
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Title: “The ecological approach to service-learning in the composition classroom” 

 

Ecological - The science of the relationships between organisms and their environments 

(www.thefreedictionary.com, 2010) 

 

Service-learning - Is a method that connects teaching and learning goals with community service, usually in the 

form of volunteering. Service-learning helps students participate within local communities—promoting civic 

engagement and responsibility—thus building important connections and a greater understanding of those 

communities’ diverse needs. The educational component of service-learning comes in the form of having students 

reflect on their experiences. 

 

Composition/Composing – Is the construction of meaning and the making of knowledge within a discourse 

community. 

 

By: Adam Webb 

 

University of Texas at El Paso 

 

Content: This research presents quantitative data from two first-year composition courses where the freshmen 

students engaged in service-learning projects. During the course of the 2010 spring semester, 50 freshmen students 

in two separate composition courses were required to read and discuss four articles on service-learning, community 

service and volunteering. In lieu of these four articles and reading responses, students were also required to 

volunteer at a local non-profit organization.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Survey data from the service-learning project, Spring 2010 

 

 

The survey was conducted at the end of the 2010 spring semester. Thirty out of fifty students in two separate first-year 

writing courses (composition courses) responded. The survey was administered through Surveymonkey.com. 

 
The structure of the composition course:  

 Start with primary research strategies and methods (i.e. students conduct a series of three interviews of individuals within their 

majors, future careers, etc., writing a reflection on each one of the interviews and then a final reflection that synthesizes all three 

together in one document) 

 Move into service-learning discussions and reading responses on the four articles (class time for writing responses and 

discussion) 

 During the reading responses, students sign up with The Center for Civic Engagement (CCE) or locate their own non-profit 

organizations within the community and start volunteering 

 For students who cannot volunteer (i.e. working, family commitments, and other reasons), introduce the alternative assignment  

 Students start writing their reflections over their volunteering experiences, connecting it to the articles we read in class 

 The semester ends with semi-formal debates between groups of students over these three areas: service-learning, community 

service, and volunteering 

 

Survey Questions Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

The Center for Civic 

Engagement representatives 

were helpful in introducing 

the local non-profit 

organizations and answering 

any questions I had. 

 

 

23.3% 

 

 

46.7% 

 

 

30% 

 

 

0% 

 

 

0% 

The three articles I read on 

service-learning in class 

were useful in helping me 

better understand “service-

learning” is. 

 

 

43.3% 

 

 

50% 

 

 

3.3% 

 

 

0% 

 

 

3.3% 

My non-profit organization 

was useful in my 

volunteering experience. 

 

10% 

 

46.7% 

 

36.7% 

 

6.7% 

 

0% 

My composition instructor‟s 

input was beneficial to the 

outcome of the entire 

service-learning project. 

 

16.7% 

 

40% 

 

13.3% 

 

20% 

 

0% 

My composition instructor‟s 

input was beneficial to the 

outcome of the entire 

service-learning project. 

 

53.3% 

 

33.3% 

 

6.7% 

 

0% 

 

6.7% 

This composition class has 

provided me with the 

opportunity to look at 

writing and researching 

from another perspective. 

 

 

46.7% 

 

 

40% 

 

 

10% 

 

 

0% 

 

 

3.3% 

I plan to continue 

volunteering, if not at this 

non-profit organization, 

perhaps at another one. 

 

27.6% 

 

31% 

 

31% 

 

6.9% 

 

3.4% 

 

Letter Grade 

 

 

A 

 

B 

 

C 

 

D 

 

F 

Unknown 

Please circle which letter 

grade you think you have 

earned. 

60% 26.7% 3.3% 0% 0% 10% 



Composition 1311 assignment description: Service-learning project 

 

This project is worth 25% of your overall grade 

 

Due on: April 18, 2010 by 3:00 pm (submitted to student PBWorks’ wiki pages as a MS Word document or 

as a link) 

 

This service-learning project will require you to volunteer at a local non-profit organization in El Paso, Texas. The 

Center for Civic Engagement (CCE) located here on the University of Texas at El Paso‟s campus will provide you 

with local non-profit organizations. Representatives from this program (CCE) will be visiting our classroom and 

explaining what the CCE is and what types of volunteering opportunities are out there in the community. However, 

you may also locate you local non-profit organizations. This project will involve 4 phases. These 4 phases are 

listed below: 

 

o 300-500 word reading responses to the four articles we will be reading in class that includes: 1) 

summarizing the main points and ideas in the articles, 2) analyzing concepts from the articles, 3) 

interpreting the information from the articles, and  4) adding your personal opinions about the 

information and knowledge conveyed in the articles (offering honest and constructive criticism on 

the ideas and concepts they present); the four articles are located below (four articles = four separate 

reading responses)  

o 300-600 word background and history of your chosen local non-profit organization (i.e. from the 

non-profit organization‟s website or from the literature they have produced) 

o 400-600 word semi-formal interview(s) with 1 or 2 individuals associated with the local non-profit 

organization 

o 500-900 word reflection on your learning and volunteering experiences 

 

The four service-learning articles we will be reading in class from February 26-March 5, 2010, are listed 

below and accessible through my PBWork‟s wiki site:  

 

Adler-Kassner, L. (2000). Service-Learning at a Glance. COLLEGE CYBERBRIEF  

(newsletter). Reprinted with permission of the National Council of Teachers of English. Retrieved 

online as a PDF file on 10 October 2009. <http://reflections.syr.edu/featured/KassnerLinda.pdf>.   

 

Butin, D. W. (2005). Service-learning is dangerous. National Teaching & Learning Forum  

14(4), <http://www.ntlf.com/>, pp. 1-5. 

 

Herzberg, B. (1994). Community service and critical thinking. College Composition and  

Communication, 45(3), 307-19. 

 

 Sigmon, R. (1979). Service-Learning: Three Principles. Synergist (9)1, 9-11.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://compositionawebb.pbworks.com/f/Reflection_Session-Alternative_Paper_Guideline%5B1%5D.pdf
http://reflections.syr.edu/featured/KassnerLinda.pdf
http://compositionawebb.pbworks.com/f/Butin+article.pdf
http://www.ntlf.com/
http://compositionawebb.pbworks.com/f/Herzberg_Community_Service_Learning_and_Critical_Teaching_1994%5B1%5D%5B1%5D.pdf
http://critical.tamucc.edu/~wiki/uploads/AWebb/sl3p.pdf


Composition 1311 grading rubric: Service-learning project 

This project is worth 25% of your overall grade 

Due on: April 18, 2010 by 3:00 pm (submitted to student PBWorks’ wiki pages as a MS Word document or 

as a link) 

This service-learning project will require you to volunteer at a local non-profit organization in El Paso, Texas. The 

Center for Civic Engagement (CCE) located here on the University of Texas at El Paso‟s campus will provide you 

with local non-profit organizations. Representatives from this program (CCE) will be visiting our classroom and 

explaining what the CCE is and what types of volunteering opportunities are out there in the community. Or if you 

choose not to go through CCE, you may locate your own local non-profit organizations to volunteer at (please 

check with the instructor).  

NAME(s):__________________________________________________________________________  

Grading Scale 

11 check marks = 98: A, 10-7 check marks = 89: B, 6 check marks = 79: C, 5-4 check marks = 69: D; 3-0 

check marks = F.  

The document, APA style (i.e. electronically uploaded MS Word essay to PB Works‟ wiki pages, website, etc.) 

 All phases of the service-learning project were completed on time/due date (April 18, 2010): _____ 

 12 point font, Times New Roman, 1 inch page margins (only for MS Word documents, otherwise be 

consistent in your fonts and size if posted directly onto your PBWorks wiki page): _____ 

 All of the reading responses, the background information on the local non-profit organization, semi-formal 

interviews, and final reflection over your learning and volunteering experiences were well-organized and 

logically constructed (this pertains to ALL of the writing): _____ 

 Written responses to the four articles, 300-500 words for each reading response (a short summary and some 

in-depth reflection on the four readings, offering honest and constructive criticism on them, using direct 

quotes or paraphrased passages from the articles): _____ 

 Well-researched material and cited sources (i.e. background information and history of the local non-profit 

organization, this should be 300-600 words): _____ 

 1-2 semi-formal interviews with individuals associated with the local non-profit organization, 400-600 

words for each one  (including well developed questions and responses and reflections to the interviewee‟s 

responses): _____ 

 Final reflection over learning and volunteering experiences, 500-900 words: _____ 

 Some kind of proof that you volunteered at the local non-profit organization (i.e. written document/form 

from the non-profit, such as a signed waiver): _____ 

 Few grammar mistakes (i.e. punctuation, misspelled words, etc.): _____ 

 Pictures/images/graphs (if used) well-placed and cited within the document: _____ 

 References listed: _____ 

  

Total: _____________ 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Alternative Research and Writing Assignment  

 

Project: Why Students and People Do Not Volunteer 

 

Purpose: To collect information/data on why students and individuals in general do not volunteer within local 

communities 

 

Goal: To gain a better understanding why students and people in general do not volunteer, what reasons they give 

for not volunteering 

 

Objective: To conduct a survey (i.e. using surveymonkey.com), interviews, and to employ the use other sources of 

information dealing with why students and individuals in general do not volunteer within local communities, 

analyzing all of the data and sources (i.e. using MS Excel to create charts or graphs of the data), then creating a 

document, 600-1,000 words 

 

Assignment Description: The hypothesis you are being presented with is this: Students and individuals in 

general usually do not volunteer within local communities because they are too busy working, have a family to 

take care of, or are unaware of where or how  to volunteer. While we may have some assumptions about this 

hypothesis, the assumptions are not necessarily true for everyone. Therefore, we need to do research to find out the 

reasons why students and individuals in general do not volunteer within local communities.  

 

This assignment will entail you collecting primary research data (i.e. from your online survey and possibly 

interviewing a few individuals on why they do not or cannot volunteer. Remember, people volunteer, so when you 

develop the statements/questions for survey, please also ask if they do or have volunteered in the past (or are 

volunteering currently). You may also ask the reasons why they volunteer (i.e. school, work, sports, church, etc.). 

You may also use any information you find using the Internet, magazines, the articles we have read in class, or in 

books (as long as they are respectable/credible sources).  

 

Once you have collected your data from the survey and interviews (if you choose to do interviews), you will write 

your interpretation of the data/findings into an essay, following APA conventions. For APA conventions please see 

here: http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/. 

 

Grading Rubric: 

 

40% = Development of survey and questions/statements (to build your survey, you may use the Likert Model 

Scale located here as an example = 

http://www.southalabama.edu/coe/bset/johnson/lectures/lec6_files/image004.jpg  

 

10% = Use of other sources, such as interviews or information off of the Internet or texts from the in-class 

readings (i.e. direct quotes or paraphrased passages from the articles we read in class) 

 

20% = Keeping the instructor informed of any progress or challenges on the assignment, this can be done 

through email, questions asked in class, or by letting the instructor read over drafts or survey findings  

 

30% = The final document will: 1) Interpret and analyze the data collected from the survey, 2) attempt to answer 

the research hypothesis mentioned above through the interpretation and analyzation of the data as well as through 

the use of other sources such as the in-class readings, and 3) provide some insight into why students and 

individuals in general do no volunteer within local communities   

 

 

Total = 100% 
 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/
http://www.southalabama.edu/coe/bset/johnson/lectures/lec6_files/image004.jpg
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