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Bridging the gap: Connecting school and community with service learning

Sarah K Edwards. English Journal. (High school edition). Urbana: May 2001.Vol. 90, Iss. 5; pg.39, 

Summary: This educator used inquiry-based instruction to deliver education with a connection to the community.  The students learning far surpassed the state curriculum, and they learned tolerance, community, and acceptance.

This educator took a group of students to a new level of learning.  Edwards, having taught with traditional means, began to teach “outside the box,” and encountered a level of teaching that is almost spiritual.  The educator allowed the students to share their knowledge and experiences through inquiry-based instruction.  She encouraged the inclusion of family, community, and helped build learners who gave back to their neighborhood.  Edwards based her instruction on Nieto and Ladson-Billings innovative research to include school and community.  This promoted the importance of the learner’s life experiences and brought the value of their learning to the schoolhouse door.  All educators would like to have as eagerly engaged learners in the classroom, and this educator had teenagers involved in their education at a high level.  The high school students worked with a nearby elementary school, and eventually took their school’s motto of “Building Bridges (2),” to a whole new level.  She used the school’s motto as a foundation for the inclusion of topics such as “identity, justice, and equity (3).”  The class then read the text by Ken Mochizuki, Baseball Saved Us, which allowed the students to compare their own heritage with that of the Japanese Americans in the book.

The learners interviewed family members to use as information regarding the internment camps that they read and learned about.  Kim, a student in the class had a powerful, unexpected learning experience.  She discovered that her grandfather had attempted to photograph and document the experiences he witnessed, but they were censored.  He was so moved by the experience that Kim’s grandfather wrote an unpublished book that chronicled the events he saw.  Kim viewed this as an experience to speak for her grandfather who was deceased.  Do you think an educator had this in her lesson plans?

The learners went on to create an exhibit of “Tolerance (3).”  It was student generated and created.  They invited members of the community to view their presentation.  The work and preparation needed, the skills learned and put to use, the pride in a job well done, were many.  They wrote letters, and built their dream of a park.  This was a gradual process from reading to the elementary students at a nearby low performing school, to learning and eternalizing tolerance and pride.  The expertise these learners acquired cannot be measured by bubbling in an answer on a test.  They learned community and caring.  They learned that they are part of a bigger picture that involves families, multiple generations, and their neighborhood.

The article was a bright spot in the area of high school education for me.  It provided the importance of bringing “home” into the classroom.  Being an early childhood educator, I know that the first educator that youngsters have are the people in their homes, in their lives, in their neighborhoods.  How validating to see that educators still value and focus on the importance of that “base”, that basic beginning point of all learning.

Connection: The connections for me are ones that will be created based upon this article.  The article brings to focus the neighborhood, the street the kinders live on and the homes they come from are not included in our room to the level that they could be.  Yes, we participate in a canned food drive, and whatever else the counselor or district chooses for us to do, but what are the interests and needs of our kinders?  How can we include their ideas in the curriculum so that it is important and reaches beyond the school?  This is going to be my connection, but I have not used it yet.  

Discussion: What is it that we truly allow our learners to bring to our classrooms?  Often, educators complain that they cannot engage learners, but what are we doing to help them feel ownership in their learning?  Do we mindlessly turn pages in the textbook, and learn about whatever the publisher of the book wants us to try and interest our learner’s in?  Not anymore.  In the early grades there are possibilities that could promote and strengthen many TEKS that we have to master by year-end.  It is time that my lessons reflect more of my learners and less of my agenda and me.

Extension: Sonia Nieto has a book that further researches and educates regarding multicultural learning communities: The Light in Their Eyes: Creating Multicultural Learning Communities (Multicultural Education Series).  These articles are some that involve families and communities in the classroom:
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