Building Community in the Classroom
Marine Environmental Geology
To enable students to fully engage in service learning projects, time, care, and effort has to be invested into building community in the classroom.   Encouraging students to try new modes of thinking and to take risks requires a safe, supportive, and open classroom.    Cultivating the collaboration, reciprocity, and mutual respect that creates this type of classroom is as essential as delivering good lectures and well-designed exercise. 

The following are examples of activities and processes that I use to build, monitor, and maintain a safe, supportive community in Marine Environmental Geology.

Introductions   At the first class each student pairs with another and they introduce one another to the class sharing one interesting fact about the person they are introducing.  At the end of class each student knows a little about one other person in the class and all have spoken in the classroom.  
  
Brainstorming unfamiliar concepts   In the second week I introduce a series of 4-5 scientific concepts related to the service learning projects they will be performing.  Students are randomly assigned to small groups and they brainstorm during class what they know about each topic area, successively working through each topic (like a carousel).  Students are encouraged to use whatever resources they have brought to class that day.  Each group summarizes on a hasty poster and orally what is collectively known about a topic and identifies key areas of uncertainty for later study.  An important outcome of this exercise is that when it is done they have struggled with both the concepts and vocabulary of many of the important topics of the courses.  They have talked within their groups about these idea and concepts and have presented to the entire class.
Early team project   Early in the semester we have a required Saturday field exercise which involves three separate projects to assess mass movements along the coastline.  Work is carried out by the newly formed teams who will later perform the service learning project.  Learning about mass movements is secondary to making sure that each team comes together and works successfully on their part of this exercise.   The exercise is carefully structured for success and each team gets appropriately rewarded.  Bad weather helps them bond even better than doing a good job.   
Clarifying expectations with a proposal   Each service learning team writes a proposal for their work which I comment upon and they modify. The proposal becomes a contract of mutual expectations.  I know what students plan to do and they know that if they can carryout the work they will be meeting course objectives.
Check-ins using an e-Journal   Every two weeks I give an e-Journal assignment to all students.  They respond privately to a question that may be on course content, progress of projects, or worries about completing their work.  Student responses have been very helpful in identifying problems within individual groups and helping us to find remedies.  It has also been an excellent way to assess how well the traditional lecture portions of the course are being absorbed. 

