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Introduction
Service learning is a pedagogical model that connects meaningful community service experiences with academic course learning. A community college can channel service learning efforts into real change for the college district and the neighboring region. Recognizing that large urban centers often get all the media coverage for changing attitudes and behaviors, I contend that the rural community college can have the same effect on its constituents. Urban areas do not hold a monopoly on civic needs or avenues for change. Rural areas have the same problems and require the same services.  Considering the great distances that rural areas encompass along with the lack of civic infrastructure, one can begin to picture the problem that rural community colleges face everyday in their struggle to produce an engaged citizenry. This paper will concentrate on recognizing great opportunities for creating positive change in four critical spheres of responsibility: College, Community, Faculty, and Students

 Institutional Roadblocks to Change in the Rural Service Learning
Rural Community College Districts are often spread over large geographical areas. Kirtland Community College is located in the northern Lower Peninsula of Michigan. The district covers four counties, and the closest town is seven miles away. Almost entirely a commuter campus, many students drive fifty to seventy five miles (one way) to campus. Students come from many small parochial communities that have their own problems that many times seem unrelated to each other. Trying to develop an attitude of change through service learning for students in this large region is a daunting task. One suggestion that has worked with our faculty is to discover a common community need in all the localities and allow students to work in their hometowns on the projects

The rural community college district might have a common natural phenomenon that the college can use to create service opportunities that unite the college and produce positive results. There are many examples of combining students from several small local communities to work toward a common district wide goal to improve community life. 

How can a small rural community college effect change when they are often unable to financially support and sustain a comprehensive service learning program? Yet small rural institutions might find it easier to implement service learning courses and modify student attitudes and behaviors. The instructional divisions of smaller institutions are often very receptive to new and innovative teaching strategies. There are fewer people to convince of the efficacy of the proposal and less department members to persuade. The numbers of students at KCC might not be overwhelming when compared to large urban/suburban universities, but the proportion of students engaged in service activities at KCC will meet or exceed those of larger institutions. 

Special Problems in Transforming Rural Communities 
Multiple community agencies contribute to the lack of any inter-agency infrastructure which slows the wheels of change. It is this very lack of infrastructure that inhibits large-scale social service partnerships in geographically large rural areas. Partnerships that have the greatest chance of improving living conditions in the rural areas. Smaller community institutions can aid in developing meaningful partnerships with rural communities. Usually one or two college officials can meet with local agencies and effect agreements that are easily ratified by the administrative leadership of the two organizations. More importantly, the rural community college must take the lead in an area that lacks any cohesive entity for coordinating community services. 

If we intend to transform the neighborhood, what does "neighborhood" mean in a rural area? In urban and suburban communities, the concept of neighborhood is well defined. Yet as rural service learning practitioners, we must resolve to expand our concept of community to include a much wider geographical area. This could include the entire county, parish, reservation, Pacific Island or any region with a common defined community need. 

Rural areas don't need to change, because we just don't have that many problems. Small population densities do not mean a lack of service opportunities. The myth of the quiet pastoral country life is just that, a myth. This impression could be based on the small scale of community services that are often found in rural communities.  Many people think that living in the "country" eliminates all social problems.  Sometimes parents in urban and suburban areas will send their troubled youth to the "country" schools to get their kids away from trouble. Unfortunately these children find the same temptations and trials that exist in the city. The sad reality is that rural areas experience the same problems that urban and suburban communities face. 

Challenges Faced by Rural Service Learning Faculty 
Rural service learning faculty have little support for changing their programs.  Large colleges have budgets that can support well-established institutionalized offices for service learning. These college offices coordinate activities, place students, develop and nurture community partnerships, and conduct program assessment. To do all of this at a small rural community college is virtually impossible.  Small colleges need to take advantage of the support of state and national organizations. The Community College National Center for Community Engagement, Campus Compact and the American Association of Community Colleges are just three organizations that have devoted considerable resources to the problems of rural community colleges. 

Faculty are unable to network with other service learning practitioners. This is true in small colleges everywhere. The service learning professionals on campus need to work diligently to create an atmosphere of collegiality on campus for all current and prospective service learning practitioners. This networking will streamline activities, eliminate duplicated efforts, and maximize the impact of a changing dynamic service curriculum. 

Where is the recognition and/or rewards for rural service learning faculty to work for change? Fortunately, few professors expect that community service would or should be an avenue to recognition. The very notion of getting rewards for performing service to our community seems almost heretical. Yet without some way to reward the extra work involved to incorporate service learning into a curriculum, many faculty will eventually tire or lose interest.  So service learning professionals should initiate ways to encourage increased participation and reward years of dedicated service. 

Students Face Unique Challenges in Rural Areas
Changing student attitudes is difficult at the rural college. This is really just the by-product of sporadic student engagement caused by three seemingly insurmountable obstacles.  First, the rural community college is often a commuter campus. As described earlier, Kirtland students often drive fifty to seventy five miles one way to campus. This creates two or three hours of “road time” per day. Students often balk at having to do anything that adds to their commute. Although not an easy task, the college needs to recognize the special obstacles that rural students face and endeavor not to add to the problem. 

Another serious impediment to change is the basic demographics of the student population. With a median age of 28-30 and a majority being females (and mothers) the rural student is often focused solely on academic and personal survival. Trying to explain the great opportunity to effect change in the community is dismissed by many of our students as something that has little to do with training for a career and therefore is circumspect.  Again, the rural community college has a responsibility to encourage civic engagement while understanding the unique circumstances faced by the rural student. 

Community college programs are designed to be a two-year experience. Many rural students then need to move to larger urban or suburban areas to complete their education. So the college develops the leadership potential of its students just in time for them to move to a university, who then gets the benefit of the training. The college in general and the faculty in particular need to constantly recruit and develop replacements for the steady talent drain inherent in the two-year college. 

 Conclusion
In the quest for positive change, the rural community college faces obstacles that other colleges can avoid. Yet, many of the most innovative and unique programs are happening in rural settings. The impetus for change is not the sole prerogative of large urban institutions. Positive change occurs in the community where a large proportion of the student body is involved in service, the service to the community is valuable, and the college sets a positive example in the local community.  If a low number (but high percentage) of the student body are actively engaged in meaningful community service that provides quality experiential educational opportunities, then the college will be the leading change agent in its region.

