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- Community Service Learning
And School Improvement in
Springtield, Massachusetts

FEducators in Springfield see
connections between the
current agenda for school
reform and their own program
of Community Service Learn-
ing. For details, read on.

BY VIRGINIA ANDERSON, CAROL
KINSLEY, PETER NEGRONI,
AND CAROLYN PRICE

ALLS FOR chunyes in the
education systerm continual-
ly issue forth Irom various
segments of society. Each
outpouring of public con-
cern chatlenges educators to address the
nezds of young people and to achijeve
school renewal. The current literatere on
school reform advocates an agenda of im-
provement efforts aimed at creating el-
tective, caring schools that will’ provide
active learning opportunities lor students,
develop learning communities, expand
learning into the community, foster col-
fegiality among staff members, and en-
able teachers to become “orchestra von-
ductors” in the classroom rather than Jec-
turers. But educators ask, “How can all
of this be achieved?”
Educators in Springticld, Muassachu-
VIRGINIA ANDERSON is principul of
Chestnut Street Middle School, Springfield,
Mass.; CAROL KINSLEY (Universiry of Mas-
sachusetts Chupter) is director of the Spring-
Jield Comnmunity Service Learming Comnter aned
o consuitan o the Springfield Public Schools;
PETER NEGRON! is superintendent uf the
Springfield Public Schouls; und CAROLYN
PRICE is principed of Lincuin Schoul, Spring-
Jield.
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setts, believe they have an answer, They
see connections between this vision of
school improvement and the program of
Community Service Learning (CSL) in
vrhich they have participated for the past
several years. Although the CSL pro-
gram did not set out to demonstrate such
connections, the process of integrating
community service with classroom learn-
ing had an unanticipated ripple effect
throughout the system.

In 1986 Springfield’s Mayor Richard
Neal (now a U.8. representative), who
was chairperson of the district's school
committee, suggested that a community
service program should be started in the
schools. Inspired by Robert Bellah's
Habits of the Heart and by his own ex-
periences as a social studies teacher, Neal
saw service as a way of building students’
sense of citizenship and increasing their
involvement in their communities.

In order to implement Neal's propos-
al, the district established an office devot-
ed to community service learning, which
from the beginning linked learning to the
concept of community service. It was de-
termined that, if community service was
to be part of the educational process, then
it should meet instructional goals and be
integrated into the entire K-12 curricu-
lum. The school commirtee adopted the
policy that all public school students
would participate in community service
learning, and CSL was launched. Neal
appointed an advisory committee made
up of both school and community repre-
sentatives 10 work with a district coordi-
nator from the CSL office.

-

INTEGRATING CSL INTO
THE CURRICULUM

Instead of requiring a specific number
of hours of community service for high
school graduation, the program was de-
signed to give each school the opporu-
nity to determine how it would involve
its students in CSL. For principals and
teachers who were already active in the
efforts of the Red Cross, the March of
Dimes, and many other charities, this
new policy was perceived as “another
thing to do.” With the schoot day already
crowded, it was clear that CSL would
need to be integrated into the curricu-
lum. Besides, linking service and Jearn-
ing seemed to make sense. Why not use
the community as a laboratory for learn-

ing? Why couldn’t CSI. become “anoth-
er way of teaching™

The CSL office developed a set of
guidelines to help schools integrate CSL
into the educational process. These guide-
lines were issued to the principals and
CSL building representatives (one teach-
er in each school, whose task was to co-
ordinate that school's effort). The pre-
scribed procedure made use of a themat-
ic approach and had a theoretical foun-
dation in the writings of John Dewey,
Hilda Taba, Louise Berman, and Ralph
Tyler. In addition, service, reflection,
and celebration were all to be integral
parts of the CSL experience, which teach-
ers found they could easily organize by
going through the following steps:

1. Establish an individual school or
classroom service-learning theme.

2. Determine school or classroom ob-
jectives.

3. Meet with community representa-
tives. :

4. Build a repertoire of activities,

5. Develop learning experiences.

6. Establish a time line.

7. Reflect.

8. Celebrate.

CSL IN ACTION

In order to come up with their service-
learning themes, the staff and students
first identified existing community needs.
Then teachers found ways to use the ser-
vice experience to moltivaie swudents to
learn or as the culminating activity of a
unit of study. Students who participated
in the service activity used it to develop
their content skills. The following exam-
ples of CS1. projects show how service
effectively reinforced classroom study.

In the spring of 1988 the Environmen-
tal Center of Springfield (ECOS) iniuat-
ed a service project in which all of the
district's 1,500 fifth-graders spent one
school day cleaning out a ravine and tumn-
ing it into a conservation area, Students
cleared trails, planted shrubs and bush-
es, and helped develop a sledding area
for the community to use. The service
project gave students a betier understand-
ing of topics they had studied in the class-
room: s0il erosion, animal habitats, and
plant life, Christopher Collins, the ECOS
supervisor, sent letters home 1o parents,
recognizing the students’ efforts and in-
viting famiiies to use the site.
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At Freedman School, which serves
fifth- and sixth-graders, each classroom
“adopted” a resident of a local nursing
home. Karen Chartier, the CSL building
representative, helped the students com-
municate with their adopted resident each
month. The students sent messages and
pictures and sometimes devised special
class projects that were directly related
10 their elderly friends. For example,
several students surprised one resident on
her BBih birthday. Knowing of her fond-
ness for butterflies, they brought her a
“butterfly” cake that they had baked as a
class project. Because the resident was
a native of Scotland, the students aiso
studied Scotland in their geography class
and shared what they had learned with
her. Chartier worked with Sally Witten-
berg, a stafi member of the Springfield
School Volunteers, 1o set up a “phone pal”
network. Residents of the nursing home
called their “student pals™ each day to chit
and hear about the day's events,

At Alice B. Beal School, which serves
students in grades K-4, the teachers
adopted the theme “Helping the Hungry
and the Homeless.” The major service
project took place in the spring, when
students collected 140 pounds of sneak-
ers for children in Haiti. As the sneak-
ers.piled up, the children weighed them
and graphed the progress on a wall chart.
They viewed slides of Haiti in geography
class and read about the country in their
basal reader. A local resident who often
travels to Haiti delivered the sneakers
an ‘orphanage there,

Katherine Heaps Kessler, the CSL
building representative, observed, “Far
the first time, many of these youngsters
understood poverty. The thing that most
affected them was that none of the chil-
dren in the slides had anything on their

feet, By donating their own used sneak-

ers, they really felt they could affect pov-
erty, if only in a small way.” A letter ar-
rived from Haiti telling the children that
“Jots of Haitian boys and girls will have
their first pair of shoes, thanks to you.”
The children were gratified by the ac-
knowledgment of their contribution.

SEEING LONG-TERM EFFECTS

An ethic of service is clearly present
in some of the schools that have been in-
volved in the CSL program since its in-
ception four years ago. Two inner-city
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magnet schools, Lincoln School (K-4)
and Chestnut Street Middle School, pro-
vide particularly good examples of this
oricntation.

Lincoin School. When Lincoln School
initiated the CSL program, its primary
objective was to develop a sense of com-
munity within the school. The school
adopted “citizenship” as its service theme.
Teachers met to develop criteria to de-
fine “Lincoln School Good Citizens.”
Children were exposed to diverse models
of good citizenship from history, litera-
ture, and contemporary society, They cut
pictures of good citizens out of magazines
and covered the walls with them. They
wrole stories about citizenship and dis-
played them on the “Wall of Fame.”

In order to make the concept of good
citizenship relevant and to reach out to
the community, the children held a “good
citizen” contest. They nominated parents,
grandparents, foster parents, neighbors,
social workers, teachers, older brothers
and sisters, baby sitters, and camp coun-

selors. Then each class discussed its nom-

inces and elected the one who best ex-
emplified good citizenship. Through par-
ticipating in and reflecting on these ac-
tivities, the children learned that good
citizens are everywhere. They come from
a variety of ethnic backgrounds and so-
cioeconomic levels, The common de-
nominator that makes these citizens spe-
cial is that each of them is a caring, shar-
ing, and loving individual.

The entire school community came to-
gether in a grand celebration featuring
“Good Citizens on Parade.” The children,
wearing green-and-white Lincoln School
T-shirts, carried banners and balloons,

T want 10 go 1o Yule or Princess-
ton, ”
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creating a festive aumosphere. Mounted
police, followed by the drill team and a
fourth-grade band, led the parade to a
nearby park, where each "good citizen”
was honored by then-Mayor Neal and
many dignitaries.

In recognition of their participation and
effort, the children were treated to a con-
cert and given ice cream sundaes and
snacks donated by a local citizens' group.
Now an annual celebration, the event has
come {o be known as “Kids' Appreciation
Day™ and:is designated as the time when
those who have received services come
to the school to thank and acknowledge
the children for their efforts.

Lincoln School’s participation in CSL
has been a developmental process. Cur-
riculum-based, thematic units have been
created and implemented. Recipients of
services now include the elderly, chil-
dren’s wards at local hospitals, neighbor-
hood social service organizations, and,
of course, the school community.

As the school reached out to the com-
munity, the response was overwhelming,
A cadre of volunteers from neighborhood
organizations came forward to share their

expertise with the children and to help

them expand their vision of community.
A school/business partnership with the
focal power company focused on the con-
cept of CSL. The partnership pays for
materials, equipment, and transportation
for CSL projects.

Today, the staff at Lincoln School
recognizes the value of CSL to students.
Staff members view the program as a
way to increase student learning, to en-
rich the curricuium, and to foster the
spirit of caring and lifetime service. They
believe that, if children are exposed in
their formative years to the values of par-
ticipation in the community, they will
internalize those values. They believe
that, given the opportunity, students will
choose to become interested, involved

. citizens.

Is there a connection between Lincoln's
involvement in service and school im-
provement? Concurrent with the develop-
ment and implementation of CSL, the
Lincoln School staff began an ongoing
process of introspection, analysis, and
evaluation in order to determine how
staff members could beuer deliver educa-
tional services 10 children. They realized
that, in order 10 meet the needs of a rapid-
ly changing, technological society, edu-
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cation must change. The school was re-
organized into instructional teams. Staff
development was used for team building
and to train teachers in whole-language
and cooperative learning techniques. On-
going training has been designed to help
teachers understand how children learn
and to provide them with the skills to
identify and build on students’ individu-
al strengths. By integrating CSL. into this
instructional approach, the school has
created a learning environment that is €x-
citing, stimulating, and motivating — in
short, an environment that works for stu-
dents,

The rewards for the school are both
intrinsic and extrinsic. Children's self-
esteem has grown, and this heightened
sense of self-worth has led to improved
academic achievement. The students’
scores on the Massachusetts Test of Ba-
sic Skills have increased consistendy over
a three-year period. The motto of CSL
at Lincoln School — “Caring, Sharing,
Loving”— has become part of the schoal's
ethos. The climate of the school is order-
Iy, friendly, open, and warm. Negative
behavior is rare, and children routinety
choose to be helpful, kind, and caring.
They have been given the opportunity to
develop in a setting and structure that fo-
cus on the intrinsic rewards that come to
those who support and serve one anoth-
er and the community.

Chestnut Street Middle School. Build-
ing a sense of community within Chest-
nut Street Middle Schoo! through the
CSL program has consisted of a careful
attempt to free staff members and stu-
dents from the “system” and, in so do-
ing, to empower them to assume respon-
sibility for their choices and actions.

As defined by Chestnut's staff and stu-

dents, the concept of community begins .
with one’s own family and then extends

to the school, the city, and so on, in a
widening circle that eventually embraces
the world and all its peoples. The Chest-
nut approach to CSL always revolves
around some global theme, such as “Be
a Good Neighbor” or “Reach Up and
Reach Qut.” The theme serves as the um-
brella under which students and teachers
develop a variety of activities.

In an inner-city school, teachers, par-
ents, and students alike often have a hard
time raising the expectations that they
have for themselves and for others. The
theme “Reach Up and Reach Out” has in-

JUNE 1991
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spired all those associated with the school
1o set their sights higher and to assume
responsibility for others and for them-
selves. The concept was introduced on
the first day of school in September. The
Chestnut parents, students, and teachers
were all asked to look toward the sky.
They were told not to be limited by the
roof over their heads but to go beyond
what they could see, to reach out to the
heavens and become a star. In one math-
ematics classroom, shiny stars with the
names of all the children were hung over-
head.

As CSL has matured the practice of
reflecting on what was learned, how the
knowledge was applied, how it made stu-
dents feel, and how it benefited others has
become a key to chanping attitudes and
behaviors among the students and staff
members and to making improvements in
the learning program. The sense of com-
munity that was cultivated during the first
two years of the program evolved into a
much more sophisticated interdiscipli-
nary approach to learning that now in-
fluences everything that takes place at
Chestnut.

For example, the entire seventh-grade
Gold House is organized so that the
theme of community is examined in all
subjects. Students in the house have been
assigned to study one of five world com-
munities in their language arts, social
studies, math, science, and reading class-
es, Eventually, they wilj learn about the
impact of their community on the others,

Each teacher in the Gold House picked
one community service project to partic-
ipate in with the students, The teachers’
method of introducing the projects to
their students taught about commitment
in a highly symbolic way. The students
were asked to trace their hands on con-
struction paper, cut the forms out, write
their names on them, and bring them to
an assembly the next day.

On the walls of the anditorium were
huge paper hands, each marked with the
name of a community service project.
Each teacher or agency representative in-
troduced his or her project and told why
it was important. Each student was then
encouraged to sefect the large hand rep-
resenting the community service project
he or she wanted to work with and to
place the outline of his or her own hand
on that large hand. Students were told
that only those who wished to participate
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should do so and that they could change
their minds in the next few days.

The students took this selection process
very seriously, and some did change their
minds, After a few days, every young-
ster in the Gold House had made a com-
mitment t0 a coMmMuRity service project
and had placed his or her hand on one
of the larger ones.

Students began pamcxpaung in I.helr

service experiences in October. And the

teachers used the projects as the basis of
lessons in the appropriate subject areas.
For example, all students in the Gold
House classes solved mathematics prob-
lems related to seating arrangements at
the Paramount Theatre, where some stu-
dents served as ushers for the New Eng-
land Puppet Series. Social studies class-
es looked at the effects of Red Cross
projects worldwide and discussed the fac-
tors that have contributed to the need for
help around the world. In language arts
classes students kept journals and reflect-
ed on their service experiences,

Chestnut's schoolwide Brothers and
Sisters program has been one of the most
successful service initiatives. In a neigh-
borhood where gangs flourish, the group
now boasts 140 members. Qlder students
in the Brothers and Sisters program check
younger ones’” homework, visit them at
home, meet them before and after school
to work together on projects, share quiet
moments with them in school, and show
that they care about them, Early in 1990,
students in the program antended a Sat-
urday seminar in which, guided by teach-
ers and counselors, they explored bias,
brainstormed about exactly what a friend
is, discussed peer pressure, and exchanged
ideas about what they could bring to an-
other student in a helping relationship.

While adding new service initiatives,
Chestnut continues o build on its first
community service theme, “Be a Good
Neighbor.” Service experiences based on
this theme have given students a sense of
local history and an understanding of
their relationship to the school’s neigh-
borhood, whether they live in it or come
to Chestnut through the citywide magnet
school program.

Students researched and produced a
video called “Portrait of a Neighbor-
hood.” An exploration of the neighbor-
hood's heritage, the program has been
shown on the Jocal cable station and con-
tinues to be used by students and teachers
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as an orientation for new students,

The neighborhood theme has inspired §
an annual “Be a Good Neighbor Work-
day.” In 1991 the event was organized as
a Hispanic neighborhood festival, Parents
and students planned the festival togeth-
cr, focusing on ways 1o help one another
in the school neighborhood.

Including CSL. in the educational equa-
tion at Chestnut Street Middle School has
made a difference in the school commi- ¢
mtyandhashclpedcrcalcmchndofcar !
ing school climate that is necessary for
lcarmng 1o oceur, Because CSL is notan ;

“add-on” program, the ethic of service
has become pervasive in the school. The !
integration of CSL into the academic and -
social life of the school has provided a |
framework for teaching students in such .
a way that they will be able to meet their '
own needs while recognizing, respond-
ing to, and respecting the needs of others.

v IR T T

CSL AND SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

Does CSL help advance the agenda for
schoo! improvement? The evidence from
schools in Springfield clearly indicates
that it does. One of the most obvious links
between CSL programs and recommen-
dations for improvement is a focus on ac-
tive learning. When a school develops
service projects and interdisciplinary
teamn experiences, active leaming be-
comes part of the pedagogy. Cooperation
and collaboration are inherent in the
process of planning and carrying out
service experiences. CSL hamnesses the
energy of all to create the necessary con-
ditions for building a leaming commu-
nity, and students can bring the lessons
of service into their own lives. They learn
by doing, and in the process they begin
1o shape their own behavior. They stant
1o understand how they want to relate to
others and to themselves. They truly have -
an opportunity io become socially re-
sponsible adults.

Beyond these benefits, Springfield’s
service experiences clearly demonstrale
that everyone — regardless of economic
or social level — can serve. The Rev.
Martin Luther King, Jr., once said,
“Everyone can be great because every-
one can serve,” The Springfield CSL ex.
perience validates King's observation.
With meaning and purpose, CSL pro-
vides an integrated, active, and vital way
10 educate young people. 1
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