by Richard A. Couto

A program director advocates a service-learning strategy
that provides short-term direct service and mobilizes the
community to take long-term action.

olunteer program strategies, like
‘/ those for other activities, are
susceptible to a routinization that
permits secondary goals to obscure the
primary purpose. If the service-learning
educator does not take care, fieldwork
may lose its service focus and become
only an orientation to an agency or to a
professional role. The emphasis may be
on the learning, with a concomitant con-
cern on the conversion of an experience
into credit hours and a grade, or on the
individual’s maturation and personal
growth. What may be sacrificed is the
opportunity for students to work for
change or to contribute to alleviating a
specific need and through this to gain a
sense that their efforts made a difference.
In the Spring 1979 issue of Synergist
(reprint 181), Robert Sigmon reflected on
‘‘Service-Leamning: Three Principles,”’
giving the following guidelines to safe-
guard the service component of a service-
learning strategy.
Principle one: Those being served
control the service(s) provided.
Principle two: Those being served
become better able to serve and be
served by their own actions.
Principle three: Those who serve are
learners and have significant control
over what is expected to be learned.
According to Sigmon, these principles
establish a service situation that enhances
learning, and my experience with student
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projects bears him out. I would like to
identify further components of a service-
learning strategy that delivers effective
service, enhances learning, and, most of
all, invigorates a volunteer strategy.

Over the past 10 years student projects
of the Vanderbilt University Center for
Health Services, Nashville, especially the
student health coalitions (see box), have
made a difference in the communities
where students worked. During this time,
students have led projects in Appalachia,
West Tennessee, and Nashville. In addi-
tion to providing more than 40,000
physical examinations to people without
ordinary access to health care, the stu-
dents have worked with community lead-
ers to devise more permanent health
services. A score of primary care
community-initiated and community-run
clinics now dot the Tennessee Valley as a
result of the community leadership the
student health coalitions helped catalyze.

This is not to suggest that rural health
care needs now are being adequately met
by the coalitions and coalition-initiated
activities, but the accomplishments indi-
cate that students and community can
work together to institute services related
to health care and other problems.

The students’ work has been a catalyst
not only for change but also for leamn-
ing—particularly the learning that comes
from shar.ng in a process of change or in
addressing others’ needs. I offer the
guidelines that we have found important
in getting the most from students’ work.

Cautious Catalysts

Awareness of a need is not sufficient to
mobilize people to work on it until they
have confidence that something can be
done about it. Students are important
catalysts in accurately assessing the
dimensions of needs and in raising expec-
tations as to what can be done about

Catalysts forr Change

them. One clinic board member in Petros,
Tennessee, remembered the most difficult
problem in establishing the clinic as ‘‘a
lack of support of the people in that they
didn’t believe that it could really
happen.”’

A member of the St. Charles, Virginia,
community recalls how student activity
created belief in what the community
could do.

The first summer the student health
coalition was in St. Charles, the people
weren’t that enthusiastic. But students
began to find things that other doctors
hadn’t found. This changed people’s
minds. It took time to accept it all.

There was a need for a doctor in St.
Charles. The nearest doctor was in
Pennington Gap and there were always
long lines there. The health fairs
demonstrated the need for better health
care. After the second fair, Charlie
Province and some sixty others got
together at the school to discuss the
issue.

Many called in before the clinic
building was started. They never
waited to see a structure before they
started giving to the community health
effort. Within a year of that second
summer, the clinic was built.

This catalytic process has its dangers.
Students can overpromise and set unreal-
istic goals. Realistic goals that deal with
the community’s perceived-needs and
problems are important to both the stu-
dents’ contribution to change and the
community’s willingness and ability to
organize.

But here again caution is necessary, for
some problems have systemic origins
requiring large-scale change. For exam-
ple, strip mining around St. Charles,
Virginia, has caused frequent flooding
and although the people have a strong will
to clean up, dredge the creeks, and do
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recruitment, site selection, orientation,
and all other aspects of the coalition
activity. In many ways this creates in-
efficiencies. Fundraising is impaired as
proposals are developed late, and contacts
made one year are not followed up the
next. Sites may be chosen without full or
thoughtful consideration because of time
limits. Recruitment has been hampered
because funds were lacking to make
commitments to students for jobs. New
beginnings seem to characterize the co-
alition as students orient themselves
annually rather than follow up ou what
has already been learned.

But if the turnover has its inefficien-
cies, it also has its strengths. Because the
coalition has no permanent staff, the re-
sponsibility for continuing the project
falls upon the student leaders. History is a
guide, but each summer’s projects clearly
belong to those within the coalition at the
time. Participation is a discovery rather
than a mapped route. This may be re-
inventing the wheel, but it engenders a
sense of responsibility for tasks that never
are allowed to become routine even as
they are repeated year after year.

Turnover also instills a certain humility
and dependence on others that is often
missing in more established programs. As
one student said, ‘‘As for my summer
experience, I fear to say that I feel I got
more out of it than the communities. I feel
it was a GREAT experience for amateurs,
but amateurs don’t have the power nor
the experience to change community
affairs. . . . A student with this attitude
welcomes community partnership in any
change effort.

The encouragement of student leader-
ship and initiative must be balanced with
the organizational needs for followup that
led to the creation of the Center for Health
Services. On the other hand, a balance
must be struck so that organizational
needs do not supercede student leadership
within the projects. The Center has
sought to do this by creating a decision-
making body (a board) of faculty and
former project members, community
residents, and students.

Service and Learning

In sum then, the Center for Health
Services projects have demonstrated two
sets of charactertistics of a service-
learning strategy. First, the coalitions
have an emphasis on participation and
collective leadership within their activi-
ties. There were so few clear lines be-
tween leaders and others in the coalition
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that one out of every three former coali-
tion people who responded to a survey
saw themselves as having had a leader-
ship role. Second, the coalition has had a
concept of community that includes
factors of socioeconomic class and politi-
cal power. The students worked with
people who were, as one said, ‘‘the
chronic grumblers and complainers,’” the
people who, in the words of another
community resident, ‘‘fought for every-
thing we got.”’

The coalition’s ambition was to mobi-
lize community leadership to organize
and control the provision of needed health
services. Community mobilization or
self-effort was a goal of equal importance
to experiential education. This did not
necessarily lend an explicitly political
connotation to the activity. In fact, stu-
dents with great diversity in their political
views participated in the projects.

This diversity and the combination of
education and community mobilization
fostered different perceptions of the co-
alition activity and its meaning. As one
early coalition member wrote:

The problem has always been that
different sections of the project have
had their own view of its raison d’etre.
The school of medicine sees it as social
work and delivering primary health
care. The medical students get a chance
to gain experience doing physicals.
The nurses can break out of the doctor-
dominated system and gain some inde-
pendence in health care delivery and
the community organizers can hatch
their commie plots to organize the poor
people of the mountains.

This may not have been the problem of
the coalition as much as the secret of its
vitality.

Two other important points must be un-
derscored. First, when student learning,
the delivery of services to underserved
groups, and community mobilization all
have equal emphasis within a project,
learning is not sacrificed. More than 30
years ago, Helen Lynd posited that field-
work offers to preprofessional students—
and professional students, we might
add—diverse experiences and to liberal
arts students the opportunity to ground
learning in actual situations. Thus, field-
work offered, in her estimation, a means
*‘of exploring profound problems basic to
the humanities as they arise in situations
which have immediate meaning to stu-
dents.”’ (See Field Work in College
Education, by Helen Lynd, New York:

Columbia University Press 1945; p. 161.)
The coalitions have been a means of
exploring profound problems, including
the techniques of the various professions
and their adequacy measured against the
human needs that the students encoun-
tered. This is not the education that insti-
tutions ordinarily sponsor or for which
they assign grades or credit hours. But it
is a form of education that examines and
questions the ‘‘machinery of human
existence’’ that R. H. Tawney has sug-
gested is the essence of humanism, that
examines ‘‘property, material wealth and
the whole fabric of social institutions and
services for their bearing on individual
lives.”” (See Equality, fifth edition,
London: Unwin Press, 1964, pp. 85-86.)

There is no way to institutionalize this
process. In fact, institutions militate
against it. It is for individuals, students,
faculty, and staff within institutions and
within service-learning programs to main-
tain their vigor and freshness so that the
promise that Lynd saw in fieldwork might
be achieved. This is to say that students,
like community leaders associated with
past coalition work, are engaged in a
similar process of expanding institutions
to take into account unmet needs and new
forms of leadership.

Second, while the programs we de-
scribe here are not for everyone, they are
suited for some. Those students for whom
these projects are appropriate not only
exist but must be served. We must be
wary of the easy route of channeling
youthful energies into pre-existing pat-
terns of institutional conformity and
bureaucratic organization. In pursuit of
this easier route, it is common to dismiss
individual students seeking alternatives in
learning or seeking the opportunities for
social and political involvement in terms
of their psychological need or the child-
rearing practices of their parents.

In an interview in U.S. News and
World Report, Robert Coles observed that
the students taking part in the Center’s
projects and others like them ‘‘are ordi-
nary young people—not ‘crazies’ or po-
litical radicals—who are continuing a
stream of idealism that runs very broadly
throughout this nation’s history.”” It is
important that we assume that ordinary
young people have ideals, and that we
work with them to create a society mod-
eled not after our institutions’ ease but
according to our highest aspirations. A
student-community partnership in change
is not only a means to express these aspi-
rations but is itself a vehicle of service-
learning to which we should aspire.  [J





