrees 

that these moments are what fuels her passion to be a service-learning teacher.  “You have to be 

willing to give the time,” according to Joan, “and that requires the passion for seeing students 

realize what they have accomplished for the benefit of others.”  The perceived purpose of doing 

something is hypothesized to be a primary factor in determining the individual's level and quality 

of engagement (Anderman & Maehr, 1994).  

Dee Dee takes over Joan’s class upon her retirement.  She presents a very unique 

perspective, that of a teacher who willingly walks into a service-learning classroom and takes 

over where another leaves off.  I am very interested in knowing what attracted her to take the 

position.  She is one of the recipients of Joan’s mini-grants and that opened the door to service-

learning in her graphic design courses.  Once she experienced the power of service-learning, she 

welcomed the challenge of becoming the service-learning teacher.  When I asked Dee Dee what 

it means to be a service-learning teacher, she says, 

 “I guess you can compare us to missionaries.”  I recall her telling me that she is the 

daughter of a missionary. “It probably takes a lot of the same kind of stuff.  They go anywhere 

and do what they do anywhere with what they have.” 

Bonnie reminds me that my focus is always a little different.  “I feel like [your focus] is 

not just purely academic.  It's combining the service and the learning both together which offers 

a whole different kind of learning. It’s where your heart is.”  Service-learning brings purpose to 

learning.  
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All About Students 

As I talk with Joan and Dee Dee, we learn we are similar in many ways. We all consider 

ourselves to be outside-the-box thinkers and promote that way of thinking to our students.  We 

are intuitive individuals, very imaginative, open-minded, and curious.  We like novelty, we are 

curious, and we allow our students to explore their own curiosities.     

Dee Dee continues. “You have to be willing to share. We are definitely over-achievers, 

but for the sake of others, not ourselves.  I think we are very flexible and open to teaching in 

varying environments, having junk, and donations all around.  It can't bother you.  You have to 

be comfortable with chaos, because the projects can look chaotic in the beginning, but by the end 

it's really good.” 

 Josie calls my classroom “organized chaos.”  Grace says, “your room stresses me out”.   

My room is usually a disaster; weekly craft projects for workshop clutter the back counter, Relay 

For Life characters in the corners and on the shelves, boxes of Patriot Day markers in the corner.  

Many of our projects create a mess.  But this leads me to how open we are to student-driven 

innovation. 

“You couldn't say no to anything,” Bonnie said.  “You would always say yes, you know, 

and I think that opened opportunities for us as students because you said, ‘okay guys, this is what 

we have, so let's come up with something great to do.’  I thought that is awesome.” 

Barbara is my intern for a semester.  She witnessed my class in action and says, “I mean I 

think you are the type of person that is more likely to lead by example, and I think that they are 

watching you and studying under you.”  

Talking with Barbara, who saw the ins and outs of the class on a daily basis, is a 

revealing experience.  It is clear that the service-learning class period is very different from my 
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other class periods.  She says, “You inspire a passion in students for wanting to be active and 

wanting to be the best student they can be, and I feel your beliefs in what you are doing and what 

you are teaching really translate through your expectations of students.” 

“I feel like you have a different mindset.” Bonnie shared.  “You didn't treat us like kids.  

It isn't just like babysitting, you know, whereas some teachers in education tend to take that 

viewpoint.”  Bonnie felt that the class gave them a chance to be independent and do fun things 

on their own without their parents.  This is an interesting and eye-opening statement for me.  Is 

this a positive thing? 

When I talk to Marie, mother of four former R.A.Y.S., I seek to learn more about how 

my students perceive me as a teacher.  Marie says straight away: 

They love you.  You're a mom to them.  You're a teacher, but you just treat them like 

 your own kids.  You respect them; you don't belittle them.  You lift them up, you give 

 them responsibility, and I think these days we baby so many kids.  They get excited when 

 you give them that responsibility, and they don't want to disappoint you.  That's what I 

 found with my kids. 

The first part of this statement makes me feel good but also guilty. Do my own children feel this 

way? The last part brought me back to Zack’s earlier comments about letting him find his own 

way and how it made him stronger.  

  As George and I finish one day, he asks if he can make an observation about me.  He says 

it relates to how I deal with my students.  I am a little afraid to hear what he has to say. He says, 

“I think you take all failure to yourself; but when people succeed, it's on them.  So you will take 

a person's failure or a student's failure and apply it to yourself; but when we do something, all the 
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glory goes to us more or less.  You'll say this project is theirs, not that this project is theirs and 

mine.”   

  I told him that the key to success has to be the students.  Otherwise, why do this?  There 

have been numerous times when it would be so simple to just complete a task on my own, but 

what would anyone learn from it.  If students play any role in completing a project, they are a 

part of something bigger and they belong. It is important for me to let them see what they 

accomplished. What is failure anyway? We just figured out another way not to do something, 

and we try again. 

A final question still lurks in my mind.  Why do I do this? Why not try and be a regular 

teacher?  The final theme relates to motivation:  Our motivation comes from feeling there is a 

deeper and more profound purpose to the learning that is going on in our classroom.  Our job 

makes us feel valued. 

Uniquely Motivated 

I asked Helga what she perceives as my motivation to be a service-learning teacher.  I’ve 

often worried that deep down my motivation is to receive attention, so I asked Helga if she 

thought that might be it.  She quite simply said, “No, I don't think it is.”  She goes on concerning 

motivation: 

I don't think it's about anything for you; you don't get anything out of this.  You don't get 

a pay increase for it; you don't get an award for it; you do this because of the excitement 

you see with the students allowing them to feel that they can make a change or have an 

impact and learn something at the same time. 

Helga believes I am fueled by seeing my students get excited even over the small things.  She 

says it “fills my tank”, more than them getting an A on a test.  She adds, “The former students 
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who visit your classroom just to say hello, seeing those kids come back still to you.  I think all 

those little things fuel you.” 

Helga asked me, “How does it make you feel when you look at what started as a 

recycling program, look at what it is today; how does that make you feel?  Do you feel valued?”  

I reply that it makes me feel great.  At the end of a day, I forget about the fact that I have to do 

in-school field trip permission forms for every kid, coordinate all the teachers, write-up lessons, 

make sure the kids write a script, design the shirts, and all that.  It might be an exhausting day, 

but it just makes me feel awesome. I tell her as much. 

 Helga asked me, “Does that fuel you for another project?”   

 I say, “Oh yes, yes.”   

When I asked Josie for her thoughts on my motivations, Josie’s her comments really hit home.   

“I think you put yourself out there a lot for everyone.  Do you know what I mean?” 

I think I understand her meaning.  It is often that “I must” feeling. 

Josie continues, “I think that's part of who you are as a person.”  And that is why we are 

here, I remind her.   

 She says, “Like, I teach; I leave it at school.  When my kids are done with civics, they're 

done with civics.  They move on, that's it.”   

 Josie reminds me, “In your class, they're never done.  You know you've got kids coming 

back to you from high school five years later. I think it defines a lot about you.” 

  I think about the email folder I have labeled X-Rays through which I stay connected to 

students who are interested in staying in touch.  I think about the students who come back to the 

middle school to help with service projects even though they are in high school, even college.  
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 Josie closes with, “I think you don't walk away from this because that's just who you are.  

That's why you can't walk away.  It'd be like walking away from yourself, which you can't ever 

do.  Walking away from teaching, that's a whole other story.” 

When I introduce myself as a service-learning teacher, I will typically get a, “What’s 

that?”  I will then explain how, in my class, students learn academic benchmarks by doing 

meaningful service activities to meet real community needs.  That is what we do.  That explains 

the classroom.  Now, I am closer to explaining the teacher. 

Cruickshank, Bainer, and Metcalf (1999) hold that a motivating personality influences 

student learning.  Enthusiasm, variety, warmth, and humor are all characteristic of the motivating 

teacher.  Kay says I have a charismatic personality and it enables me to “sell” service-learning to 

my students and to other teachers. Other attributes include an orientation toward success and a 

professional demeanor, which means the teacher is focused on helping students learn. I believe 

my all-in attitude spills over to my service-learning students; actually, all of my students.  During 

our MLK Day clean-ups, they saw me bending and stooping to crawl through the shrubs to clean 

out debris.  During R.A.Y.S. Workshop, students saw me cutting, gluing, taping, painting, but 

they also heard me talking about how the faces of the residents at Patty’s House would light up 

when they saw our work.  

A middle grades service-learning course teacher is:  a highly empathetic, compassionate, 

and caring person who is steeped in the understanding of the importance of relational care and 

moral education; an educator that supports social-emotional learning and provides opportunities 

for civic engagement, growth-oriented and flexible with dynamic personalities, willing to share 

resources and work well beyond normal expectations of the job; a true fan of the nature of the 

middle level child, trusting and encouraging unique ways of solving problems and always willing 
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to go outside the box; motivated by teaching with a purpose and feeling valued after the work is 

done.   

I am sure most teachers have bits and pieces of the above, but a service-learning teacher 

must be all of that.   

What Experiences Shape the Personal and Professional Development of a Middle School 

Service-Learning Course Teacher? 

Personal experiences vary but seem to be immersed in caring relationships with family 

and community.  One must have a great capacity for making caring connections and a concern 

for moral integrity for self and others. Professional development is guided by self-authorship and 

a propensity toward creativity in educating children. 

Cared For   

I have always felt the love and care of my family and friends, and even my community.  

Despite a divorce, my parents have always been beyond civil with one another in an effort to 

maintain family, and I always felt loved and cared for by both of them, even if they didn’t say it 

all of the time. I am very fortunate.  My role in sorority and my work in parks and recreation 

helped me grow a sense of community and how it is important.  Becoming a teacher has only 

strengthened that realization.  Joan says she wanted to be a teacher from a young age and wanted 

to help others learn to grow.  “I used to organize plays for our neighborhood.  It made me feel 

connected to my community.”  Dee Dee grew up as the daughter of a missionary, traveling the 

world, helping others in need.  She fell into teaching through her graphic arts work.  

While all of our experiences differ, we all have experienced love, care, and community.  

We have experienced being cared for and now are comfortable in our respective missions to be 

the carer. 
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Creativity 

Joan has her theater, and Dee Dee has her graphic design.  I, on the other hand, have 

come in the back way, developing my creative experiences along the way through service-

learning.  I helped students paint a pathway to class, built a pirate ship to fight cancer, and helped 

students design a giant American flag in honor of Patriot Day.  This desire for creativity impacts 

our teaching in various ways.  While K-12 educational experiences might differ, it would seem 

that service-learning teachers have chosen four-walled classrooms in traditional institutions of 

learning, at least as a home base, because those are our experiences growing up.  But we tend to 

move beyond those four walls in our teaching.  Support for creative expression seems to be a 

common denominator.  Authentic assessment and real-world applications are a natural fit.  

We share the same desire as most middle school teachers possess to help students learn 

and grow but are motivated more by real world application of knowledge than by standardized 

forms of assessment.   Those educators who have experience with authentic assessment, 

experiential learning, and/or a background related to community service might lean toward 

taking on the role of the service-learning teacher.  Professional experiences also vary.  There is 

no one way to become a middle grade service-learning teacher.  A service-learning teacher is 

typically an experienced educator who may not be formally trained in, but understands, the 

development of young adolescents and supports creative expression. 

Self-Authored  

Middle school service-learning course teachers develop; they are not trained as such—at 

least not at this time.  They develop from various creative and flexible backgrounds, personal 

experiences, and structured education.  My story is unique as are the stories of others.  We have 

all authored ourselves to be the educators and community leaders that we are.  We have created a 



 

 

180 

personal ideology, an internal identity, and make our own meanings of values, beliefs, 

generalities, principles, concepts, relational loyalties, and intrapersonal situations.   

Self-authorship is a theory about the manner in which people derive meaning from their 

experiences (Baxter Magolda, 1999, 2009; Creamer & Laughlin, 2005; Kegan, 1994; King & 

Baxter Magolda, 1996; Meszaros, 2007; Pizzolato, 2005). This theory "integrates the 

epistemological, intrapersonal and interpersonal development to conceptualize the way people 

interpret and analyze what happens to them and draw conclusions about what experiences mean 

to them" (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005, p. 16).  Kegan (1994) coined the term self-authorship in 

describing a shift of meaning-making capacity from outside the self to inside the self.  According 

to Kegan, it represents an ideology, an internal identity, a self-authorship that can coordinate, 

integrate, act upon, or invent meanings, and achieve a personal authority.  

My path to service-learning is full of curves.  I came out of college headed for parks and 

recreation and landed in a high school social studies classroom (actually, a portable). I stumbled 

across and teaching strategy that is creative and engaging for my students, and I dug in. After 15 

years of teaching, I find myself teaching a middle school service-learning class. 

Joan followed a traditional route for her teacher’s education.  As a drama teacher, she 

began doing service-learning with her students who created and performed skits about bullying.  

The service-learning grant funds she acquired helped with props and costumes and, eventually, 

allowed travel to other schools.  After a number of years, her program expanded and led her to a 

service-learning class.   

 



 

 

181 

 

Figure 45.  Joan invited us to visit her school in 2009. 

 

 Using the federal Learn & Serve grant, Joan (Figure 45) is able to offer mini-grants to 

other teachers at her school.  Dee Dee is a graphics arts teacher who applied for the mini-grants 

to get supplies for class projects.  Joan taught Dee Dee how to guide her students to create 

service-related projects. 

Dee Dee said, “My class took on the local animal shelter and did graphic art projects 

telling the school about how to support the agency.  It is a very tiny step.”  Joan also organized 

an advisory board and asked Dee Dee to serve on it.  When Joan announced her retirement, she 

asked Dee Dee to take over the class and the advisory board.  Dee Dee says she is honored. 

Formalized education in middle grades education is not a requirement.  I have none.  Dee 

Dee says she chose middle school because she felt she could have a greater impact than at the 

high school level.  She says, “I can get into the heart of a 12-, 13-, or 14-year-old.  I don't know 

if I can get into the heart of a 15-, 16-, or 17- year old.  The older they get, the tougher they get.”  
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She taught at the high school for two years and saw the tough, serious stuff, and felt that their 

hearts have hardened. 

Marie believes my role as a social studies teacher is relative to my interest in service-

learning. “You're a social studies teacher, and you know what a good citizen does, being a part of 

your community.”  I believe being a social studies teacher allows me more flexibility with 

curriculum, but I also see service-learning as a fit for other core and elective subjects, especially 

at the middle level.   

I believe that the we are all uniquely authored as teachers, that we have developed our 

personal systems of knowledge and beliefs based on our experiences and apply them through a 

service lens.  We see need and we ask ourselves how best to address it. If the mold doesn’t fit, 

we reshape the mold.  

The personal and professional experiences that lend to the development of a middle 

grades service-learning teacher vary greatly; however, they share common elements: experience 

with caring relationships, involvement and experience with family and/or community; proclivity 

for creative expression; a self-authored educator with a true interest in teaching young 

adolescents.  To truly understand the middle school service-learning teacher, we need to look at 

the fruits of the labor.  I turn next to the question of the impact a service-learning teacher has on 

student learning. 

What Learning Occurs in the Service-Learning Classroom? 

I ask Tony what he thinks kids learned in service-learning.  Tony said, “Something they 

are not learning in any other class: not to think about themselves, but to think about others; 

identify the problems of others as opposed to their own, such as a broken screen on their 

iPhone.”  We both laughed.  First-world problems abound at our school.  In the service-learning 



 

 

183 

class, students are learning to think more deeply about the world around them and the problems 

that are present as well as possible solutions. Explicating everything they learn in the class is a 

challenge, especially as it is all quite intertwined.  There is also the potential for a child to not 

engage, and therefore not learn. As with most things in life, you get out of it what you put into it. 

 Bonnie tells me that you can’t force passion, and service-learning takes passion: 

If I didn't find a cause I was passionate about, I wouldn't have been so engaged.  I think 

 you also need passion for your classmates as well.  Because even the projects that aren't 

 mine, when it gets down to the last thing, we're all chipping in and we're all helping, 

 because, you know, that's important for that person, our classmate we care about.   

The service-learning classroom has many opportunities for personal growth including knowledge 

of self and others, how to treat and work with others, and how to learn to learn, and love it. 

Moral Education and Self-Understanding  

Moral and civic development are products of quality service-learning.  Students in a 

middle school service-learning class learn to care about and, possibly, for something larger than 

themselves and those in their personal bubble.  They learn about empathy, compassion, 

tolerance; but, more importantly, they learn they have the power to address the compelling needs 

that trigger those emotions.  Students learn that their work can make a difference.   

 George recalls seeing the mother who visited the Memorial Day project.  He says he 

realized then that his work has an impact on others.  “I don't think that would happen in a normal 

classroom,” he says. “I learned that I can make a difference.  I don't think I'd learn that in a 

normal classroom because there isn't the opportunity to really make a difference per say.” 
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 As Bonnie flipped through our scrapbooks and binders, she suddenly sat up straight and 

held the binder open in my direction.  She says with excitement, “I made this.  I remember 

making that flyer!” 

 I have to tell her that her project, A Kid’s Place Clothing Drive, is one of the programs 

that is impacted by the loss of the class.  She expresses sadness that such an important project 

might not happen.  I promise her that we are working on finding a way to make it happen. 

 She tells me, “I think this class shaped me in so many different ways; whereas the 

traditional classroom would have, you know, less of an impact.  I learned about the needs of 

foster children through this class.”  She has taken her new knowledge and planned a clothing 

drive and a field day for the children at the local foster home. 

 Students engaged in service-learning demonstrate increased understanding of community 

needs (Melchior, 1999).  Joan adds, “They learn what it feels to make a difference, to make an 

impact on the world around them.”  They also may have the opportunity to have that care 

reciprocated.  That is a key measure for quality service-learning.  Students who engaged in 

service-learning are more likely to treat one another kindly, help one another, and care about 

doing their best (Billig, 2000).  Noddings believes that the "main aim of education should be to 

produce competent, caring, loving and lovable people" (Coleman, Depp, and O’Rourke, 2011, 

Para. 2).  

 When I first applied for the federal grant, I have to identify a compelling need in our own 

community.  Our free and reduced lunch rate is the lowest in the district.  Our attendance rate is 

the highest. What are our needs?  I then realized that our needs are not material, but related to 

moral development.  That year, we have seen a number of instances of bullying.   
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 Dee Dee says her school is very similar. “We believed from the beginning that this is an 

anti-bullying campaign.  If you don't want kids to bully, they need to care more.”  They looked to 

building a program that would promote caring connections between peers and within the 

community. “It teaches them to be less selfish and care more about their community,” Dee Dee 

says of the class.  She shares how the attitude shifts over time: 

 When the kids apply to be in this class, most of them apply because we go on field trips, 

 which is selfish.  But once they're at a place like Metropolitan Ministries and they're 

 filling the hygiene bags and they're actually working, they start to care.  The place might 

 smell and be moldy, but the kids don't say anything about it.  They care that 1,000 people 

 a month have a hygiene bag.  You get them to go from selfish play to care and help 1,000 

 people a month. 

 Students engaged in service-learning demonstrate increased understanding cultural and 

racial diversity issues (Eyler & Giles, 1999; Theriot, 2006).  Both of our schools needed to 

expose our students to real needs in the world.  Kay says, “it gets our students out of their little 

shell of entitlement.”  

The very first year we offer the class at Randall, we schedule a field trip to visit Joan’s 

middle school service-learning class in a nearby district.  Her students show us their classroom 

and explain their daily procedures.  Her students prepared each of my students a colorful folder 

with samples of flyers and brochures they have produced and even a DVD with service-learning 

clip art and quotes.  We are overwhelmed with their offers of support.  A few months after our 

visit, we receive a check in the mail from the school.  The students decided to raise money for 

our class to help us with supplies.  My students are amazed and moved by their generosity.  It 
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taught them about their own responsibility to others.  They knew now that they have to pay it 

forward. 

George also believes that these opportunities expand students’ self-understanding.  He 

says that service-learning is a highly inclusive practice: 

It's something, no matter your intelligence, you can do.  It doesn't matter if you're an 

 honor student, a regular student, you're Albert Einstein or way beneath; you can do this.  

 It's open to everyone.  You just need the motivation to actually do it. 

The inclusive nature of service-learning helps my students expand their understanding of 

the world around them and begins to break down notions they may hold regarding those that are 

different than they are.  Service-learning has a positive effect on students' interpersonal 

development and the ability to relate to culturally diverse groups (Billig, 2000).  Moreover, if 

students have the opportunity to interact with people from a different background in an 

appropriately structured environment, prejudice and stereotypes can be reduced (Morgan & 

Streb, 2001).  Getting the students involved with projects outside of our school allowed them to 

engage others that lived different lives, broadening perspectives on race, class, and ethnicity.  

Billig (2011) believes schools are considered to be the appropriate social institution to 

accomplish those goals not only because they are the only institutions that have the capacity and 

mandate to reach virtually every young person but also because they are a key contributor to the 

development of social norms.  

Real World Experiences and 21st Century Skills  

Today’s adolescents learn in ways that are very different than I experienced.  Technology 

has knocked down the walls of the classroom.  Students will explore beyond with or without our 

guidance.  Service-learning extends the classroom to the community, where young adolescents 
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apply their knowledge in a safe, collaborative, developmentally responsive environment 

(Fertman, White, & White, 2002; Leming, 2001; Pate, 2005; Scales & Blyth, 1997; Schine, 

1997).  Joan adds, “The class is real-world learning.  They learn communication, technology, 

planning and organization skills, and ‘soft skills’ as they learn to deal with varying kinds of 

people.”  

The service-learning course description utilizes Deweyan concepts of continuity, i.e., 

building on preceding home and community experiences of the child, and interaction of the 

internal thinking and inquisitiveness of the students with the external environment surrounding 

them (Hepburn, 1997).  Service-learning brings together experiences of both rights and 

responsibilities, a connection that is essential to civic education and democratic communities.  

Experiential education also develops in students a concrete and practical awareness of the 

concepts of civic duty, public interest, and public good (Hepburn, 1997).   

Dewey’s philosophy spoke to the importance of teaching students to apply what they 

learned to real world problems.  He also saw the social studies, not as separate lines of study, but 

as the mechanisms to give direction and organization to all branches of study: 

Young people who have been trained in all subjects to look for social bearings will also 

be educated to see the causes of present evils.  They will be equipped from the sheer 

force of what they have learned to see new possibilities and the means of realizing them. 

They will be indoctrinated in its deeper sense without having had doctrines forced on 

them. (Dewey, 1938, p. x) 

 Helga saw that by my having students’ problem solve in the community, in our school, or 

even in the class, it's developing a different type of student.  The students are learning about team 

work and compromise.   
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 Barbara notes that she saw a lot of cooperative learning.  Students are working together 

trying to figure out things, with some guidance from me, but they are allowed to think through 

problems on their own.  Barbara says her perception of a typical teacher is that “they go in, they 

do a lecture, and they grade papers and that's it.”  She never saw that in my class.  

 George says that he felt our objective is always to do something productive which he 

hopes simulates the real world.  Despite the arguing that often occurred amongst group members, 

he felt that our class groups worked harder to achieve goals because they had purpose.  “It is 

about leadership and teamwork, something you couldn't learn in a regular class.  It is character-

building. You are discovering who you are.” 

 Parents see their students become advocates for change through enhanced communication 

and technology skills.  Grace talks about Bonnie as a student in service-learning:  

In middle school, at that young age, she is speaking to classes and getting kids involved 

in activities, leadership games, team work.  That's just always a good skill for life no 

matter what you do.  I am glad that she had the opportunity to get involved in that and 

that she's the type of person that can do that.  I think it'll help her in the future. 

Students are encouraged to develop their own understanding in my classroom so 

knowledge is personally useful to them.  However, the fact that students are expected to 

construct their own understanding does not mean that all understandings are equally valid.  

While I believe that knowledge is subject to interpretation, I also believe that some conclusions 

are better than others.  Students need to understand how to gather and evaluate evidence so they 

can distinguish good from poor arguments.  I can teach them some of these skills, but some they 

will have to learn by working with other students or on their own.  I believe that each student 
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will bring a unique and valuable perspective with them.  I try to structure my class so that 

students will pool their resources and come to the best understanding possible.  

As the committees in my class met to explore community needs and possible solutions, I 

encouraged them to dig deeper and work together to fully understand the complexities of the 

issues at hand.  As they discussed Relay For Life themes, they tended to get caught up in the 

decorations and forget about the true reason for our work.  I have to remind them that the 

argument for our use of class time on such an endeavor revolved around cancer awareness and 

finding a cure.  I also helped guide them to make a plan to sell their ideas to stakeholders and 

potential partners. 

Life-Long Learners  

Tony says he has often heard students discussing what they will be doing in my class 

later that day.  He says it is always with a sense of urgency, “These kids aren’t worried about 

whether they would finish an essay.  They are worried about finishing the care packages for the 

soldiers because the consequences are real to them.  They are 100% engaged.”   

 George learned a great deal about history as he planned the veterans Day and Memorial 

Day events, but, beyond that, he says he learned how to research independently.  He created his 

own benchmarks, more or less, because it is his project.  So it is what he deemed worthy. 

 Marie tells me that her son is stressed several times, but she says it is “a good stress.” I 

charged him with creating a new website. He has to learn how to create a website on his own.  

When he finished it and shares it with me, I can feel the pride he exudes and he has something 

tangible to show for it. 

Dewey’s theory of experiential learning, or instrumentalism, has been directly connected 

to the origin of service-learning and has reinforced my personal teacher beliefs about educating 
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middle school service-learners. Learning occurs through a cycle of action and reflection, which 

may occur through reading, writing, speaking, listening, and drawing, among other activities 

(Dewey, 1938; Eyler, 2001; Kolb, 1984).  New information, however, must be presented in a 

way that allows the student to relate the information to prior experiences; thus, deepening the 

connection with this new knowledge.  This is the key to student engagement. 

 Students are more engaged and are self-motivated life-long learners.  They learn to strive 

for quality work and set high expectations for themselves.  Students say they gain leadership and 

project planning skills that are directly beneficial to them in secondary and post-secondary 

education.  Teachers note improved social and academic responsibility. 

 George said, “I learned more things in service-learning that I've used in college than 

things I learned in regular classes, like English.  Identifying theses is not useful to me anymore 

but service-learning, it's useful to everyone.”   

Leadership and Responsibility 

 Tony recounted his memories of a former student saying that, on the first day of seventh 

grade, he thought how scared he would be if he saw the kid fixing his hamburger at McDonalds 

one day.  Tony worried he didn’t know which end is up.  That young man ended up in my 

service-learning class, and the transformation he saw when the young man came into his room 

the next year as a Great American Teach-In presenter is amazing.  He is a leader and he is 

comfortable in his shoes. 

 George felt the class gave everyone an opportunity to learn when to be a leader, a 

follower, and how you work best in groups or by yourself.  “You had to come to a consensus in 

this class,” he says. “So you learn how to compromise, which is actually a big thing.” 
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 Bonnie feels she grew into her role as a leader through service-learning.  “I went from 

sixth grade not doing anything to then eighth grade being the president of the whole thing.  So it 

really shaped me in that way, and that plays into every aspect of my life now.”  

Bonnie says she feels that all those little projects just built up to something very different from 

other classes: teaching leadership, how to take initiative, duty and responsibility.  “As young 

leaders, you taught us how to go through the entire planning process for our projects, create a 

supply list, you know, all of that.  And so now I'm more equipped for everything.”   

 Bonnie points out another beneficial lesson she learned:  What to do when things don't 

work out.  She recalls getting things approved for a Christmas project.  It took forever, but it was 

part of the learning experience.  “You can't always count on things working out.” 

 Kay notes how important student responsibility is in the classroom. “The student is the 

one who's gonna have to drive the project.  So it’s going to entail independent research on their 

topic, finding community resources, how to get the funds for the project, how to interact with 

business partners and other adults, and they have to be able to sell what they want to do.” She 

says she is always impressed with how these young people achieve so much. 

As I close this section, I tried to find the best narrative truth I could to support these 

findings.  I turn to Marie since all four of her children have experienced the class in some 

fashion.   I asked Marie what she saw her kids learn: 

You gave my kids leadership roles and responsibility.  You taught them about building a 

relationship with community members.  You taught them to be reflexive thinkers and 

problem solvers.  They learned organization, technology, collaboration, teamwork, and 

especially how to make and keep a deadline.  And, what would you call it?  I know you 



 

 

192 

would throw stuff out there and say okay you come up with some ideas.  They'd come up 

with the idea and then start making phone calls. 

 I told her I called that Investigation.  She continued. “And that is very scary, and they 

have no idea what to do, but they did it.  I remember my son writing letters.” 

I reply, “I’d like to say I tried to teach him some writing skills.”  She added: 

You also taught them about public speaking.  They got to travel to meet with government 

officials, and that is a confidence builder.  And maybe school pride, knowing that they're 

out there passing all of this on, as an ambassador of service-learning.  And they are 

exhausted sometimes, but they are making videos and such.  It is a good exhaustion. 

 I pointed to a binder, and said, “Your daughter went through this whole book for me.  It 

was her job to go through and change and update things, to make suggestions.  I am still using 

that binder.”  

 Marie sums it up, “and a purpose for learning.” 
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CHAPTER SIX: DEMONSTRATION 

 

I am a service-learning teacher. I do not have a classroom dedicated only to service-

learning any longer, but I am still a service-learning teacher. I am different from others in that I 

view middle school education through a service-learning lens.  What is a genuine need in the 

community and what am I teaching that connects to that need? My community can be defined in 

many ways; my classroom, my fellow teachers, my school, my neighbors, the major 

metropolitan center thirty miles away, all of humanity, in fact the planet Earth.  The need speaks 

and I look for the connection in my curriculum.  It is there. Otherwise, what is the purpose of 

learning? I am willing to take the time and make the connection so students will see that learning 

has purpose and they can bring about positive change with their new-found knowledge and 

personal effort. I may not have a class, but I can still teach students how to learn and serve. 

Overview of the Problem and the Purpose 

In 2009, a youth service-learning council I started in 2007 with Learn & Serve funds 

evolves into a service-learning class.  Through this class, my students learn about service-

learning and then carry the strategy into multiple classrooms in our school and into the 

community.  The twenty-plus service-learners on the class roster are able to engage our student 

body and the surrounding community in volunteer, community service, and service-learning 

activities.  When the funding ends in June 2011, the class survive on the remaining materials, 

local fundraisers, small donations and grants as well as the support of the school administration 

and the district.  We are able to continue with a course code, a classroom, and a teacher until the 

district cancels the class after the 2014-15 school year.   
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This study, based on a personal desire to understand my professional self and the learning 

outcomes of my efforts, is now also about understanding my role after the loss of the course. 

Understanding what it means to be a middle school service-learning teacher as well as 

explicating the learning that occurs in a service-learning classroom will assist as I make the case 

for reinstatement of the course.  It can also support others in the effort to create such classrooms. 

There is a distinct gap in the research in regards to those who teach a class based on service-

learning, but also about people who self-identify as service-learning teachers. 

My study is about the lived experiences of a teacher leading a middle grades course 

framed around service-learning.  I seek to identify the unique qualities, characteristics, and 

essences of a service-learning teacher to demarcate any distinctive similarities or differences 

from what my principal identified as a “normal” teacher.  I share my personal and professional 

experiences that may have contributed to my development as a middle school service-learning 

teacher and especially the events over the years of the course.  I seek to discover what drives me 

to see the world through a service-learning lens.  Lastly, I want to identify and explain what I 

witnessed happening in my classroom so that I can more clearly define the learning conditions, 

be they social, emotional, ethical, or purely academic, so that educational leaders can begin to 

understand the value of a service-learning course for the students in the classroom as well as the 

school and surrounding community.  

I hope my story will inform other educators about what a service-learning as a middle-

grade course of study looks and feels like.  My narrative presents a classroom dedicated to 

developing young adolescents into community and civic leaders.  In sharing my lived 

experiences as a service-learning classroom teacher in a detailed and evocative narrative, I hope 



 

 

195 

to educate curriculum gatekeepers, administrators, and teacher educators about the concept of 

service-learning as a pedagogical framework. 

My Personal Interpretive Framework 

Using Kelchtermans (1993) as my compass, I create an autobiographical narrative, with 

help from my critical friends, that enhances my self-understanding. I am able to view my 

personal and professional experiences in context and better understand my interpretations of 

various situations and subsequent actions.  This process has helped me understand the 

connections I make between completing a successful service-learning project and my self-

esteem, helping out an elderly person and my self-image, or organizing my classroom 

management system using democratic principles and my task perception (see Figure 46).   

Furthermore, the process also assists me in defining my subjective educational theory, my 

knowledge and beliefs as a middle school service-learning teacher.  I have a knowledge of 

history and the research ability to find the missing pieces.  I know and understand young 

adolescents, their behaviors, abilities, and quirks, and I know how to care for them and show 

them the power of love. I believe that all children have value and will have an impact on this 

world.  It is my belief, also, that I am responsible for my actions as they teach my students to be 

responsible for their actions.  Thus, we are all responsible for one another.  I believe every 

experience is an opportunity to learn and experience is how young adolescents learn best. By 

laying out what I have learned about myself, with help from my critical friends, in my personal 

interpretive framework, I have been able to capture major themes.  These themes emerged in my 

personal narrative and in the conversations with others who have been present in my lived 

experiences.  Based on these themes I have constructed overarching findings for my study on  

what it means to be a service-learning teacher, the personal and professional development of a 
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middle level service-learning teacher, and what students learn in a service-learning class. 

Overarching Findings 

In Chapter Five, I begin to structure responses to my three guiding questions just as I 

would tell my students do: I started writing answers and supporting them with the comments I 

received from my critical friends.  After reading and rereading my personal narrative and 

conversations with critical friends, I make declarations about service-learning teachers regarding 

personal attributes, character traits, and unique qualities.  I reveal my narrative truths. Here, I 

share my overarching findings.   

These findings, also presented in summary in Table 4, represent my best and most 

concise response to any educator who should ask the over-arching question for this study, “What 

does it mean to be a service-learning teacher?”  I signify educator here because a response for a 

non-educator would possibly require an explanation of what it means to be a teacher.  My goal is 

to first, understand it myself, and then be able to use my findings to further the practice, promote 

the class concept, and woo those who hold the power in education to make this middle grades 

service-learning course a widespread reality.  So, should an educator ask, what it means to be a 

service-learning course teacher, I would reply as follows. 

An “I Must” Care Perspective 

I cannot escape the feeling that “I must” do something.  It is a deep, personal belief about 

the importance of making a positive difference in the world and teaching this belief to students.  

Noddings (2002b) says, “the closer we are to intimate needs of life, the more likely we are to 

understand its fragility and to feel the pangs of the inner ‘I must’ -stirring of the heart that moves  

us to respond to one another” (p. 20).  Noddings believes schools should encourage students to  
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Table 4.  Overarching Themes:  What is a middle school service-learning teacher? 
 

Themes Supporting Research Descriptions My Life Episodes 

Self-Authored 

 

Kegan, 1994, Baxter 

Magolda, 1999, 2009, 
Mezirow, 2000 

• personal ideology and an internal 

identity  
• make my own meanings and trust 

my internal voice  

• my personal philosophy guides 

reactions to reality.  
• living my convictions is “as 

natural and as necessary as 

breathing” (Baxter Magolda, 2009, 

p.281). 
• proclivity for creative expression 

• believe that learning is life-long 

 

Hurdles 

College 
Trash-To-Treasure Project 

Service-Learning Class 

PhD 

 

Committed to 

Community 

 

Dewey, 1900; Sergiovanni, 

1992, 1994 

• connect community to the 

classroom   

• build community of kinship, 
place and mind 

• democratic classroom 

• consider real-world applications 

of knowledge   
• experiential learning and 

problem-based learning 

• structured reflection 

• provides opportunities for civic 
engagement 

 

Parks and Recreation 

Relay For Life 

Patriot Day/Veterans 
Day/Memorial Day 

Great American Teach-In 

Service-Learning Challenge 

Week 

 

An ”I Must” 

Perspective on 

Care 

 

Noddings, 2002 • “I Must” do something.  

• the importance of making a 

positive difference in the  

world (moral education) 
• teach students to be carers by 

caring leadership 

• “stirring of the heart that moves 

us to respond to one  
another” (Noddings, 2002, p. 20).  

• encourage students to work 

together (relational care)  

 

Catie 

Motherhood 

various emergency care 

projects 
Patty’s House 

Classlessness 

 

Servant 

Leadership 

 

Greenleaf, 1977; 

Sergiovanni, 1992, Bowman, 
2005 

• Establish an overarching purpose 

in the classroom… 
to perform meaningful service to 

meet genuine needs 

• Let those to be served define their 

own needs 
• Empower students to act on 

shared values 

• Encourage charity, consensus, 

and commitment in the classroom 
• Be outraged when empowerment 

is abused and when purposes are 

ignored  

 

 

Service-Learning council 

Continuing community 
engagement 

Speak at Public Forum 

Write the course curriculum 
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work together, to help one another, not just to improve academic performance, but to gain 

competence in caring. The service-learning classroom is the perfect laboratory for developing 

caring individuals.  

Slattery and Rapp (2003), after Martin Buber, describe relational ethics as doing what is 

necessary to be “true to one’s character and responsible for one’s actions and their consequences 

on others” (p. 55). Central to relational ethics is the question “What should I do now?” rather 

than the statement “This is what you should do now” (Bergum, 1998).  Helping others in need 

serves as my motivation in all things, and especially in my job.  This represents both the conative 

and normative components of my personal interpretive framework.  This “I must” feeling is both 

my motivation and how I perceive my task as a teacher. If I see need, I seek to find out the best 

way to help.  Being a service-learning teacher in a service-learning classroom allows for me to 

share my “I must” moments with my students and explore ways to possibly meet needs.  I have 

also found that my students can help me realize when my perception of need might be 

unrealistic.  My “I must” mentality has led me to often spread myself too thin.  When I get to that 

state, I am no good to anyone.  I often end up worrying about meeting needs that are outside of 

my realm and impossible to meet.  This need to care for others impacts my self-confidence and 

self-esteem when I am unable to provide the help to which I have committed myself.   But 

providing the service is only one part of the caring cycle. 

According to Noddings (2012), reciprocity and mutuality are important in relational 

ethics.  Reciprocity of care is “the mutual recognition and appreciation of response” (Noddings, 

2012, p.53).  Noddings says the cared-for's response completes a caring relation, or episode, and 

the response often provides further information about his or her needs and interests, and how the 

carer might expand the caring relation. The response from the cared-for then provides building 



 

 

200 

blocks for the construction of a continuing caring relation. If the cared-for is unable to or un-

willing to respond and complete the relation, the work of the carer becomes more and more 

difficult. Experiences in the service-learning classroom demonstrate the importance of 

reciprocity of care.  I make sure my students understand that they cannot just give, but must 

receive service and care. If students just collect items for the homeless and donate them to a 

shelter, they have not gained anything from the service but have only solidified their perspectives 

on haves and have-nots. Also, when students take on a project and they do not gain any response 

from the recipient of the service, they lose motivation and interest.  As the service-learning 

teacher, I also feel it when we complete a project that meets the needs of our students or 

community yet get no response from administration. Despite it, however, I continue feeling as if 

“I must”. 

Despite the potential hazards of the “I must” perspective, I feel it is an essential part of 

being a service-learning course teacher.  It serves as the driving force in looking for needs in the 

community and the tenacity required to identify possible solutions that can be connected to 

academic benchmarks.  Without the “I must” attitude, a service-learning teacher might allow 

students to deem projects too challenging or difficult for their attention.  The “I must” is the 

steam that will force the pistons to turn and keep the machine moving forward.  

Teaching a classroom of service-learners is quite simply the right fit for the “I must” 

individual.  The service-learning classroom is a welcoming place for democratic, student-

centered instruction and experiential education, and a great home for an enthusiastic teacher who 

seeks to motivate others to do good things.  My personal nature supports a tolerant and positive 

environment for students to openly discuss important issues and feel comfortable proposing 

possible solutions.  
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I have always told my students that every experience is a learning experience, even the 

bad ones.  My last classroom rule:  Learn something new every day.  Often the knowledge 

gained by a student in a 50-minute class period is not the posted objective of the day.  It might be 

that the pencil sharpener doesn’t like colored pencils.  It doesn’t matter.  It is new knowledge to 

add to their repertoire, their own personal interpretive framework.  It is my belief that my role is 

to facilitate experience to help students grow and learn.  

I uphold that the school itself is a social institution through which social reform can and 

should take place.  Education and schooling are instrumental in creating social change and 

reform.  I also hold that the purpose of education should not revolve around the acquisition of a 

pre-determined set of skills, but rather the understanding of one’s full potential and the capacity 

to use those skills for the greater good in humanity.  Therefore, “I must” teach my students how 

to serve. 

Committed to Community 

A service-learning course teacher connects students with community.  My definition of 

community here is expansive.  Depending on the voice of the students, it might mean a specific 

locality or it might mean humanity as a whole.  Sergiovanni (1994) defines community as a 

collection of individuals who are bonded together by natural will and who are together binded to 

a set of shared ideas and ideals (p. xvi). Further, there is community by kinship (relation), place 

(a school), and of mind (beliefs and values).  Even memory can lead to community as is 

evidenced by our community’s response to our Patriot Day and Memorial Day events, and 

Veterans Day as well. 

We hold class in a four-walled classroom, but the course itself is about what is happening 

outside in the real world.  The needs around us guide what happens in the classroom, and the 
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academic benchmarks are then attached to the needs.  The pioneers of service-learning believed 

that the combination of service and learning would improve the quality of both and that it could 

lead to educational reform, democratic revitalization, and positive change.  Service-learning, a 

form of experiential learning, is distinguished by its commitment to certain values as well as its 

inclusion of continuous, structured reflection.  The values relate to performing meaningful 

service that meets genuine needs in the community.  My commitment to community drives my 

passion for service-learning. 

Dewey’s belief that service is a strong component in a child’s education is a theme 

frequently intertwined with the civic responsibility of the school (Harkavy & Benson, 1998). 

When the school introduces and trains each child of society into membership within such 

a little community, saturating him with the spirit of service, and providing him with the 

instruments of effective self-direction, we shall have the deepest and best guarantee of a 

larger society which is worthy, lively, and harmonious. (Dewey, 1900, p. 44) 

I understand and thrive on the extreme importance of creating, cultivating, sustaining, 

and extending connections between myself and other people with whom I work, teach, plan, and 

act.  This includes many members of the community-at-large.  My role as a service-learning 

teacher continuously expands over the years as I perceive more and more ways to make 

connections between curriculum and real-world issues.  It is my contention that our young 

people, with explicit purpose in mind, can create solutions to community issues while they learn 

required curriculum in the classroom.  Without purpose, lessons will not transcend the 

classroom.  In many ways Dewey's works support both community studies and service 

experiences.   Service learning in civic education brings together experiences of both rights and 

responsibilities, a connection that is essential to democratic communities.  Experiential civic 
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education also develops in students a concrete and practical awareness of the concepts of public 

interest and public good (Hepburn, 1997).   

My connections with students and parents go beyond the professional to the personal, and 

my relationships with community leaders, nonprofit directors, and local business owners bring a 

new dimension to my educational network.  Kelchtermans (1993) suggests that there are 

unavoidable interrelationships between personal and professional identities.  He expounds on the 

notion that teachers’ identities are constructed based on the teachers’ personal experiences, the 

social, cultural, and institutional environment in which they function on a daily basis.  As I have 

explored my experiences, I have come to realize just how important those connections are to me.  

Those links I have made, some while planning and implementing service-learning projects, 

others with teachers, administrators, students, parents, and mentors, are very important to me.  

Furthermore, there are the connections made within the curriculum, which includes a purposeful 

link between service and academic learning.   

Self-Authorship  

We create a personal ideology, an internal identity, that we derive from our various 

personal and professional experiences (Baxter Magolda, 1999, 2009; Kegan, 1994).  The service-

learning course teacher is not a systematic position.  Self-authorship becomes the mechanism 

through which the service-learning course teacher frames their experience and constructs their 

reactions to the external world, and thus, guides students through service-learning.  Self-

authorship includes being a transformative learner, a learner with the ability to transform the 

taken-for-granted frames of reference (meaning perspectives, habits of mind, mind-sets) to make 

them more inclusive, discriminating, and open (Mezirow, 2000).  Transformative learners are 
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also “emotionally capable of change and reflective so that they may generate beliefs and 

opinions that will prove more true or justified to guide action” (Mezirow, 2000, pp. 7-8). 

I think my shift in meaning-making capacity from outside myself to inside myself has 

evolved greatly since my discovery of service-learning.  As an educator, it is liberating to know 

what I am doing in my classroom will have purpose for a wider population.  I am no longer 

following a lock-step set of rules regarding curriculum and classroom management.  I think the 

shift is necessary in the 21st century.  My self-authorship begins its evolution when we paved 

that pathway in Georgia, but it can be traced back to my earliest wanderings and explorations.  

Venturing into the creation of the service-learning class and my pursuit of a Ph.D. also are 

indications that I have that strong internal voice, foundation, and live by my own convictions. 

As I considered the ways in which I am self-authored, I began to fill in phrases and words 

to describe my own personal interpretive framework and subjective educational theory based on 

Kelchtermans (1993) original frame. I found that the descriptive, evaluative, conative, and 

normative components, in retrospect, are overlapping and intertwined (see Figure 46), most 

connected to service, care, or community in some way.  Likewise, my knowledge and beliefs 

support and stimulate one another.  Kelchtermans has provided the essential frame to help me 

gain self-understanding.  

Servant Leadership 

As I reflect on what it truly means to be a service-learning course teacher, I keep 

returning to my belief that every child will be someone.  They will be a part of my world whether 

I think they're prepared to be so or not, so at every turn, with every opportunity, I want to help 

them grow in positive ways.  In order to help them grow, I must keep them engaged in learning, 

and I believe that service-learning does just that.  It brings relevance to the classroom allowing 
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them to explore this world on their own terms, to determine needs, and to figure out how the 

academic learning presented to them in the classroom can help those in need.   

My aim in telling about my lived experiences of personal and professional development, 

and of being a service-learning course teacher, is to find my narrative truth and engage the reader 

in a conversation as a means of understanding a greater, cultural experience (Bochner, 2012; 

Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011).  Yet, in sharing my experience as 

a service-learning course teacher in search of self-understanding, I, too, am walking away from 

the telling in a meaningful, reflective way.  I engaged in the stories I have shared – stories of 

personal growth, limitation, and connection – with a reflective, critical eye (Eisenbach, 2015). 

“The reflexive process of researching and writing autoethnographic stories allows scholars to 

perform and understand themselves as cultural beings in ways unavailable prior to enacting the 

inquiry” (Berry & Patti, 2015, p.266). 

I have learned much from my retrospective self and I have also determined a prospect for 

the future. As I came to understand my self-authorship, my deep commitment to my many 

communities, and the happiness (and sometimes heartache) that comes with my “I must” 

perspective of care, I have also discovered that I have emerged as a servant leader, as derived by 

Greenleaf (1977), when he posited, “the servant-leader is servant first… It begins with the 

natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire 

to lead.”  Years ago, I aspired to be a school leader but lost the enthusiasm when it became clear 

that such a position may not allow me to serve others in the way I would like. I have therefore 

remained in the classroom.  The development of the class, a course that gave young adolescents a 

place to grow as future leaders, help the communities to which they belong, share power, 
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encourages them to put the needs of others first and helps them develop and perform as highly as 

possible, is my step toward leadership.  

Bowman (2005) says that “servant leadership in the classroom speaks to the universal 

human longing to be known, to care, and to be cared for in pursuit of the common good.” (2005, 

p. 257).  The middle level classroom, whether it is a service-learning classroom or not, is a 

perfect place for servant leadership to thrive.  Researching about developing my skills as a 

servant leader gives me a prospect for the future. 

Contributions 

In completing this project, I seek to expand the practice and encourage other schools to 

try the framework for the course.  I provide a narrative explanation of how a service-learning 

class is structured and organized.  I explain the progression of teaching students to understand 

themselves first, and then learning to work collaboratively to identify community needs and 

possible solutions.  I provide explanations of specific assignments in the classroom that further 

the academic learning as well as the service initiatives.  This research also speaks to principals 

who might be looking for ways to bring about change in the school’s culture through service.  By 

reading my work, they may see the service-learning classroom as a catalyst for bringing about 

change by the students themselves versus a top-down approach.  School districts may look at this 

work and see the possibility for systemic change; having one classroom that integrates service-

learning into the whole school, as opposed to waiting and hoping, or worse, mandating that 

individual classroom teachers incorporate service-learning.  I also see the potential to use my 

findings to educate pre-service teachers about the practice of service-learning, either as an 

instructional strategy or a classroom framework. 



 

 

207 

Implications 

One implication from this research is that it takes a unique individual to teach a service-

learning course.  In the event a principal seeks to offer the course at her school, she must 

consider first if there is someone already on staff suited to be, and interested in becoming, the 

teacher, or if they have the where-with-all to hire someone adequately prepared to take it on.  

This course should not be added with the idea of assigning a teacher who is short a section on the 

master schedule.  A profile of a service-learning teacher, based on my personal narrative with 

help from my critical friends, can be found in Figure 47.    

Another implication is that service-learning teachers need a support system, preferably 

multi-faceted, to help sustain and institutionalize a program.  Having now heard the voices of 

other teachers, parents, former students, and support staff, I know I am in a lonely and isolated 

place.  Having an advisory board for support could possibly have made a difference in the 

decision to eliminate the course. The support system needs to include school level administration 

as well as district interaction.   

Future Research 

In this age of accountability, the learning conditions must be optimal and the outcomes specific 

and measurable.  Those who advocate for the use of service-learning in K-12 education 

understand the importance of advancing the research in the field.  With the surge in student 

standardized assessment and teacher evaluation systems, as well as the loss of Learn-and-Serve 

funds, many regular academic classroom teachers have turned away from the use of creative and 

experiential instructional strategies, such as service-learning, for those more easily evaluated.  

 An opportunity to expand both practice and research exists in secondary courses framed by 

service-learning practice, an academic elective instructed by a teacher with a passion for service-
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learning.  I see great possibilities for longitudinal impact studies should the middle grades 

service-learning class be restored.  The class could provide an excellent laboratory for assessing 

all phases and quality standards of the practice as well as documenting the development of civic 

identity of students. 

Each year as applications roll in, I notice the dearth of applications from males.  Why are 

so few males interested in joining the class?  This is an excellent topic for future research, and it 

will benefit my efforts to create heterogeneous classes.  I believe this is especially important at 

the middle grades level.   

Additional qualitative work concerning support systems at the school, district, and state 

level for service-learning would greatly add to field.  It may also uncover the issues that led to 

the demise of my own class.  A qualitative study of enduring programs can also lend to an 

understanding of sustainability strategies.   

Another focus of interest is the relationship, or lack thereof, between K-12 and 

undergraduate/graduate service-learning organizations.  A review, perhaps even a comparison, of 

frameworks for standards and practice would greatly strengthen the field. This research will 

improve communication between levels of education, but also with potential partners and 

funding sources.   

Studies that focus on a potential theory of service-learning, on how learning takes place, 
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Figure 47.  Profile of a middle school service-learning teacher.  

what the learning is, and the relation of learning to action is greatly needed. Furco (2013) 

encourages service-learning researcher to connect with and learn from “kindred fields” (p.18).  

Furco (2013) specifically proposes connections with project-based learning, problem-based 

learning, inquiry-based learning, and other pedagogies that contain some or most of the elements 
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of service-learning, since these fields have managed to build stronger research bases and have 

evidenced an impact in students’ academic achievement.   

Epilogue 

January 2017 

 As scheduling begins, I worry that another year will go by without the service-learning 

class.  Since the course’s elimination in 2015, I have struggled to keep the service-learning 

programs going at my school with a youth council meeting weekly.  It is not the same.  I need 

daily contact with these students, not 45 minutes a week.  I have also been persistent in 

communicating with school and district leaders about reinstating the course, to no avail. As 

requested, I submitted my curriculum and course overview. I even offered to create an item bank 

for the final exam.  It seems that reinstating the course is a very low priority with everyone but 

me.  I begin to waver and nearly lose my motivation in the pursuit.   

 I receive an email that 6th and 7th grade programming sheets, the forms they use to select 

courses for the next year, are going out on Monday.  It is Thursday afternoon.  I go in search of 

the guidance counselor to see if the service-learning course is listed on it.  It is not.  Another 

walk to the principal’s office. 

 That weekend, I tell Russ that I think I am done with trying to have a course at my 

school.  He listens to me as always.  He knows that a part of my soul is dying.  I go to school the 

next day and see Helga.  I tell her I am not fighting any longer, and that, most likely, I will look 

for a position closer to home and just be a “normal” social studies teacher.  She laughs and says, 

“you’ll never be normal”.  She is correct.  She encourages me to be patient and see if my latest 

discussions with administration will have an impact. 
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 On Monday, my assistant principal comes to find me to tell me he still never heard from 

the district about the course, but that he has found a course description I could use.  I can walk 

away or I can continue the pursuit.  I can stand my semantical ground or give over and accept 

Peer Counseling as my working course code. 

 I cannot walk away.  As Josie says, “it would be like walking away from yourself.” So I 

accept the challenge of selling a course description that no one has ever heard of and the 

guidance counselors cannot even describe.  At the end of the week, only 14 students have applied 

for the obscure course.  I need twenty-five.   

 For the next week, I talk to teachers who remember the service-learning course from 

years past and know the type of students I will need to make it a success.  I start collecting names 

and talking to students.  I hand-deliver applications and message parents.  By the end of the 

process, I have 24 qualified applications and I hand over my list.  I ask once again if we can 

pursue the service-learning course title seeing that no one in the district can produce a Peer 

Counseling curriculum or exam review. I get the “be happy you got a class” look.   

 However, on Friday, just before the final bell, my assistant principal walks in and tells me 

that I will have my course code back.  He went to bat for me after all.  I am ecstatic about the 

news and pleased to know my administration went to bat for me.  

 Next year, pending board approval, we will have a 7th grade course entitled Engaged 

Citizenship Through Service Learning and an 8th grade course entitled Emerging Leaders at our 

school. I will once again have the opportunity to teach a course framed by service-learning and 

allow my students the opportunity to help meet needs in the school and the community. Already, 

my mind is swirling with plans and ideas for next year. Hopefully, we can rebuild our program 

and share its success with other middle schools in our district.  I know that other middle schools 
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have needs that a service-learning course could help meet and I would relish the opportunity to 

help educate interested teachers and support them as they get it started.  I believe I am well-

suited for the task.  After all, I know what it means to be a service-learning teacher. 
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All information obtained and or medical records will be held in strict confidentiality and will 

only be released with your permission. The results of this study may be published but your 

information such as your name and other demographic information will not be revealed.  

 

Participation and Withdrawal 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a research subject you may refuse to 

participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study please contact Kristy Verdi by phone at 813-

727-9813 or by email at kverdi@mail.usf.edu.  

 

Proposed Timeline 

The timeline for this study is set to begin in October 2015.  I hope to begin conversations in early 

November 2015 and validate all transcripts with initial coding by mid December 2015.  In 

January 2016, I would like to check my interpretations with each participant by presenting a 

rough draft of the narrative.  By February 2016, I intend to begin editing and formatting my 

research report. 

 

Questions about the Research 

If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Kristy Verdi by phone at 813-

727-9813 or by email at kverdi@mail.usf.edu 

 

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to my 

satisfaction. 

 

 

Print name________________________________________________________  

 

Date___________________ 

 

 

 

Signature__________________________________________________________ 

 

Phone_________________ 

  


