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CONCURRENT SESSION 2

Panel A: Engagement, Outreach, and Service Learning
Moderator: Joe Weinberg, University of Minnesota, Twin Cities

Sustaining Engagement: Integrating Service Learning into Local Culture
Michael J. SandKaren Kaideze, Purdueiversity

As programs in technical and professional writing become established community partners,
expectations for reliable and sustainable outcomes from service learning projects rise. This
presentation narrates programmatic innovations intended to better fulfill community expectations
that have been built over two decades of service and engagement. We ask a number of related
questions:

9 How do community expectations impact the structure of service learning programs?

9 How does a program'’s history impact its future, and how do current faculty members contend
with programmatic legacies?

9 How do local client expectations impact programmatic planning?

M What futures are made possible? What seems impossible? On what are these expectations
based?

9 Can atwenty-year-old commitment to community-based service learning be made new
again? How?

Over two decades of community-involved service learning, the professional and technical writing
program had harvested low-hanging fruit and some creative thinking was needed in order to fulfill
growing expectations community partners had for service and engagement.

Rather than search for new local businesses and non-profit center organizations that had unmet
needs, we instead sought to build a sustainable collaboration with a local non-profit organization with
a number of perennial and complex writing needs that could be translated into persistent
engagement opportunities. On one hand, program administrators wanted to provide students with
realistic writing experiences and exposure to client demands and expectations. This is the hope for
many service learning programs: to create writing environments that were less about artificial
classroom constraints and more about situated rhetorical situations with palpable consequences. On
the other hand, these administrators recognized that some community partners had grown weary of
engagement programs in which students continued to work to classroom expectations, often
abandoning projects before they had met client organization needs. These client organizations
expressed concern that they were not receiving the high-quality documents that they were expecting.
In some ways, this was the harvest of our own success: over time, expectations may have become
unrealistically high. Still, something had to be done so that client expectation matched student
accomplishment and the constraints of the campus calendar.

One solution was to create a “branch office” of the local historical association on campus. During my
class, twice a week, the Advanced Professional Writing class became the branch office of the
Tippecanoe County Historical Association. The core issue facing this localized think-tank was to



articulate and build a 21% century mission statement and advertising campaign that would appeal to
younger residents of the county.

The structure we created lessened the pressure exerted on the partner organization to create work for
many more interns than they were capable of supervising. At the same time, students were relieved of
the burden of creating an entire engagement project. Instead, some students took the lead on service
projects. Others contributed work and diligently contributed to the projects. Meanwhile, hesitant and
under-prepared students were not working directly with clients. Community perception was more
aligned with their expectations.

There were costs: most striking, students who would have benefited from client pressure did not have
the kind of immersive writing experience that service learning promises. And scheduled time more
closely resembled the structures and flows of a writing classroom. Yet clients and students both
reported, both formally and informally, a greater level of satisfaction with the service learning
experience than in previous semesters.

Classroom discussion was enriched and students spent great deal of time discussing potential
solutions to systemic problems rather than reacting to short-term client need; that is, to separate what
was important from what was merely urgent. We were preparing documents that the organization
had hoped to have available: grant research, marketing plans, mission statements, and online
museum displays. Concerned with daily operations, the organization did not have the resources or
personnel to realize its longer-term goals. Our collaboration, which we titled the Student Engagement
and Activism Program, or @SEA Program, had an overarching theme: to prepare the historical
organization with a 21 century mission and identity. Students researched grants, technologies, and
historical texts to learn about local history as well as the client’s own community engagement and
partnership with the University. Students developed expertise in podcasting, web design, and
multimedia, ultimately presenting a suite of resources that are being put to use.

The Semester @ SEA emulates elements of a study abroad semester and of a service learning project.
Like study abroad, the students work with others in their major, taking a set of intensive thematically
linked classes. Following the model of service learning initiatives, the students work locally, engaged
with a community organization. The Semester @ SEA offers coordinated Professional Writing classes
that provide up to 9 credit hours, a senior experience that contributes to our graduates’
accomplishments and maturity. For our inaugural project, we worked directly with the Tippecanoe
County Historical Association to retain it as a vital site of learning and exploration for visitors and
scholars in the 21st century. Professional Writing Majors co-register for two or more classes
simultaneously, including a professional writing internship class, in order to foster student
engagement in an extended community partnership. Students attended meals and seminars, went on
field trips, and prepared documents for use by a community organization in order to both engage the
Lafayette Community and extend their learning experience beyond formal classroom time.
[http://tippecanoehistory.org/]
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Collaboration and Iteration 101: Lessons Learned from Industry
Liza Potts, Old Dominieersity and Clare Cotugno, Electronic Ink Position

Position

Technical Communications programs should devote more curricula to training students for the
exigencies of communication in industry. Students should emerge from their programs with the social
knowledge to move comfortably within a variety of business cultures. Furthermore, they must be
willing and able to collaborate and iterate, as well as to create products whose form and function
respond to the needs of stakeholders.
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