





learning part of the service is
more valuable than the actual
service being completed. Sure,
the inmates from the county jail
could have burned weeds at the
Idaho Farm and Ranch Museum,
but would FFA members have
heard the incredible oral history
of our state’s agricultural industry
as told by elderly curators? Would
FFA members have developed
teamwork and problem solving
skills and had the opportunity to
use their leadership and agricul-
tural skills in the process?

One of the service projects
planned was a children’s story-
time held on the campus of the
local community college. Flyers
were passed out at local schools
and soccer fields and the event
was advertised on the radio, but
the activity was an epic failure!
There wasn’t a single family
that showed up. The Association
learned that if you want to reach
children- you have to go where
the children are! Instead of just
giving up on the activity, we
moved it to the local Boys and
Girls Club the next year and im-
proved the experience ten-fold.

Other service projects in-
cluded trail maintenance on local
walking paths and hiking trails,
volunteering at the food bank
and Habitat Re-Store, sorting
donations at the Salvation Army,
painting buildings at the county
historical museum and a home-
less shelter, and spring landscape
cleaning at the fairgrounds and
hospital. Overall, the 2015 Idaho
FFA Day of Service was a suc-
cess and many chapters brought
home the spirit of service in ad-
dition to their ideas of new and
fun service learning projects
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that they could complete in their
home communities.

In the beginning of this effort,
volunteers and agriculture teach-
ers completed most of the work in
coordinating the service learning
projects. In 2016, the Idaho FFA
Association had the opportunity
to hire a part-time coordinator to
facilitate the large service proj-
ects at state events. It was then
that this effort was elevated to the
next level. I was hired as the Ida-
ho FFA Service Development Co-
ordinator with my first task being
to get rid of more FFA dances! In
all seriousness, we did replace the
FFA dance at the annual 212/360
conference with a service learn-
ing activity, but getting rid of the
dance was not the main focus.

We wanted to give the Idaho FFA

We wanted to

members another opportunity to
be excited about service and ex-
perience what “Living to Serve”
means.

Following the leadership of
National FFA, the Idaho FFA As-
sociation again focused on solv-
ing hunger in Idaho. At the state’s
two 212/360 Conferences, speak-
ers were brought in from the
Idaho Food Bank and the United
Way to enlighten FFA members
about the serious problem of
hunger in the state. FFA mem-
bers were armed with statistics
regarding hunger in their home
communities and brainstormed
local organizations that address
that issue. FFA members were
grouped into “families” and were
given a weekly budget. Using that
budget and a list of recent grocery

give the Idaho FFA
members another opportunity to be excited

about service and experience what “Living
to Serve” means.
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store prices, FFA members had to
figure out how to feed their whole
family. They could even visit a
mock food pantry and mock gov-
ernment assistance office where
they could supplement their
budget. This activity prompted
“families” with large budgets to
donate to the mock food pantry.
Many students didn’t realize that
the weekly income of families in
their county was so low.

After the hunger aware-
ness activity, FFA members had
the opportunity to take action
and help make a difference for
hungry people of Idaho. At both
conferences, students made dry
soup mixes from donated beans,
peas, lentils, which chapters took
home and donated to local food
pantries. Members at the 212/360
Conference in eastern Idaho also
packed 8,000 pounds of donated
potatoes into five pound sacks for
the Idaho Food Bank. In the end,
the FFA members didn’t even re-
alize they missed out on an FFA
dance.
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This past April, Idaho FFA
members were again given the
opportunity to sign up for the
Day of Service at State Leader-
ship Conference. It was amazing
to hear from FFA advisors how
their students begged them to
sign up for the Day of Service
again because they had such a
great time last year. This year, the
event expanded to 20 service sites
and included 550 students and
advisors from 36 FFA chapters.
An exciting addition to the 2016
Day of Service event was a food
box packing activity funded by a
National FFA State Hunger Grant.
FFA members packed and deliv-
ered 600 boxes of food for the
Twin Falls Salvation Army. Many
of the FFA members left the
Day of Service asking for details
about the next Idaho FFA service
project. Other new service sites
included local animal rescues and
shelters, a refugee service center,
the local United Way book drive,
the new and improved children’s
agriculture fair at the Boys and

Girls Club, and Project Rudolph
where students wrote letters and
cards to U.S. service members
stationed overseas.

The Idaho FFA Association’s
efforts to helping its members
Live to Serve have only just be-
gun. We hope to keep the spirit
of service alive in our state and
help FFA members take the expe-
riences and ideas from the large
state activities back to their local
chapters. Idaho FFA is proud to
be Living to Serve!

Jaysa Fillmore is the ldaho FFA
Service Development Coordina-
tor and Agriscience Teacher and
FFA Advisor at Cassia Alternative
High School in Burley, Idaho.
filjaysa@cassiaschools.org
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THEME ARTICLE

Using “Critical Service Learning” to

Open Students’ Eyes

by Richie Roberts, M. Craig Ed-
wards, and Jon W. Ramsey

Practitioners of service learn-
ing have recently articulated that
connecting community service
to classroom objectives uniquely
positions students to address
social justice and equality (Reed
& Butler, 2015). Others reject this
claim by arguing the traditional
approach to service learning is
outdated and does not open stu-
dents’ eyes to the many inequi-
ties of the world (Butin, 2015).
Pompa (2002) explained:

Unless facilitated with great
care and consciousness, “service-
learning” can unwittingly become
an exercise in patronization. In
a society full with hierarchical
structures and patriarchal philoso-
phies, service-learning’s potential
danger is for it to become the
very thing it seeks to avoid. (p.
68)

Because of this threat, some
educators have advocated for
an alternative approach called
critical service learning (Mitchell,
2015). Critical service learning
encompasses the key features of
service learning; however, it also
extends the pedagogy’s aims by
emphasizing activism as a way to
promote social change while also
addressing oppression, power,
and privilege in communities
(Butin, 2015). For example, Ci-
polle (2010) encouraged prac-
titioners to use critical service
learning to embolden students
to “question the hidden bias and
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assumptions of race, class, and
gender; and work to change the
social and economic system for
equity and justice” (p. 5).

Despite these broad explana-
tions, understanding the nuanced
differences among the terms
community service, service learn-
ing, and critical service learning
remains difficult to grasp for
many teachers who aspire to use
the methods. This article seeks to
distinguish critical service learn-
ing as a pedagogy while also
describing how school-based,
agricultural educators can ef-
fectively deliver critical service
learning experiences.

To begin, it is important
to understand that community
service, service learning, and
critical service learning each have
an important space in our edu-
cation landscape. For example,
the literature demonstrates that
each approach, when used ap-
propriately, can improve student
learning (Cipolle, 2010; Clayton,
Bringle, & Hatcher, 2012; Niemi,
Hepburn, & Chapman, 2000).
However, confusion seems to ex-
ist regarding how to differentiate
among these pedagogical tools.
Given this lack of understanding,
we have developed the follow-
ing examples as a framework on
which to build our discussion:

» Students restoring a
riverbank after school
or during their free time
are providing community
service.

» Students testing the water
quality of a local river
during class are learning
or concurrently applying
their learning assuming
water quality testing was
part of the curriculum.

» Students collecting wa-
ter samples from a local
river in class, analyzing
the specimen, drawing
conclusions, and reporting
implications and recom-
mendations to community
members is service learn-
ing.

+ Students circulating peti-
tions after conducting a
class experiment and dis-
covering that water qual-
ity issues might negatively
affect the lives of citizens
is critical service learning.

As depicted in these ex-
amples, critical service learning
reimagines service learning by
embedding an element of activ-
ism. Therefore, students, teachers,
and even community members
become agents of change seek-
ing to address complicated issues
in their local communities. To
reach this aim, educators must stir
a critical consciousness in their
students (Freire, 2003). Criti-
cal consciousness is raised when
students deeply understand social
issues, themselves, others, as well
as their role in creating change
(Cipolle, 2010).
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Advocates of critical ser-
vice learning endorse several
techniques to cultivate students’
critical consciousness. However,
perhaps the most popular method
is to embed expectations for stu-
dents to engage in critical con-
versations throughout all aspects
of the experience. For example,
when situations arise that illumi-
nate inequality or the marginal-
ization of individuals, all activity
should stop and students’ atten-
tion should be redirected to em-
phasize the issue. Then, to foster
a critical dialogue and promote
activism, educators should (a)
clearly explain what is happen-
ing, (b) connect the matter to the
larger social and historical con-
text, (c) ask students to consider
how they might be contributing
to this problem, and (d) have
students contemplate how they
might be able to address this issue
through their coursework (Butin,
2015). To move these theoreti-
cal offerings into an agriculture
teacher’s practice, the follow-
ing section draws on Roberts’,
Terry’s, Brown’s, and Ramsey’s
(2016) work to feature the use of
critical service learning through
an illustrative case involving the
National FFA Days of Service.

INlustrative Case — The National
FFA Days of Service

Critical service learning can
be used in an array of contexts.
To demonstrate this, the fol-
lowing example highlights its
use at the National FFA Days of
Service. This particular event
attracts approximately 1,200 FFA
members from across the United
States, who hope to make a
positive difference in their com-
munities. Using this example,
we attempt to establish how
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school-based, agricultural educa-
tors could reimagine the event
through use of critical service
learning.

Boomerville FFA Advisor Ms.
Brooks is a big fan of the Nation-
al FFA Days of Service. It seems
to be a way to bring her chapter’s
National FFA Convention experi-
ence full circle. However, Ms.
Brooks believes she can make the
event even more impactful for
students. In previous years, she
has randomly selected a service
site. However, she now hopes
to promote more student buy-in
and autonomy. Therefore, in the
weeks leading up to the National
FFA Convention, she has students
research sites to determine which
ones might best emphasize their
coursework while also motivating
them to make a positive differ-
ence. Ultimately, the students
choose a site that will allow
them to build an urban garden to
address food insecurity. After reg-
istering for the event, Ms. Brooks
decides to make a few adjust-
ments to her curricular plans to
emphasize this issue. Therefore,
the event will serve as an exciting
application of student learning in
her courses.

A few weeks later, as the
Boomerville FFA Chapter arrives
at the service site, Ms. Brooks
quickly reviews the learning ob-
jectives she has taught in regard
to urban gardening. She also
takes a few moments to highlight
the social and historical factors
currently influencing current
hunger and other food insecurity
trends in the United States. As a
result, Ms. Brooks notes that her
students seem to be approaching
the event with a more serious and
determined outlook than in previ-
ous years.

After working to establish the
garden for an hour, event coor-
dinators announce it is time for a
15-minute break. Ms. Brooks de-
cides to capitalize on this time to
help her students understand their
role in creating change. Therefore,
she asks students to reflect on
three questions: (a) What inequi-
ties currently exist in the United
States’ food system? (b) How
might poor, urban citizens be op-
pressed by the current food system
structure? and (c) How could they
be contributing to this problem?
As students discuss their re-
sponses, Ms. Brooks notices they
seem to more deeply understand
their efforts while also becoming
reinvigorated and impassioned to
complete the experience.

As students finish their as-
signed tasks a couple of hours
later, Ms. Brooks decides to meet
with her students for a final reflec-
tion. During this time, she listens
to her students’ key takeaways
from the event. Then, she asks
them to consider how they might
be able to continue to address this
issue through advocacy efforts
when they return home. Ulti-
mately, students decide to develop
a public service announcement on
their local radio station to educate
the general public on this issue
while also serving as advocates
for change.

Conclusion

As depicted in the case illus-
tration, critical service learning
can be applied through broad,
inclusive, and justifiable contexts.
As a result, this reimagined in-
structional method holds exciting
potential to open students’ eyes.
For example, by stirring critical
conversations through service-
learning activities, educators
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could use this approach to help
students understand societal ineq-
uities while also promoting activ-
ism and reinforcing principles of
agricultural science.

Although employing criti-
cal service learning can be un-
comfortable for some educators
because of its focus on social
change, Schultz (2006) argued
that “social justice cannot activate
itself. Rather, it takes the concert-
ed effort of interdependent stake-
holders to transform social justice
theory into service-learning prac-
tice” (p. 34). Therefore, creating
service-learning experiences that
promote advocacy and students’
voice might provide a dynamic
space for agricultural education
programs to instill students with a
passion for social justice, engaged
citizenship, and communitarian-
ism (Etzioni, 1993).
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