Everyone Can Do Something

Adapted from: Kluth, P. (2023). “You're Going to Love This Kid":
Teaching Autistic Students in the Inclusive Classroom (3rd ed.). Brookes.

Would your students be interested in planting a garden, writing books for younger children, or gathering
supplies for an animal shelter? If so, it might be time to launch service-learning projects in your inclusive
classroom.

Service learning blends thoughtfully planned volunteer work with critical

reflection and opportunities to meet educational goals (Losser et al., 2018).

Having students collect canned goods for the local food pantry is not service 0
learning. It's a nice deed. If, however, students in a food science class study

hunger in America, then examine the problem by interviewing staff members

at a food pantry, engaging in research related to areas of need at that pantry,

creating a cookbook based on the foods most often available at that pantry,

publishing and distributing the book, eliciting feedback on book and the

project, reflecting on the process, and discussing how grassroots work can

affect a community, that would qualify as service learning.

Benefits of Service Learning

Service learning opportunities are valuable for so many reasons; they allow students to participate in projects
with tangible outcomes, make decisions, speak and be heard, inspire and create change, understand their
personal power (Berman, 2015), and achieve recognition (Gent, 2009). They can also boost student learning
(Warren, 2012) and provide opportunities to differentiate instruction because there are various tasks to
complete, angles to study, and ideas to explore in a single project.

Because students with disabilities often receive services in schools and
communities, service learning is ideal for this population. These learners
often thrive when given opportunities to provide support and may even
develop positive identities as a result of their work (Gent & Gurecka, 2001).
Yoder et al. (1996) found that students with disabilities who participated in
service learning acquired increased self-knowledge and improved
communication, problem solving, and social skills. Inclusive service learning
may also provide students with opportunities to connect in new ways and
bond through shared experiences (Lapidot-Lefler & Kais, 2021).

An Example: Animals & Communities

When | was a second-grade teacher, | planned several service units with my co-teaching colleagues. One unit
we implemented was inspired by two learners on the autism spectrum---Luis and Katie. We knew that these
students needed lessons that incorporated movement. We also wanted them to have a lot of opportunities to
interact with peers because they seemed to thrive in social situations. We were also cognizant of the students’
goals when planning this unit; both Luis and Katie had complex support needs, were learning new
communication systems, and needed opportunities to practice using their systems.
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For this project, we combined two traditional second-grade units (animals and communities) and titled it “How
can we support wildlife in our community?” We talked to students about the question and decided we would
build bird feeders and donate them to neighborhood organizations. The bird feeder building was the highlight
and culminating activity of the unit. In the weeks leading up to it, students:

¢ learned about the birds in the area;
o created “bird facts” pamphlets that were distributed to libraries;

* wrote letters to local businesses asking for materials for bird feeder building;
« engaged in authentic problem-solving exercises related both to the needs of
birds and the feeders (e.g., How many nails will we need? How much will it

cost to make each bird feeder?);
 listened to bird calls and songs and created paintings inspired by them; and
o participated in a lesson from a bird expert.

On building day, we invited families, teachers, and community members (e.g., senior citizens) to contribute to
the project. Our support staff provided some assistance with tools, but students were able to do a lot of the
work independently as we provided clear visual directions and encouraged volunteers to verbally coach them
through each step.

The next step of the process involved sharing our projects with the community. After considering the types of
businesses and services in the area, students decided to bring their feeders to an area hospital, a community
center, and the YMCA. These field trips gave students opportunities to try out new skills and competencies (e.g.,
asking for assistance at a reception desk, using signage to navigate a public building). It also provided them with
authentic audiences. Students got feedback as they shared their new knowledge and delivered their feeders.

Katie and Luis were able to fully participate in this unit with a few adaptations:

o Whereas every student with a signed permission slip got to visit at least one community site, Luis and
Katie each went on all of the trips. This foray into inclusive community-referenced instruction
introduced them to new experiences like riding a public bus and using a map to find unfamiliar
buildings.

o During the art project, most students created their art independently, but Katie worked collaboratively.
She drew a small bird (with the help of a friend) and then moved around the room, handing her picture
to classmates and encouraging them to add something to the piece. After seeing Katie’s project, four
other students chose to pass their pieces around the room and invite collaborative elements.

e Luis’s occupational therapist worked with his group during the building of the feeders and showed the
students the best way to use the screwdriver.

» When students wrote letters to local businesses, Katie used some AAC supports (e.g., choice board) and
worked with a friend to compose a letter, while Luis participated by highlighting key phrases in each
letter (e.g., “Any contribution, no matter how small, will be helpful!”) and stamping the school’s address
on the top left-hand corner of every envelope.

We also made many adjustments for students needing more enrichment. Some students were targeted to
engage in more complex tasks than others. Some had more involvement in calculating the amount of money we
were collecting from donations and others were charged with researching the needs of the community by
contacting community leaders.

Service learning can provide academic benefits, but it can also help learners understand how
different students can make contributions in different ways. In the words of author Max
Lucado, they learn that “Nobody can do everything, but everyone can do something.”

Visit the National Youth Leadership Council (nylc.org) and the Service Learning Project
(servicelearningnyc.org) to learn more about the use of service learning in the classroom.
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https://servicelearningnyc.org/
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