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Young voices on Volunteerism

Connecting academics to the outside world

The children almost knocked me down the stairs as I walked into the annex to start my senior project. I was working in a fourth-grade classroom at the Bayard Taylor School in the Hunting Park section of North Philadelphia. Three long flights of narrow stairs finally led me to my first meeting with the teacher, Bertha Jones, with whom I would be working.

Why not stay in the comfort of my high school, easing my way out of the senior year, taking my required courses? I felt this service-learning opportunity would follow upon the after-school tutoring I already did at the same school and teach me something I would never learn inside my own classroom.
Service-learning is a way of connecting academics to the outside world. The world we live in at Penn Charter is so far removed from the world that the kids at Taylor live in. For most of these fourth graders, violence is always a factor in their lives. They have grown up seeing it and have a good chance of entering the cycle themselves. Few of the children live with their parents – most live with a grandmother or an aunt. The instability of their lives at home carries into the classroom. This makes Mrs. Jones’ job even harder. She must be a mother, and also serve as a policewoman at times.

I believe that I am increasing my understanding of the world around me by journeying over to Taylor each day, and immersing myself in an environment that is so different from my own. The lessons that I learn each day, whether in discussions with the children I am reading with or in observing the interaction between Mrs. Jones and her students, will be applicable throughout my lifetime. That is what service-learning is all about.

How will this help students at Taylor School? Wouldn’t their time be better spent doing basic skills work? These are kids who are often alienated from the outside world, so such learning makes students feel as if their education is connecting to the world around them. Furthermore, service-learning teaches real-world skills, ranging from solving problems to working effectively as a group. The workplace of the future is going to need people with those skills.
How else can service-learning and volunteerism help students?

It can expand learning and interaction with others beyond the classroom. Students can feel an integral part of their communities and use this civic knowledge in tangible ways. I’m not sure I ever would have traveled to Hunting Park without this program. Some of the kids even commented, “You came down here – I can’t believe it!”

It makes you think that there is not a lot of support for schools by other sectors of Philadelphia society. Such an experience also provides empathy for others and the ability to work cooperatively with people who are very different from you.

Can an ironclad case be made for service-learning as a learning strategy? The answer is, probably not yet, but the more that teachers see it as a learning tool and not just as something added on to the end of the day or Saturday morning, the more effective it will be. It definitely helps the community, but why not see that learning as an educational technique as well?

Finally, just like any educational innovation, research is going to have to be done that shows what happens to student achievement when service-learning programs are started.

The Rev. John MacNamee, a Catholic priest who has worked in North Philadelphia for decades, spoke at a Friends meeting last year about avoiding “compassion fatigue” and how it’s the little things that you do each and every day that make a difference. I feel that way about Taylor School. Through my being there this year, things might have improved for some of the students.

What if everybody in the city of Philadelphia felt the same way and put their good intentions into action? Maybe then we would all stop bemoaning the state of public education and join a partnership that helps all children achieve.
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