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This presentation is designed to help participants understand how students can develop and improve critical thinking skills through a combination of readings, writing, and activities that prepare them for service-learning. We will discuss how, together, these assignments promote active learning, which broadens students’ perspectives on hunger and homelessness or other community problems.  As they gain more knowledge about the issues, students begin to realize their complexity, causes, and the impact on people’s lives.  Students’ improved critical thinking skills then transfer to their writing, as they have more insightful opinions to share.   Session participants will gain strategies for increasing students’ civic development and their level of civic responsibility as they guide the transition from student to writer/citizen. Participants will also be provided with a sample course syllabus, handouts, activities and sample assignments. 
The Service-Learning Program at SLCC Meramec was originally developed through the efforts of faculty in the English Department. Over the years, various approaches have been tested through this department and have evolved to include a theme-based approach. Both curricular and co-curricular projects have been created under the umbrella of our Good Neighbor Initiative. Themes include:
· Share a Story: the improvement of reading and literacy

· Bridges to Healthy Communities: improving community health

· Environment and Community Gardens: improving the environment in the region

· Hunger and Homelessness: reducing hunger and homelessness in our area

The theme of Hunger and Homelessness is being addressed in a variety of disciplines.  The Art Department, for example, creates ceramic bowls each fall that are sold through the “Empty Bowls” event sponsored by Operation Food Search, an agency that distributes food to pantries and conducts nutrition education. Culinary Arts students teach in Operation Food Search’s nutrition education program. The Sculpture Department has assisted with a Canstruction project – creating a sculpture out of collected food – to motivate participation in the semi-annual food collection by making it interactive.  The Accounting Department has helped sponsor and track food collection. Clubs on campus participate in a collection competition, as do classes. History students study the history of epidemics including HIV/Aids and work at Food Outreach, an agency dedicated to supporting the nutritional needs of HIV infected clients.  Finally, English Composition classes work at a variety of agencies that address hunger and homelessness.  
The motivation to create a theme-based approach in a composition class came from the instructor’s belief that in order to develop as writers, students must develop as critical thinkers.  The two skills reinforce one another.  Basically, it’s difficult to write when you haven’t got something to say.  And it’s difficult to develop an informed opinion about a topic if you haven’t really investigated the topic.  Therefore, studying a theme together as a class encourages students to explore it from different angles, ultimately becoming informed enough to write about it.  The theme of hunger and homelessness was chosen because those are two issues that exist in the students’ own community, yet many are unaware of the extent of the problems.  Moreover, they are issues that are surrounded by misconceptions and stereotypes about who is affected and why.  This creates a great opportunity to show students that investigating an issue in depth often leads to unexpected outcomes, such as the dissolution of stereotypes and preconceived notions.  In addition, although students may resist the topic initially, the fact that the writing has a real “purpose” – they’re writing about something that affects their own community – often makes it more meaningful to them.  
Students at SLCC Meramec are primarily middle class and most have had limited experience with food scarcity.  In order to raise awareness of hunger and homelessness issues, generate critical thinking and motivate students to get involved with service, we use several activities:
· Community Partners: early in the semester we invite community partners to speak to students about their organizations and students’ volunteer opportunities. 

· The World in Pretzels: this activity was created by the Maryland Student Service Alliance and is an effective tool for showing the unequal distribution of food in society. After participating, students do a free-write.

· Balancing a Budget with M & Ms: the working poor often need the services of food pantries. This activity helps our students understand the challenges of affording basic needs on a limited income.
· Meramec Cares Catalog:  this reference gives students background information about the issues, lists community partners, and gives relevant web sites for research.

· Homelessness Survey: we have administered this survey to students at the beginning and end of the semester. Our results have not shown a significant change in attitude; however the issues raised in this questionnaire provide content for discussions.

· Empty Bowls: the Art Department at SLCC Meramec has created approximately 100 bowls per year to donate to the fundraiser conducted by Operation Food Search. Students and faculty also demonstrate wheel throwing techniques. 

· Canstruction: new this semester, Canstruction is an activity designed to generate interest in our food drive by creating a sculpture with collected food.
· Rock and Wrap It Up: students participate in the work of this national food recovery organization by picking up food at designated rock concerts and delivering it to a local shelter.

In addition to the activities listed above, assignments given throughout the course are designed to encourage students to reflect on the issues they are studying.  As a way to get students thinking, they are first assigned an autobiography essay where they write about an experience in their lives that shaped their attitudes toward service, civic responsibility, and/or helping others.  As students begin their service at area organizations, they complete assignments based on their experiences.  For example, in an observation essay, students profile the organization they’re working at, using their observations and discussions with people at the agency to gather information about what it is doing to help people who are hungry and/or homeless.  In addition, students write an informative essay, in which they present information collected through research to readers as evidence of the severity of hunger and homelessness in St. Louis.  Finally, once they have shown there is a problem and looked at what local agencies are doing to help, students write an essay proposing what they think should be done to solve, or at least alleviate, hunger and homelessness.  These assignments, combined with reflective journals, reading assignments, and class discussions about the topics, help students begin the transition from students in a classroom to more informed citizens.  
Future plans for the theme include expanding and deepening our relationships with existing partners. For example, students in a Spanish class are encouraged to help at a pantry with an expanding Hispanic population. We have added Campus Kitchens, a national campus- based food recovering organization based locally at St. Louis University as a partner. We plan to develop our own food recovery program with our campus food service.

