Emerging Service-Learning Faculty
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Jen Pontius is a new faculty member in the Rubenstein School of Environment and Natural resources at UVM and this spring semester she taught NR 140: Natural Resource Biostatistics for the first time.  This was no ordinary statistics class though, because Jen decided to teach it as a service-learning course.  That means that instead of her students just practicing their t-tests and linear regressions on hypothetical situations, they actually got to apply their statistics skills by analyzing real data for the benefit of the US Forestry Service.  

To prepare for the class, Jen attended Problem Based Service Learning (PBSL): A Curriculum Development Institute at Middlebury College in January.  She used the institute to develop her syllabus and plan out reflection activities.  Jen also applied for and was granted a TA trained by the CUPS Office to help with the service-learning portion of the course.  Unfortunately, Jen’s Service-Learning TA suffered a severe injury to her knee and was unable to return to assist with the class.  Despite this setback, Jen and her graduate TA, Caitlin McDonough, decided to go ahead and incorporate service-learning into the course anyway.

During a final reflection session at the end of the semester, students walked around and wrote their comments on large sheets of paper.  One comment read, “I learned how to transform data and ideas into real life applications.”  Another said, “Service-Learning reinforced class-work.”  Comments like these are evidence that Jen accomplished her goal of teaching students to “assist in the application and critical assessment of mathematical/statistical concepts and procedures.”
Jen said of the class, “I personally feel like having a service-learning project made the content more tangible for the students, which gave them more responsibility for the project as a whole and made them more vested in the outcomes.  I think [the service-learning piece] made the project more meaningful and more fun for me.”

Jen plans to continue to attend trainings geared at faculty teaching service-learning courses and will teaching NR 140: Natural Resources Biostatistics as a service-learning course again next spring.  

