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Community college service learning coordinators often have significant barriers to overcome to recruit faculty, students, and community partners to participate in service learning projects and support them in their efforts.  From overworked faculty and students with multiple life commitments to community partners with limited resources, service learning programs must strive to offer effective service learning opportunities, with facilitated placements.  One critical capacity-building strategy is to develop partnership lists that address specific themes related to course learning objectives and relevant social issues.   This presentation will discuss ways in which Portland Community College has utilized this method with various community partners, to resounding success.  Participants will not only learn about these techniques, but will also explore ways that they too can create such theme-based models.   


The first beneficiaries of theme-based partnerships lists are faculty.  With the invaluable help of PCC’s Service learning Partnerships Coordinator, faculty are able to receive customized lists of community partners that address the specific issues they are interested in, such as women’s studies, early childhood education, or computer science.  Given that the partnerships have already been developed, with contact information and project details provided, faculty are able to immediately offer the projects to their students, thereby bypassing time-consuming preparation efforts.  Several PCC faculty have also received grants to develop additional lists, with a focus on modern languages, history, and multiculturalism.  These lists not only help faculty who are currently involved in service learning, but they also can serve as powerful recruiting tools for other faculty in relevant disciplines.  Finally, a wonderful partnership with Hands on Portland, a member of the national City Cares program, offers Teamworks projects around specific themes, such as poverty and the environment, that faculty can use for group projects in their classes.  All of these theme-based partnership efforts help faculty overcome the challenges that they may perceive in developing service learning projects, therefore allowing them to focus on the core pedagogical benefits of service and learning.

The presentation will also focus on how students benefit from these lists.  In addition to streamlining students’ placement efforts and fitting more conveniently into their lives, the more directed service learning options tend to fit more closely with the students’ course learning objectives, thus increasing the likelihood that their educational experiences will be richer.  Whether in a group project or from individual projects which students can identify from the lists, students are able to participate in appropriate service learning experiences.  Based on a survey, conducted by Hands on Portland, of students participating in a Teamworks project through a PCC Social Problems class, it is clear that students can gain a great deal.  While the survey will be discussed in more detail during the presentation, with samples of the pre- and post-tests available for participants, this example illustrates the findings.  Student responses rose from 25% before the Teamworks project to 92% agreeing or strongly agreeing to the statement, “I understand the social, economic and environmental issues that impact the Portland community.”  Such feedback is powerful testament to offering students well-organized service projects that fit well with their learning objectives and reflection assignments, in order to improve their educational experiences and help them effectively address community issues.

Certainly, one should never forget the needs of the community.  The presentation will promote the identification of specific community issues, with participants brainstorming about their own local and state concerns.  Through discussions with community partners, media reviews, and policy analysis, community colleges can play critical roles in helping community agencies tackle pressing social issues.  Theme-based partnership lists can develop around these issues, thus highlighting community partners in need of volunteers, as well as providing a valuable networking tool for agencies addressing similar issues.  Faculty and students can thus become part of community problem-solving efforts, based on the needs identified in their own communities.

Given these foundational goals, this presentation will identify steps to developing other theme-based service projects, which integrate course learning objectives, offer effective service opportunities for individuals as well as groups, such as the Hands on Portland Teamworks model used by one of the instructors, and build on issues already being addressed on our campuses and in our communities.  Hopefully, the review of efforts at PCC will inspire and train attendees to develop similar lists and projects for their faculty, students, and community partners.  Participants will learn how to identify networks of community partners addressing shared social issues, as well as how to potentially work with City Cares organizations around the country and other service agencies in their communities to create individual and group projects that organize service activities around common themes.  This session will share how to frame and develop service projects that are educational, address community issues, foster leadership skills, and promote teamwork.  Handouts will be available on the programs, opportunity lists, and survey models.  References to Hands on Portland’s and PCC’s Service learning web pages will provide further resources for attendees to consider when they return to their colleges.


Service learning is a dynamic pedagogical movement, with the potential to make a real difference in the lives of our students and communities.  The theme-based partnership lists are one way to help faculty, students, and community partners overcome the barriers that limit their participation in service learning.  Yet, the lists are only snapshots of a truly evolving process of trying to improve our effectiveness in developing our educational tools and problem-solving skills.  With changes in staff capacity, financial resources, new technology (e.g., distance learning possibilities), and the ever-changing arena of social problems, it is essential to remain cognizant of the organizational techniques colleges can use to streamline their efforts.  We hope that this session can provide such a model.

