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In his book Democracy and Education, John Dewey makes the case that education should be student centered, replete with authentic problems and projects.  I agree whole-heartedly, and although my teaching experience is limited, I was fortunate enough to see the positive results of this approach during my time student teaching.  The project was meaningful for me, and hopefully for my students as well.


The impetus for the project was one of my frequent discussions about being a veteran and my time in the army.  My cooperating teacher liked to do a service learning project every year, but I was at a loss for what we could do.  I took the problem to the students and they suggested we do something for veterans and active duty personnel and their family members.  Most of the children had family that were in the military or knew someone that did, and they wanted to do something to help support them.  They initially wanted to put care packages together to send overseas, but being uncertain about the logistics of that, I suggested that we gather donations for the USO (United Service-members Organization) post at Lambert airport. The students agreed and we put the project into motion.


The students created the food drive and I, because of my first hand knowledge, supplied the list of goodies that the military members would be most appreciative of.  The students went first to their families and gathered up foodstuffs for the drive.  The students then decided to make the food drive school wide, and with permission from the principal, they began setting up donation boxes around the school and posting fliers.  After another young teacher down the hall had expressed interest in the project, our two classes teamed up to make it a joint venture and we had more than 50 students gathering donations for the USO. 


Every student in both classes was intimately involved and took ownership in the drive.  They divided themselves into groups to handle various tasks.  While some students created the fliers, others decorated the boxes, while others manned booths that were set up outside of the cafeteria.  Another group took time out of their recess to empty the donation boxes and consolidate the food daily. 


The drive lasted for nearly a month and just before the Christmas break, we gathered up all the donations, about ten copy paper boxes worth, and I took them to the airport.  I would have liked to have brought a couple of student representatives along, but I decided that that would be more responsibility than I would feel comfortable assuming as just a student teacher.  Instead, I took a camera and was able to take several great photos of very appreciative soldiers and airmen passing through the airport on their way home for the holidays or to another duty assignment.  One of the regular volunteers even sent a thank you note for my students for their hard work and thoughtfulness.


I think this service learning project embodies the spirit of Dewey's vision for education.  Although it was not an academic exercise, a strong case can be made that it was important for the students' moral development, as well as helping them to better work in group and create an efficient division of labor.  These aims should be a part of any school's curriculum wanting to foster the development of the whole child.


Dewey says that problems should be genuine and authentic to the students' lives, yet the project discussed here was not wholly organic, springing unsolicited from the students, nor was it completely synthetic, imposed directly by me as the teacher.  It is somewhere in the middle, yet it meets what I think is the most important aspect of Dewey's criteria.  When he asks “Is there anything but a problem?” he wants educators to question whether the problem at hand “naturally suggest itself within some situation or personal experience” (p. 155).  I believe the project does indeed emanate from the students' own personal experience and connections to other people, either through myself being a veteran, or through veteran and active duty family members.  


Once the project was begun, the students had their problem, or stimulus, as to how to organize and complete the task.  As Dewey says, “every stimulus directs activity,” and this was the case for my students as they naturally organized themselves into work groups (p. 24).  The project successfully directed the activity toward an object, ie collaborating proficiently to achieve a goal (p. 24).  As Dewey eloquently says, the students' “response is not just a reaction...but an answer,” (p. 24).  indeed, the idea that the students should work in groups, each with their own tasks, was so natural that it was almost a self-evident course of action and required no input from me, the teacher.


Dewey puts a lot of credence in the idea that education should be a group activity.  In his chapter Education as a Social Function, he delves deeply into the topic and logically reaches the conclusion that education in a school setting should resemble the education a child receives from their parents.  It should be a social undertaking, with meaning for both teacher and learner.  Both parties are “concerned” in the activity and “enjoy it in common,” (p. 15).  In the case of the food drive, it was a social activity by it's very nature.  The work required cooperation among the students, yet they were also connecting to the larger society by contributing to the welfare and raising morale of public servants, in this case military members and their families.  I was concerned with the project because it effected me personally because of my own experience being a soldier traveling alone and seeking shelter in the USO.  


Again, while the project may not have been purely academic, it still fulfilled an important role in student development.  Students of this age group, eleven and twelve years old, often have difficulty looking beyond themselves.  This activity helped them see themselves as part of a larger society and to construct connections and meaning to their actions, in this case charitable ones.  As Dewey says, “the increment of meaning corresponds to the increased perception of the connections and continuities of the activities in which we are engaged,” (p. 76).  When I was  taking photographs of the smiling service members eating the cookies collected, or pictures of the two airmen that helped me load the donations onto a hand cart and wheel it all into the airport, simply because I thought it would be a “neat” thing for the students to see, what I was unwittingly doing is helping to create a strong connection between their actions and the response of their beneficiaries.  This underscores what Dewey says about schools in his chapter on morals.  He says that “leaning in school should be continuous with that out of school,” and that there should be “numerous points of contact between the social interests of the one and of the other,” (p. 358).  This project was one such point of contact.


Furthermore, because this project grew naturally out my talking to the students and sharing my experiences with them, we can easily see the continuity of the experiences.  I would have liked to have continued with more service learning projects, but after Christmas break we began to gear up for ISATs (Illinois Standardized Achievement Test) and there was little time for large projects.  The discussions continued, however, which did afford some continuity, if not the ideal amount or type.


Dewey says that an education experience should give the student “an added power of subsequent direction or control,” meaning that the students' ability is increased and they will have a greater sense of purpose (p. 77).  I think the USO food drive my students put together gave them this increased sense of purpose and expanded their sense of self-worth.  Through projects such as this, and others like it, students will eventually become productive members of society, regardless of their academic acumen.  

