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Presentation Outline
� About my course and my students
� Service learning motivations and concerns
� First the results
� Then revisit two key decision points

� I will present background and outline choices
� Would like you to offer brief suggestions
� I’ll tell you what I did and how it worked out



About My Course
� IT Fluency: Skills, Concepts, Capabilities

� “Think like an expert.”

� Many contributions needed in IT—big tent
� Value what they have, build what they don’t

� Service Learning a surprise to them
� 30�110 students in 2 yrs.—now lecture/lab

� Lecture a disappointment, mostly

� Our Majors: 50�300 in 5 yrs.
� Dept. teaching ranking from #1�30th percentile



About My Students
� 110 Students
� 95% required to be there
� 64% would not have taken course otherwise
� 20% want to “just coast through the course”
� Service Learning a surprise to them
� Surveys, journals, blogs, discussion threads

� I want to get to know them (it’s what I enjoy 
about teaching)



Service Learning Motivations/Concerns
� I want the students to care enough to work through 

difficult database concepts
� I want to appeal to a broader set of students
� I want students to develop capabilities central to IT: 

e.g., needs assessment, design
� Not by choice: how will student perceive it?
� Can I engage 110 students?
� Will the community partner benefit sufficiently?
� Are the logistics manageable?



About the Students—Opportunities

… and 86% value real-world learning opportunities

69% positive about CSL …



First the Results
� Student grades up 11 percentage points.
� Student course evaluations up
� Anecdotally, comments about course having 

meaning for students up
� More fun for me
� 80% students glad for CSL, 76% valued social 

justice curriculum, 64% worked harder.
� It was a lot of work, but it always is.



More from Students, Pre-Course
� 41% liked that we were working toward social 

justice
� 42% thought service learning would break the 

monotony of the course
� 46% thought service learning was important to 

help them develop new capabilities
� But, 20% worried about these activities taking 

too much time
� And 5% had no interest in helping community 

organizations do their work



Pre-Course Choices
� Do I have all the students working on same project?
� Do I organize students in teams, have them work 

individually, or work all together as a class?
� How can students experience this organization 

when there are so many of them?
� How do I get each student to think their work 

matters, again, when there are so many of them?
� How much service learning curriculum can I 

“impose?”



What I decided to do
� Same project for all: Amherst Survival Center
� Organize students in teams of 6 that I select, 

interviews and discussions with whole class.
� Optional:  Students lunch at ASC
� Rely on inherent interest in project for motivation; 

I would aggregate best ideas into production 
database.

� Focus on “real world learning” with minimal “social 
justice” curriculum



Outcomes: One project for all
� Successful: infused whole course experience and 

compensated for restricted contact time.
� I was able to focus my energy on one organization
� Would like to go step farther and extend 

relationship across more courses in department.
� Some friendly competition and camaraderie 

resulted; in a way the class functioned as one large 
team.



Outcomes: Teams of 6
� Questionnaire for team selection:

� Plans to visit ASC, database enthusiasm and experience, 
performance in class to date, attitudes about poverty

� Team size optimal, all things considered
� Team honor code wiki 
� Teams visited ASC together (unanticipated)
� Next time will let students select their own 

teams, but keep size the same



“To my surprise, actually, 
this [Team] Honor Code 
is an accurate 
description of group 
dynamics and 
responsibilities.   We 
have put down clear 
guidelines on acceptable 
behavior that I have 
found easy to follow.”

Outcomes: Teams of 6



Outcomes: Lunch at ASC
� Max 5 per lunch, used Doodle poll
� Only Mondays/Fridays worked with most 

class schedules.
� Students went as teams (their idea)
� Many positive reports in journals, and I 

encouraged sharing in whole-class 
discussions.



Outcomes: Lunch at ASC
I have to admit that I had apprehensions when it came to visiting 

the survival center. I have never experienced any type of 
shelter/ food pantry before and I really did not know what to 
expect, I was pleasantly surprised. The atmosphere there was 
very warm and welcoming, and the food was very good! All my 
ideas about what the ASC would be like were thrown out as 
soon as I was able to spend 15 minutes there. Before I went I 
had no plans to volunteer, but now I think I am going to find a 
few hours each week to do that. I recommend a visit to any one 
who has yet to go.



Outcomes: Lunch at ASC
I have visited the survival center and I really enjoyed myself. The facility 

was much smaller than I had imagined but I really liked how welcome it 
felt. Although I may not have necessarily needed the food that was 
provided, I was not once treated any differently than the others there.

I had the pleasure of sitting at a wonderful table with these two older 
gentlemen. We spoke the entire lunch hour and continued a little 
while longer after. These men were great people and were so easy to 
talk to and were interested in us, as we were interested in them. 
Another gentleman and I had a conversation about everyday things and 
spoke about the differences between the UMass basketball team vs. 
the Celtics and what project we were doing for them and why. 



Outcomes: Lunch at ASC
I really enjoyed 

myself and I 
hope the other 
students that 
go have a great 
experience as 
well! 

There were a lot of things that happened at 
the center that were very touching but my 
favorite was the following. I was looking at 
the book section and found one of my 
favorite books on the shelf. I pulled it out 
and looked it over, and mentioned that it 
was a favorite and placed it back on the 
shelf. As I was leaving, a woman had it 
under her arm and as I walked out she 
touched my hand and said "I will give it a 
try." It's something so small, yet something 
I will always remember. 



I'm interested to see what level of 
"poverty?" people are there. I 
don't know if I'm going to 
stand out as someone who 
shouldn't be there. I in a 
way feel bad going and 
eating free lunch when it 
would be more beneficial to 
others.

Outcomes: Lunch at ASC

What I am really hoping from this 
project is to feel like I know 
the Amherst Survival Center 
enough to feel comfortable 
to go there, because at this 
point I don't



Outcomes: Let project motivate
� Journals, blogs, discussion threads key

� Enthusiasm infectious: I think positive leaders set 
the tone more than I did

� Early warning system
� Engagement sufficient to motivate, barely

� Better if all visited ASC, but ASC is not a museum
� Lucky to be replacing a failed database

� Created by computer-savvy past director w/ no 
database skills, just like my students pre-course.



Outcomes: social justice

Amherst might surprise you:
• 20% below federal poverty level of $17,600
• Many more meet USDA food pantry eligibility for family of 

three: $31,765
• ¼ children eligible for free or reduced school lunches

Our class:
• 75% volunteered with similar organization
• 18% received services, personally or immediate family
• 1% self-classified as poor



Outcomes: social justice

Empathy — At the Heart of IT
“The action of understanding, being aware of, 
being sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing 
the feelings, thoughts, and experiences of 
another…without having the feelings, thoughts, 
and experiences fully communicated in an 
objectively explicit manner.”

(Merriam Webster Collegiate Dictionary)



Outcomes: social justice
Critical Thinking:
•“Identifying assumptions that inform our 

reasoning and actions, then…”

For complete definition, see slide 2 at 
http://www.stephenbrookfield.com/pdf_files/Teaching_Critical_Thinking.ppt)

Dr. Stephen Brookfield,
StephenBrookfield.com 



Outcomes: social justice
� Bringle & Hatcher article on Reflection in 

Service Learning
� Used so they understand my CSL motivations 

and expectations
� Written for faculty, but in resonates with 

students

Bringle, Robert G and Julie A. Hatcher, “Reflection in Service Learning: 
Making Meaning of Experience.” Campus Compact Introduction to 
Service-Learning Toolkit (1999):113-140



Outcomes: social justice
� One last exercise: Implicit Association Tests

� https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/demo/
� Used like the VARK learning styles assessment 

they had done previously.
� Even with hindsight, I think I prepared them for 

the test well
� A tool for reflection, not an assessment
� Though the test does spit out a classification, e.g., 

“Your data suggest a strong automatic preference for 
Abled Persons compared to Disabled Persons.”



Outcomes: social justice
� I was surprised by the pushback
� And particularly how much the 

criticism lacked intellectual rigor.

“…this test was kind of bogus.”



More Choices: What to Do?
� Move on?
� Take this as a cue that more work is needed?
� Other options?



What I did…
� Tried a quick fix so we could move on
� Didn’t work, so I tried another
� Then another.
� Eventually, there was a whole suite of 

perspectives on bias, and the students 
responded with thoughtful engagement

� And 76% were glad for this content.



What I did…1st attempt
� Have students read Harvard Project Implicit 

background and FAQ
� Read three NY Times op-ed pieces on IATs

� Kristof: http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/30/opinion/30kristof.html

� Brooks:  http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/28/opinion/28brooks.html?em

� Tierney:  http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/18/science/18tier.html?8dpc

� Told them I expect more rigor in arguments
� Reminder: Critical Thinking definition



1st attempt results – little better

I feel like I do have a slight 
automatic bias 
sometimes preferring 
things that are familiar to 
me. … I feel like the only 
way to get rid of a bias is 
to become familiar with 
it.

…with the disabled test it was easier 
for me to associate positive things 
with abled people because I feel 
like being blind or deaf would be 
a negative thing even to those 
people who had it.

I think that the tests make 
people feel uncomfortable 
because they don't like to 
be labeled.



What I did…2nd attempt
Jorge the Church Janitor Finally Quits, by Martín Espada

http://www.martinespada.net/jorge.htm



2nd attempt results – still mixed

I read the poem about Jorge the 
Janitor and at first I did not 
have any reactions about it. I 
thought it was a pointless 
poem about a janitor.

I did not like the poem about 
Jorge the janitor very much. I 
believe that it made a janitors 
job seem like something that 
is not respectful.  I believe 
that Jorge should have pride 
in the work he does and be 
proud that he is providing for 
his family and serving a 
purpose in the world.



2nd attempt results – still mixed
It stuck in my mind for a while after I 

read it. People correlate this 
man solely with his occupation. 
A correlation I made 
immediately to Jorge the janitor 
was to a lot of the workers in the 
dining commons on campus. A 
large number of them are 
foreign and I for one tend to 
sort of block them out but they 
are constantly swarming 
around doing their work.

It showed how here was this guy 
who worked hard to make 
sure the church was clean 
and was just like any other 
person but no one paid any 
attention to him because 
they make judgments on him 
just because of his 
profession. This got me 
thinking to similar situations 
i have been in…



What I did…3rd attempt
� Are poor people lazy or unfortunate?
� Harvard Economist Alberto Alesina says:

� “Americans believe that the poor are lazy; Europeans 
believe that the poor are unfortunate.”

� “According to the World Value Survey, 71 per cent of 
Americans versus 40 per cent of Europeans believe that 
the poor could become rich if they tried hard enough.”

� “60% of Americans vs. 26% of Europeans said the poor 
are lazy “

http://www.economics.harvard.edu/pub/hier/2001/HIER1933.pdf



I chose laziness. This may be a bias 
of mine. I believe everyone has 
a chance to make it in this 
country…as long as they have 
great ambition and work ethic. 
It is possible that when I hear 
different stories of poor 
families, my ideas may change.

3rd attempt results – getting traction
I think that this is the most 

interesting topic we have 
talked about. I find it weird 
how Americans and Europeans 
have a different distinction on 
why people in this world that 
are poor are either too lazy or 
just unfortunate.

The most interesting perspective on bias to me that we explored in 
class was the discussion paper by Alberto Alesina that suggests 
Americans believe people are poor because they are lazy rather 
than unfortunate.



Final activity on bias – step back
� Asked them to consider all the Perspectives 

on Bias, and write just one paragraph.
� Too much?  Turned out to be wonderful 

First of all I thought that it was very interesting how in a computing 
class we are learning and dealing with topics that are real and 
important today. I thought that this class was just simply just 
going to be about learning about how to use computer software 
better, and I am glad that we are going to be creating something
to help other people. It gives the work we do more importance 
and makes me want to do an even better job.



Analysis: Keys to Success
� Choose community partner carefully

� Ours was perfect

� Journaling/blogging critical
� Would not have worked without early warning 

system and nuanced understanding for me and 
opportunity for reflection for students.

� Don’t be afraid to discuss non-STEM issues
� Identify student leaders to champion CSL
� I used undergraduate TAs and current students


