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Jesus Sanchez is the Green Corps Youth Manager at the Cleveland Botanical Garden. Sanchez leads a work-study program that was founded by the Cleveland Botanical Garden in 1996, and I recently sat down and spoke with him to discuss his program to gain insight about service learning (Cleveland Botanical Garden). The program collaborates with adolescents ages 14-18 from the Cleveland Metropolitan School District in an attempt to educate them through a service learning program separate from their current schooling (Sanchez). The students work on Learning Farms, transforming the now lush farmland on six formerly vacant lots for 14-20 hours per week throughout the summer while gaining educational, occupational and leadership skills. For many, Sanchez says the students’ service projects on the urban farms are their first jobs and paychecks. 


During the 2010 summer, Green Corps worked with 90 students, but this summer the program decided to invite 60 adolescents (Sanchez). This decision was made with the youths’ interests in mind; the Green Corps wants to give the students more one-on-one attention. In addition, the program is going to put money into purchasing equipment such as a refrigeration system for the vegetables. Ultimately, this decision will help the Green Corps flourish so it can help even more youth (Sanchez). 

Quality Service Learning

If a service learning program wishes to be deemed quality, it must combine community service with the curriculum (Fiske 15). In Ohio, this means adhering to clear, educational goals that require application of concepts, content, and skills defined by the Ohio Department of Education. According to Sanchez, The Green Corps service learning program aligns itself with Ohio’s Academic Content Standards. During the three years students may participate in Green Corps, they have the opportunity to master 30 content standards established by the state of Ohio. For example, during year one students learn Plant and Seed Biology during their service and cover the 10th grade standard: “Explain that the sun is essentially the primary source of energy for life. Plants capture energy by absorbing light and using it form strong (covalent) chemical bonds between the atoms of carbon-containing (organic) molecules” (Cleveland Botanical Garden 1).  When year two begins, the students build on this knowledge in Conservation and Sustainability when they master the 11th grade standard: “Explain how human behavior affects the basic processes of natural ecosystems and the quality of atmosphere, hydrosphere and lithosphere” (Cleveland Botanical Garden 1). Continuing on, the students learn about Ecosystems and Cycles in year three and cover the 11th and 12th grade standard:  “Explain the interconnectedness of the components of the natural system” (Cleveland Botanical Garden 2).

Quality Service learning is also experiential as it engages students while meeting genuine community needs (Fiske 15). This became evident at White Knoll Middle School after September 11, 2001 (3). When students from this school in South Carolina learned of a fire wagon that had been sent from New York City to their town of West Columbia as a peace offering during the Civil War, they were intrigued. The Confederate soldier that received the wagon promised, “should misfortune ever befall the Empire City,” he would return the kindness. The service was based on a museum document that was over 100 years old, and the students set out to honor the Confederate soldier’s pledge by replacing a fire wagon which had been destroyed in they days proceeding 9/11 (3). 


The students raised $354,000 for the purchase of a new fire engine as they studied the historical background of the soldier’s gift in social studies, wrote letters to the New York City firefighters in language arts class, and created posters for advertisements in art class (Fiske 3). These adolescents in this community gained a deeper understanding of civics, history, language arts, art, and speech.  Nancy Turner, principal at White Knoll Middle School said, 


“I have seen students learn and grow as communicators. They understand the importance


of persuasive writing because they want their letters to bring results. They have learned


the importance of expressing their thoughts clearly in standard English as they have


interviewed the media. This has been a learning project in man, many ways” (Fiske 3) This is an excellent example of quality service learning taking place during a time when the country was experiencing great strife. At the conclusion of this service project, the students at White Knoll were able to reach out and offer needed aid to a city multiple states away in a service learning project they developed while meeting curricular standards.


Service learning is often student driven. One example was illustrated in the service learning project where eighth grade students acted as role models for pre-kindergarten students during the creation of an art project. (Hutzel, Russel, Gross 12). In this example, the students discussed whether or not to include their names on the project. One student suggested the option and another gave his opinion offering the idea was “‘conceited by drawing attention to ourselves’” (13). He added “‘it’s kinda like their project’” (13). Whether students are presenting the entire project idea, like the students in White Knoll Middle School, or offering ideas about their project, like the eighth graders in Mrs. Gross’s art class, all student driven service learning is quality because the students active participation shows the students are engaged in the educational experience.     


Fiske and other service learning advocates encourage service learning students to reflect before, during, and after the service as it encourages critical thinking, making it a central focus in the design (3).  Camacho, argues “while service learning is ideally designed to be rooted in mutuality and reciprocity between servers and served, issues of power and privilege can create an asymmetrical relationship between both” (31). She received service as a child and felt this asymmetrical difference. As a result, reflection throughout a service project, especially when the server is more affluent than the served can help avoid a situation in which the served may feel less than. Camacho quotes Anne Green as Green argues “It is absolutely important to talk about the intersections of race, class, and service in order to prevent service-learning from replicating the power imbalances and economic injustices that create the need for service-learning in the first place” (32).  


Camacho made a case for discussion throughout service learning projects while she experimented with service learning herself (34). In her University of San Diego class, Camacho wanted her students to experience Mexican immigrants humanity (34). This project is also student drive. While the students did not come up with the idea, they were given three outreach sites. They could visit a half-way house for migrants waiting to transition from Tijuana into the United States and dine with the migrants, share in discussion, or distribute food supplies; meet at a community/education center and assist with the medical and educational needs of the migrants; or they could visit a site in the United State and spend time practicing English or Spanish skills with the migrants (35). After the project was complete, students who had resisted the project as well as those who had embraced it all learned. Here are two reflections that were written during the service project:

You are sent as a hero                                                                                                                         He prays to be saved                                                                                                                          You wish your task were over                                                                                                         He dreams, like you, he had it made

He feels like an example                                                                                                                    You feel like an observer                                                                                                                      He tells you of his struggle                                                                                                               You tell him you’re the intruder

You share your sadness for him                                                                                                          He shares he doesn’t want your pity                                                                                                       You want to take back those words                                                                                                        He wants to go back to your city

He gives you strength and hope







         You feel your heart bleed                      






         He is the one who save you                                                                                                               You were the one in need

You complete you duty 








         He survives his day 









       You go back to your reality








        He can’t from his life stray (36 37)


After dinner I began to speak to Carlos, an elderly man that appeared to be in his 60’s, he 
greeted me by asking me if I knew when the social worker would get there. I told him I 
did not know. We then began to converse and he asked me what I thought about the 
feminist movement and how often I read the bible. It was then that I realized that I was 
being lectured by this man and questioned about my beliefs. As he spoke I could feel that 
he thought his viewpoint had more validity than mine. In contrast to the other men that 
had told me their stories and shared their personal experiences with me, this man thought 
I should be learning from him (41). 


As shown above, Camacho’s students were able to express their reflections in multiple forms. One student presented a poem while another presented a journal entry. Camacho’s students’ work illustrates service learning is beneficial when multiple forms of assessment are used to acquire knowledge. Moreover, Camacho validated the students’ work as she commented on it (41). Beyond these written reflections, it is important to note the students in this class also participated in class discussions as well (41).


Service learning enriches students of all ages. As illustrated above, it has worked in classrooms from elementary schools through colleges. In addition, it can be incorporated into any curriculum. Mrs. Gross incorporated in art class while White Knoll Middle School incorporated it into multiple subjects such as social studies and language arts, and Camacho introduced it in her The U.S. Mexico Border/Borderlands class (Gross 12; Fiske 3; Camacho 34). 

Cleveland


As a resident in a suburb of Cleveland, I am concerned with the deteriorating city, which has lowered in population and employment numbers in recent years. Cleveland is the 30th largest city in the nation, and The Cleveland Metropolitan School District currently serves 18,224 students (Strategic Plan 2007-2012 1; CMSD Facts). While the district has an overarching goal to become “a premier district in the United States of America, ” it is currently failing its youth as each of its schools has a below average rating from the Ohio Department of Education (Strategic Plan 2007-2012 4). The school district is in its sixth year of  “Continuous Improvement”, with some schools designated “Academic Emergency,” the worst rating an Ohio school can receive, and its largest school John Marshall High, only one step higher receiving an “Academic Watch” designation (Cleveland Metropolitan; John Marshall). The adolescents in theses schools struggle with attendance, state administered tests, and communication skills. Knowledge is conveyed through a curriculum and Ohio students illustrate what they have learned in state administered examinations. As district ratings are based on students’ knowledge as it is shown through the state administered tests, as well as other areas in which Cleveland students are struggling such as attendance, the struggles of Cleveland’s adolescents and the district’s state assigned rating make me believe that Cleveland’s curriculum requires reform; yet at the end of a five-year Strategic Plan Framework that was meant to implement reform, meaningful reform has yet to be seen. The city and its school district need far reaching goals that will make its students interested in learning by believing it is valuable. 


I believe Cleveland Metropolitan School District’s curriculum should include service learning: a “teaching and learning approach that integrates community service with academic study to enrich learning, teach civic responsibility, and strengthen community ties” (Fiske 3). When students begin service learning, their attendance will improve, they will become engaged in the learning process, their knowledge will expand, they will become civic minded individuals, and they will improve their communication skills: all factors that prove the school system. 

Student Attendance


The state of Ohio requires an attendance rate of 93% (Ohio Department 1). Sadly, Cleveland’s school district falls short with only 91.7% of students in attendance, and John Marshall is even farther behind with 83.9% of students in attendance (Cleveland Metropolitan; John Marshall 1). The National Commission on Service-Learning found that service learning “has been shown to enhance motivation to learn, and it is associated with both increased attendance and reduced drop out rates.” (Fiske 4) 


According to Fiske, students in average American classrooms are intellectually disengaged, but students in quality service learning programs are engaged and motivated (6, 25). Moreover, teachers in average American classroom are habitually “teaching to a test” as students are required to meet certain standards and perform well on state assessments (6) Unfortunately, Cleveland’s students have not been able to meet the attendance requirements or pass the state tests. That is why I am advocating for the adoption of a quality service learning curriculum. If students begin participating in service learning, research from Fiske and Gonsalves shows that attendance will improve, as Gonsalves stated “students in high-quality service learning classrooms were found to have higher average daily attendance and less tardiness than students from comparison classrooms” (72).

Student Engagement


While attendance at John Marshall is a problem, student engagement is also an issue. Students recently answered individual questions administered by the state of Ohio, and the majority of students responded that they were usually bored in class, failed to complete all of their homework, gave up easily when they had difficulty solving a problem, believed it was “OK to cheat if others students are cheating,” and did not try to “do a good job on school work” (John Marshall 6,7).  Since service learning reverses student disengagement for its participants by giving students responsibility of their own learning and providing students with a real-life context for learning as it re-enforces standard-based reform, I believe a service learning in Cleveland can turn these answers around (Fiske 4). For example, it is difficult to image the students raising money for the fire engine cheating or failing to put forth effort. Furthermore, it is clear the students at White Knoll Middle School did not give up easily because they reached their goal of $354,000.

Academic Success 


Multiple sources demonstrate that service learning helps students’ academic progress. According to the Youth Helping American Study, students with a B+ GPA or higher are more likely to have engaged in school based service programs than those with lower GPA’s (Spring, Dietz, Grimm 2). It is unclear whether the high GPA is a result of the service learning that takes place or other factors such as the type of school the students attend, their possible high socioeconomic status ect. The study was unclear, however positive. In addition to the Youth Helping America Study, the Folwer Unified School District, which implemented service learning ten years ago, believes service learning improves academic progress (Gonsalves 77).  They came upon this belief in part by means of their state Academic Performance Index ratings. Over the past five years the district has improved ten percent on the Academic Performance Index ratings. Moreover, the district has an attendance rating of 97 percent, is designated a School of Success, and has received numerous honors during this time (77). 


Service learning is empowering students through the Fowler Unified School District (Gonsalves 77). During the 2010 school year, 30 of the districts sixth graders partook in a community partnership when they were learning about Cesar Chavez, a labor leader and civil rights activists. Because the students were so moved by Chavez, they wanted to honor him by connecting with area farmers. The students wrote letters asking for skin care product donations for local farmers, produced information sheets in English and Spanish concerning the dangers on sun exposure, and delivered the products to local farmers. This student driven activity was connected to the curriculum and the community; therefore, it is an example of quality service learning (77).  


Sanchez and the other members working with the Cleveland Botanical Garden’s Green are also working towards student success as it pertains to students that work with the Green Corps. The Green Corps is conducting a five-year longitudinal study on the effectiveness of the service learning program and the students’ success (Sanchez). While the study is only partially complete, it is in its second year, the results are noteworthy. The study has found that the students are beginning to eat more fruits and vegetables, especially fresh vegetables, and the students have more awareness and concern for access to clean water, global warming, poverty, and animal and plant extinction. Answers that may be of interest to Cleveland administrators are below. These answers are contrary to the ones given by John Marshall students on the Conditions for Learning survey.

Green Corps Members said: 

· I am successful at resolving conflict constructively

· During an argument, I am careful of hurting someone’s feelings

· When I am having a conflict with another person, I ask what I can do to make things better between us.

· I am able to identify situations when I would be constructive to provide feedback to another person.

· I am willing to accept assistance from someone once the person has agreed to help me. 

· I know when I need help or support from other people. (Sanchez)

These answers should be taken seriously by Cleveland’s educational administration because it is evident the students that participated in the service learning program at Cleveland Botanical Garden were in an environment that fostered excellent communication skills and problem-solving skills. This is essential in the Cleveland Metropolitan School District, especially at John Marshall because students recently responded they:

· Fail to stop and think before doing anything when they get angry.

· Get into arguments when they disagree with people.

· Do not try to work out their disagreements with other students by talking to them.

· Believe it is OK to fight if someone insults them.

· Say mean things to other students when they think the others students deserve it.

Other service learning research supports that of the Green Corps’ and has found a reduction in violent behavior after service learning was implemented (Fiske 27).
Civic Responsibility


After he participated in a service learning project, Nnennia Ejebe, a student from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, said “Everyone wants to do something that matters” (Fiske 12). Service learning calls for students’ response to community needs; it gives students a voice within their community. The National Center for Education Statistics researched service learning and found when students understand they are needed and asked to help, they stand ready to volunteer (12). Moreover, research shows that service learners are committed to an ethic of service, have a greater understanding of politics and morality, and feel they can make a difference  (26). In addition, students who have participated in a service learning program are more likely to have volunteered for an organization than those who have not participated in service learning (Spring, Dietz, Grimm 6). They have an increased desire to become active contributors to society (Fiske 26)!

Valuable to Teachers


Beyond being a great value to students, service learning is valuable to students’ teachers. In 2006, over 80 percent of American teachers were white females over 40-years old, on average, who came from middle class families, yet these teachers were teaching students with cultural and social backgrounds much different from their own (Coffey 335). It seems many teachers are often not prepared to teach students with backgrounds unlike theirs; they enter the field unprepared and leave five years later. Service learning projects place students outside of the classroom, in their own communities. Since the teacher is often participating in the project as well, she is better able to understand the students’ experiences outside of school. 


This type of student/teacher service learning opportunity would prove extremely beneficial in Cleveland. This is clear because the students at John Marshall said they believe their teachers really care about them (John Marshall 7). At the same time, the majority of students have never talked to a teacher about a problem they were having in class (7). If the teachers and students of Cleveland had an opportunity to work in the student’s natural environment, I believe it would help dissolve some barriers between the two. In addition, the majority of students at John Marshall have never spoken with a counselor in depth about planning for college, but when I spoke with Sanchez about the students who participated in the Green Corpse project, he stated that many of the adolescents were planning to attend higher education (7). Sanchez, who has worked with students in their own environment, knows the future plans of his adolescents, but the advisors of those in the Cleveland area that are not involved in service learning do not. Hence, there is evidence in Cleveland service learning, which takes place in the adolescents’ city, does make the students open up about their future plans. 
Conclusion


Service learning engages students and it should be included in the future of education, especially in The Cleveland Metropolitan School District! There is a right way to approach service learning, and it needs to include the state curriculum. When a district incorporates quality service learning, it can expect an increase in attendance, student engagement, student learning, civic mindedness, and communication skills.  That said, the Cleveland Botanical Garden’s Green Corps project is doing a wonderful job spearheading a service learning project with The Cleveland Metropolitan School District, and I hope this project continues to grow and Cleveland eventually adopts service learning as a part of its curriculum. If it does, I truly believe the district will have a better chance of becoming “a premier district in the United States of America, ” its primary goal. 
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