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ABSTRACT. Schools can be instruments of social change when they adopt a curriculum
that intimately joins didactic instruction and experiential learning, otherwise known as
service-learning (Boyer, 1997; Bringle & Kremer, 1993; Myers-Lipton, 1996). As a type of
“scholarship of engagement” (Boyer, 1997), service-learning is a methodology which
enables family educators to incorporate community service opportunities into established
- family science curriculum. Having received support from an intergenerational service-
learning grant from the Association of Gerontology in Higher Education (AGHE) and the
University of Pittsburgh’s Generation’s Together (GT), we will describe the way in which
service-learning was integrated into an existing aging course. This class helps our students to
meet the human development content area requirement for the National Council on Family
Relation’s (NCFR) Certified Family Life Educator (CFLE) program. More specifically, we
will provide a description of the Elder Service Partnership Project, delineate the educational
objectives of the experience, and offer a critique of the partnership based on feedback
provided by both undergraduates and elders. Benefits of the experience to both students and
elders will be highlighted, as well as suggestions for improving the overall experience.
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Emest Boyer’s vision of the New American College has made a tremendous impact on the
academic world, particularly as interest in service-learning continues to grow. Boyer’s (1994, 1997)
vision of the New American College places a high value on service and aims to promote institutions
that are deliberately dedicated to improving the human condition. Schools can be instruments of
social change when they adopt a curriculum that intimately joins didactic instruction and

-—experiential learning, otherwise known as service-learning (Bringle & Kremer, 1993; Myers-Lipton,
1996). Boyer calls professionals to rededicate their academies to serve the surrounding community
and to solve real civic, social, economic and moral problems. This demand has lead to a resurgence
of service-learning in countless disciplines and academic institutions across the nation (Fisher &
Finkelstein, 1999; Zlotkowski, 1996).
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Traditionally, institutions have accomplished Boyer’s (1994, 1997) goal of engaging the
academy and the community in many ways. Departments frequently incorporate practica,
internships, volunteer work, research projects, field trips, open houses, and lectures open to the
public in order to foster connections between students and the community. Another method
educators can utilize to connect their institution to their community, which has gained increasing
attention over the last several years, is service-learning.

Service-learning is a credit-bearing educational experience in which students participate in
an organized service activity that meets identified community needs and which actively engages
students in reflection in such a way as to gain further understanding of course content, a broader
appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of civic responsibility (Brown & Roodin,
2001). While service-learning can take place in multiple contexts, a course such as Sociology of
Aging clearly lends itself to intergenerational social-learning, with the main distinction being the
extended contact between generations on opposite ends of the lifespan.

- While Boyer was largely interested in the mutual benefits of the scholarship on engagement
for both the academy and community, others have recognized the positive impact that the
scholarship of engagement has on students. Besides strengthening students’ sense of civic
responsibility, service-learning positively affects attitudes and stereotypes (Zlotkowski, 1996). When
service-learning is implemented in an intergenerational setting, both children and young adults
significantly improve their attitudes about the elderly when the program design is well planned
(Aday, McDuffie & Sims, 1993; Brabazon & Disch, 1997; Bringle & Kremer, 1993; Cartenson,
Mason & Caldwell, 1982; Chapman & Neal, 1990; Corbin, Metal-Corbin & Barg, 1989; Couper,
Sheehan & Thomas, 1991; Krystal, 1998; Myers-Lipton, 1996). In fact, if an intergenerational
service-learning program is poorly constructed, negative attitudes can easily be perpetuated
(Brabazon & Disch, 1997; Long, Larsen, Hussey, & Travis, 2001). Eyler and Giles (1999) found that
in order to accomplish certain learning goals, “programs have to be very thoughtfully designed to
create opportunities for sustained community involvement and intellectual challenge” (p. 167).

A few basic components of service-learning have been highlighted throughout the literature.
Couper et al. (1991) contend that a high quantity of an intergenerational interaction will not
necessarily lead to an increase in positive attitudes about elders. Instead, the nature and quality of the
interaction are crucial elements for service-learning to be successful in achieving this objective
(Brabazon & Disch, 1997; Couper et al., 1991; Fisher & Finkelstein, 1999). Applying contact
theory, developed by Allport and Amir (as cited in Couper et al., 1991), Seefeldt (1987) lists four
‘conditions necessary for the intergenerational interaction to improve attitudes of group members.
First, all groups involved in the interaction must have equal status. Second, contact between group
members is intimate instead of casual in nature. Third, the interaction must be pleasant and both
groups must feel that they are benefiting from it. And fourth, the interaction must have a functional
purpose in which all participants set goals and join in important activities together.

Thoughtful reflection and critical analysis are essential for learning to occur. Myers-Lipton
(1996) points out that according to critical education theorists, attitude change takes place when
students interact with others and then reflect on the meaning of this interaction. When students
engage in reflection, they play a major role in their education (Myers-Lipton, 1996). Active
reflection can be done via writing assignments (e.g., journals, reflection papers), readings, small
group discussions, and classroom presentations which enhance student understanding of the course
content, the discipline they are studying, their personal values, and the meaning of civic
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responsibility and community (Brown & Roodin, 2001). Describing the service experience alone is
not enough; students must also analyze the work they have done. This element of service-learning
distinguishes it from volunteerism and is a primary means of applying course content to the students’
service experience (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2001). This reflective component has even
been referred to as the “hyphen in service-learning...the link that ties student experience in the
community to academic learning” (Eyler & Giles, 1999, p. 171).

A final component of service-learning which is necessary to ensure mutual benefit to all
participants is reciprocity. Greene (1998) states that “if mutual benefit to self and other is not
recognized, then service-learning has fallen short as an educational tool. Failure of the recipient to
perceive what has been given as service invalidates the experience for all” (pp. 411-412). Greene’s
(1998) study of reciprocity in two service-learning projects found that the benefit to self is more
readily recognized than the benefit to the other. Therefore, care must be taken to emphasize equal
give and take in the relationship. This can take place through a reception at the close of the program,
a gift in writing given to the elder participant, mutual sharing, verbal expressions, free advertising
for a partner agency in school publications, and invitation of agency staff members to school
functions and presentations.

In this article, we will provide an overview of students and elders engaged in
intergenerational service-learning in a Sociology of Aging course offered during the spring o£ 2000.
As a method of connecting the academy to the community, service-learning is a time intensive and
relatively new instructional technique. We will provide an overview of our particular project,
educational objectives for the activity, and evaluative feedback from both students and their Elder
Service Partners. In the process, we hope to prompt additional ideas as to how service-learning
might be incorporated into other areas of the family science curriculum.

THE CASE OF “SOCIOLOGY OF AGING”

An intergenerational service-learning grant from the Association for Gerontology in Higher
Education (AGHE) and the University of Pittsburgh’s Generation’s Together (GT) enhanced our
capacity to develop pedagogical strategies which implement intergenerational service-learning into
an existing course, Sociology of Aging (SOC231). This course is one of two “aging” options that
students take in a series of life span courses for the Human Growth and Development Content Area
required for the National Council on Family Relations’ CFLE program. When registering for the
" class, most students are fairly confident that they have no desire or intention to work with the older
population. Historically, however, this course has been successful in helping students to think
differently, and in most cases more positively, about aging and career possibilities with older
persons. During previous offerings of this course, an Elder Mentor Relationship was an effective
experiential learning tool in facilitating growth among students by having them interact with an
older person for the duration of the semester (Hamon & Koch, 1993). Adding a service directive to
this intergenerational relationship was thought to provide students an opportunity to share a common
goal with an elder, while connecting cognitive knowledge with experiential knowledge in a
meaningful way.

Intergenerational service-learning was integrated into the Sociology of Aging course by
linking each undergraduate student to an older person, an Elder Service Partner (ESP), with whom
they engage in service opportunities for the duration of the semester. Students chose their ESP from
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a comprehensive list of elders who agreed to participate in the project. The list, generated by the
professor in advance of the first day of class, included each elder’s name, age, sex, residence, and
volunteer activities. Elder Service Partners: a) were older than 60 years of age, b) belonged to the
Brethren in Christ Church or had an historical relationship with the students’ college, c) had already
made voluntary service commitments to the community, and, d) were willing to have a student
partner in service with them for the duration of the semester. Students were then encouraged to
contact their ESP by phone to set up an initial meeting to become acquainted with one another and to
schedule dates for community service and interviewing,.

Students engaged in two types of service with their Elder Service Partners during the
semester. First, undergraduates paired with an Elder Service Partner in completing ten hours of
community service during the twelve weeks of spring semester. Rather than dictate where the pairs
should perform their service activities, the professor encouraged students to join their elders in
fulfilling the obligations their Elder Service Partners had already made relative to their communities.
As long-time residents of their respective communities, the Elders had identified community needs
to be addressed in this service-learning project.

Second, service was also integrated by having students conduct life history interviews with
their Elder Service Partner. (See Pelaez & Rothman, 1994, for sample life story interview materials.
See Hoopes, 1979, for a primer on oral history). These interviews occurred during at least five
meetings and were audio taped (assuming permission was granted by the Elder Partner). All
interviews were outlined or transcribed by the student and then used to compose a life history.
Students presented the Life Story document to their elder at a reception held at the conclusion of the
semester. The oral history activity represents significant service by “giving voice” to older citizens
and by providing an opportunity for meaningful life review for the Elder Service Partner. The Life
Story document served as a gift to the older participants for their willingness to spend time with their
undergraduate counterparts, as well as a valuable expression of reciprocity in the relationship. Given
that these documents contained important historical records and personal wisdom for future
generations, Elder Service Partners were given the opportunity to have their life story catalogued in
the institution’s archives section of the library.

Educational Objectives

Clearly delineated educational objectives are crucial for the success of any experiential
“assignment in that they create a legitimate purpose for the activity and guide students in their
reflection on the experience. There are numerous educational objectives for the intergenerational
service-learning component of Sociology of Aging. The experience enables students to interact
directly with older adults in meeting their mutual commitments to enhance the lives of others
through service. Such an experience enriches classroom knowledge and textual readings by helping
students to apply gerontological information and process class content and experience via journaling
and group discussion; develop a sense of civic and social responsibility; challenge stereotypes or
misconceptions about the old and the aging process; test theories; critique interventions, programs
and policies designed to improve the condition of older people; exhibit sensitivity to the diversity of
aging experiences; demonstrate awareness of social issues related to aging; foster communication
skills; and gain an appreciation for relationships with older persons.
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The life history interview portion of the assignment was thought to assist students in learning
how to effectively dialogue with someone much older than themselves; foster interviewing skills;
expose students to transcribing and data analysis; and provide an opportunity for creative expression
in compiling a Life Story Album for their Elder Service Partners. Life history interviews are also
likely to benefit students by promoting self-disclosure and fostering more meaningful personal
relationships with the Elder Service Partner; helping students to learn more about the Brethren in
Christ, the founding denomination of their academic institution; allowing students to share in the life
wisdom gleaned by their Elder Service Partner; and providing students a glimpse of historical events
as lived and experienced by an older generation.

PROJECT PARTICIPANTS

A total of 39 traditional-aged undergraduate students enrolled in the Sociology of Aging
class during Spring 2000. The class consisted of 3 males (8%) and 36 females (92%) and 38 family
studies majors and one biology major; 4 students were juniors, and 35 students were seniors. For
82.5% of the students, this course was their first in gerontology. While 97.5% of the students had
volunteered at some point in their lives, only 35% had previously participated in service-learning.

Elder Service Partners ranged in age between 64 years old and 86 years old, with an average
of 75 years. Twelve were male (31.5%) and twenty-six were female (68.5%) and all were members
of the Brethren in Christ Church. Sixteen lived at a local continuing care retirement community, all
but one in independent cottages or apartments; nineteen ESPs resided in the community, most in
independently owned homes which they shared with their spouse. Given the nature of the program, it
was imperative that elders were actively volunteering on a regular basis. Elder Service Partners
maintained a wide range of service commitments including: transporting and visiting residents in the
retirement community, reading to children and volunteering in children’s nursery and a day care,
quilting for charity, sorting and delivering mail, cataloguing material in the library, volunteering at
10,000 Villages (a self help store), providing various services for their church (e.g., Eat ‘n Run
program for families, Sunday School, cleaning), visiting refugee families, constructing houses for
House Against Hunger, gardening, and working in local food pantries.

METHOD OF COURSE EVALUATION

Three sources of data were used to assess the attainment of educational objectives and to
evaluate the overall impact of the experience for students: pre- and post-tests which were designed
by University of Pittsburgh’s Generations Together (GT); standard student course evaluations which
were administered at the conclusion of the semester; and student journal entries, which were
completed once every other week for the duration of the semester. Student journals were one-page,
single-spaced entries that included the date, time, place, and duration of each service assignment; a
brief summary of the visit; integration of gerontological information; and personal reflections,
impressions and meanings. With student consent, journals were copied and evaluated for the degree
- to which intergenerational service-learning assisted in helping students to meet course objectives, as
well as reviewed for positive outcomes and challenges of the experience. With the exception of one
student who ultimately failed the course, all students enrolled in the course completed evaluation
forms and handed in at least six journal entries.













































