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Rural Service-Learning: Examples and Best Practices 

Service-learning is working for teachers in rural schools across Michigan and around the country. Teachers in rural communities face a multitude of challenges: "low-income populations with a limited tax-base, struggling resource-based economies, a shortage of certified teachers, a large proportion of students considered 'at risk,' and few career opportunities for high school graduates hoping to work in their local areas" (The Rural School and Community Trust, http://www.ruraledu.org/efeltxt2a.html). Despite the barriers, creative educators are able to tie community and student needs with rigorous education and careful reflection. They do this by combining service-learning with possibilities in their local districts.
 
Service-learning efforts allow students to serve the community from within the school. Examples include: developing materials to educate pet owners on proper pet care for the Humane Society; developing packets to distribute to new mothers that describe habits and techniques to encourage early literacy; and improving upon or assisting with written materials for almost any community organization, from the PTO to the local historical preservation society. 

Sidestep the transportation problem by inviting a part of the community into the school. This has been particularly successful with senior populations. As part of English, history and civics classes, students contribute to their community’s recorded history by interviewing seniors about their lives and compiling the information into videos, books or other media. Often, it is easier to bring seniors into the school than to take students to the senior center. In addition to adding to the community’s understanding of its history, students and seniors in these projects tend to better understand and appreciate one another after they interact. 

Many rural schoolteachers and students have examined the concept of community and concluded that the school is a community unto itself. In many rural areas, the school is also the focal point of the larger community. Taking this approach, students have been able to develop or improve upon a school’s recycling program while learning about recycling in science class; develop programs on resiliency skills and responsible decision making for younger students as part of health class; and create community trails and outdoor environmental classrooms on their campuses as a school-wide effort. For one amazing example, read about how one Louisiana school system used a mixture of place-based education and service-learning to improve their students' test scores and environmentally preserve the area at http://www.ruraledu.org/efeltxt2a.html.


The Michigan Community Service Commission’s





� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���





�





June 2006











The National Service-Learning Rural Online Network


The National Service-Learning Rural Network supports service-learning practitioners who live in isolated, rural communities through an interactive online community.





Goals


The goal of the network is to develop a collaborative community of practice. Ongoing interactive communication and relationship building serve as the determining factors of success. Participants become fluent in the use of school/community linkage strategies, including collaborative program design and grant writing partnerships





For more information visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.swcec.com/ron/index.html." ��http://www.swcec.com/ron/index.html.�














Rural Service Learning: Turning Special Challenges Into Great Opportunities 


Large urban centers are often the leaders in service learning opportunities. The urban population is centrally located, and urban, post-secondary institutions can point with well-deserved pride to their outstanding community partnerships. These provide great experiential learning opportunities for students and valuable services to the community. Yet urban areas do not hold a monopoly on civic needs. Rural areas have the same problems and require the same services. Consider the great distances that rural areas encompass along with the lack of civic infrastructure, and one can begin to envision the problem that rural community colleges face everyday in their struggle to increase student engagement. For more information regarding rural service learning visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.mc.maricopa.edu/other/engagement/Journal/Issue3/Holton.jsp" ��http://www.mc.maricopa.edu/other/engagement/Journal/Issue3/Holton.jsp�.




















 The Role of Education��Promoting the Economic and Social Vitality of Rural America�A special report issued by the Southern Rural Development Center, in partnership with the USDA Economic Research Service and the Rural School and Community Trust





There continues to be considerable discussion regarding the vital roles that good schools and a well-educated population play in promoting sound, local economic and community development activities. Certainly, it is commonsense that quality schools produce good citizens and skilled workers, and that employers are attracted to places having highly-educated labor. Recent federal and state efforts designed to tighten learning standards in our public schools are emblematic of the strong links that are believed to exist between education and a healthy local economy.


Today’s rural leaders are becoming increasingly attuned to the fact that high achieving schools and related human capital investment strategies are key ingredients in the promotion of sustainable development at the local level. But, serious challenges often await rural areas that seek to pursue such efforts. As a case in point, if rural schools are successful in producing well-educated students, they run the risk of accelerating the exodus of talented youth to the larger cities that offer higher salaries and other important amenities. Certainly, rural areas can attempt to retain these talented individuals by expanding the availability of better paying, higher quality jobs in the locality. But, in far too many rural places, the necessary infrastructure and fiscal resources needed to create or attract such jobs are simply limited.


In an effort to further expand the knowledge base regarding the connections between rural education and local community well-being, the USDA’s Economic Research Service and the Southern Rural Development Center (in partnership with the Rural School and Community Trust) hosted a two-day workshop in Spring 2003. A distinguished group of social scientists, along with practitioners and policy-analysts, delivered and discussed current research being undertaken on a variety of rural education and economic development-related subjects.


Nine of the research articles, presented over the course of this two-day symposium, are highlighted in this important report. Every article, either directly or indirectly, grapples with the rural education and community/economic connection. For sake of simplicity, the articles are divided into three thematic topics: (1) Education, Human Capital and the Local Economy; (2) Links between Rural Schools and Communities; and (3) Creating Successful Rural Schools and Students. We hope the articles are informative and that they stimulate greater interests by the social sciences research community in addressing current and emerging rural education and economic development challenges in rural America. 


For more information visit: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ruraledu.org" ��www.ruraledu.org�.
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NREA COMMUNITIES AND RURAL EDUCATION SERVICE AWARD (CARES) �The National Rural Education Association (NREA) is the oldest established national organization of its kind in the United States. Formerly known as the REA, the Association traces its origins back to 1907 when it was originally founded as the Department of Rural Education. For more information about the NREA, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.nrea.net/background.html" �Background�. Check out our � HYPERLINK "http://www.nrea.net/events.htm" �Events� page to learn about the exciting awards and other programs offered by the NREA.


The NREA and Great American Financial Resources, Inc., are proud to announce a new partnership between NREA and GAFRI to create the Communities and Rural Education Service Award CARES. The CARES Award is designed to recognize a rural school district for outstanding efforts to build strong ties between the school district and the community it serves. The winning school district must demonstrate innovative or creative ways the school district has contributed to the community. To read more � HYPERLINK "http://www.nrea.net/awards & other/GAFRI ANNOUNCES NEW NREA AWARD.doc" \t "_blank" �click here�


� HYPERLINK "http://www.nrea.net/awards & other/NREA CARES Award.pdf" \t "_blank" �NREA CARES AWARD ANNOUNCEMENT��� HYPERLINK "http://www.nrea.net/awards & other/NREA Nomination form.pdf" \t "_blank" �NREA CARES NOMINATION FORM��� HYPERLINK "http://www.nrea.net/awards%20&%20other/GAFRI%20Letter.pdf" \t "_blank" �GAFRI Letter �




















To share information about service-learning topics or resources, please call the MCSC at 517.241.2553, 


Email � HYPERLINK "mailto:gilmant@michigan.gov" ��gilmant@michigan.gov� or write


 “Service-Learning Tool Kit,” Michigan Community Service Commission, 1048 Pierpont, Suite 4, Lansing, MI 48913





The MCSC is firmly committed to providing access, equal opportunity, and reasonable accommodation in its programs, activities, and materials. Please call 517.335.4295 to request accommodations or to obtain materials in an alternate format.
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