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Report on Service Learning Course Development Proposal

In the spring semester of 2006, I submitted a course development proposal to revise an existing course on the literature of aging to include service learning.  The original course was a seminar entitled “Youth and Aging in Literature” which was an outgrowth of my sabbatical in 1999.  Currently, I am offering this material as an ENGL 399 Topics in Literature class.  I have made the syllabus for this course available as a separate attachment.

On that syllabus, I have added two new outcomes, one directly related to service learning which reads:  “During this course, you will relate classroom knowledge to intergenerational experiential knowledge gained through community service and presentations on service learning projects.”  The two service learning projects alluded to, that were created as a result of the course development grant I received, are a Book Club with members of the Bridgewater Senior Center and a Reading Group with residents of the Bridgewater Nursing Home.  I have detailed these two projects in a handout to students that I have also made available in a separate attachment.  

These two projects were begun this past summer when I contacted Lorraine Carrozza, the Director of Elder Affairs, and Toni Durante, the Director of the Bridgewater Nursing Home, and made site visits to each institution.  After these initial site visits, I worked with Toni to shape the Reading Group project and with Elizabeth Moura, the Assistant Director of the Senior Center, to form the Book Club, taking into account constraints presented by student and senior schedules.  

The next step was to meet my new ENGL 399 class and elicit their support for these projects.  To this end, I invited Elizabeth Moura and Toni Durante to visit our class on September 11th to describe their clientele and inform students of the characteristics of the elderly populations with which they would be dealing.  I then gave students a choice of one of the two service learning projects or a collaborative group research presentation on an issue of aging.  

There were several reasons why I chose a volunteer model for the service learning components as opposed to a mandatory model.  One was that I know many of our students work and would not be able to meet outside of class at specific times.  Another reason, and one that took me totally by surprise, was that we had a shortage of seniors to work with.  Since many of the elderly at the Bridgewater Nursing Home suffer from either severe physical incapacitation or dementia, only about six were available for the Reading Group Project.  There was an opposite problem, however, at the Bridgewater Senior Center.  There, because of the seniors’ many activities like crafts, aerobics, and creative writing, Lorraine Carrozza informed me that the Book Club could only meet once a month, not once a week as I had originally envisioned.  

When I first wrote my proposal, I had assumed that this report would be due at the end of the fall semester once the service learning projects were completed.  As this is not the case, however, I can only report our progress so far.  An overwhelming fifteen students out of a class of nineteen have chosen to participate in the service learning projects and, again much to my surprise, eleven of them have chosen to work with the most elderly seniors at the nursing home.  This will necessitate my splitting these students into two groups so as not to overwhelm the seniors and who will, therefore, now alternate bi-monthly, rather than monthly, visits to the home.  An orientation has been set up at the Bridgewater Nursing Home for these students by Toni Durante on September 29th after which the Reading Group project will begin in earnest.  I will meet with the creative writing group at the Senior Center on September 21st to encourage them to participate in the Book Club.  My third and last surprise was that this younger and more active population of seniors has turned out to also be the more cautious and wary group regarding trying something new.

In conclusion, since the elderly at the Bridgewater Senior Center, like our students, only return to a regular schedule in the fall, all parties concerned have had to be flexible in these opening weeks in fashioning the service learning projects.  I am very excited that so many of my students are anxious to participate, and I have been very pleased with the cooperation given me by the two directors of the Bridgewater institutions involved.  I have also learned, through my three surprises, that certain assumptions I entertained at the beginning of this venture into service learning were erroneous, at least in respect to the two populations of elderly involved.  I look forward to getting both projects underway by the end of September and plan to administer an informal assessment of the Book Club and Reading Group at the end of the semester to both students and seniors alike.

