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…to go to school in a summer morn,

O! it drives all joy away;

Under a cruel eye outworn,

The little ones spend the day

In sighing and dismay.

Ah! then at times I drooping sit,

And spend many an anxious hour,

Nor in my book can I take delight,

Nor sit in learning’s bower,

Worn thro’ with the dreary shower.

How can the bird that is born for joy

Sit in a cage and sing?

How can a child when fears annoy,

But droop his tender wing,

And forget his youthful spring?…
--William Blake, “The Schoolboy,” Songs of Experience

The Role of Education in Democratic Society 

A forthcoming book, written by faculty in Human and Organizational Development at Vanderbilt University, is tentatively titled “Civic Virtue in Higher Education: Developing Caring and Competent Leaders for Tomorrow’s Communities.”  It describes a model of higher education that emphasizes learning by doing, civic responsibility, and the development of individuals, organizations, and communities in context. It examines implications for renewed focus on civil society in higher education and calls for development of civic leaders who are reflective, generative,and caring in their daily lives and provides a framework for training those leaders of tomorrow.

The long-term viability of democracy is dependent on an educated and ethical populace. Educational institutions have long been charged with the mission both to prepare individuals for a productive life and to promote the public welfare. John Dewey (1928) championed education as the key to producing citizens prepared for public life.  Democracy, he argued, is a result of individuals coming together, learning from one another, and realizing their interconnectedness through discourse, engagement, and shared participation.  These ideals epitomize the notion of citizenship that higher education must revive.  Students, faculty, and staff must recognize their civic role in solving common problems affecting society.  Dewey envisioned education as a place for dialogue and collaboration and developed a philosophy and pedagogy to support this goal. 

“The path to a civil society goes through the university” (Damon, 1998, p. B4). Higher education has a social responsibility to prepare students not only for personal success but also for public service.  Yet in recent decades, the widely observed decrease in social capital (Putnam, 2000) and increase in cynicism and individualism (Bellah, 1985) have affected college campuses (Boyer Commission, 1998; Cushman, 1990; Ehrlich, 2000).  To many students, college has become little more than a means to material gain and a social life, and university leaders encourage those ideas.  Ehrlich (2000) noted that “the development of moral and civic character in students is not a goal on the radar screens of most colleges and universities” (p. 8) and he called for higher education “to foster both moral and civic maturity and to confront educationally the many links between intellectual learning and the development of civic goals” (p. xxi) and to recognize their “potential to be a powerful influence on reinvigorating the democratic spirit in America” (p. xxviii).  Students must be challenged to think ecologically in terms of levels of social, political, and economic interdependence, encouraged to participate, and pushed to discover their internal moral compass.

Service and Experiential Learning at Peabody College, Vanderbilt University


For over two centuries, George Peabody College (which merged with Vanderbilt University in 1979) has been noted for educational innovation and the marriage of theory and practice in what we now call action research.  Students and faculty are dedicated to creating knowledge in the areas of education and human development; translating that knowledge into effective policies, programs, and practices; and preparing students at all levels to seek, create, adapt, and apply knowledge in their careers not only in schools, but in all kinds of community-based institutions: families, health and human service programs, work settings, and mediating structures.  That threefold mission came together in the work of Nicholas Hobbs, Susan Gray (whose school was a model for Head Start), Bill Rhodes, Jules Seeman, Jack Glidewell, Phil and Dikkie Schoggen, and others in the program in Community Psychology, and most recently in a new department called Human and Organizational Development (HOD, http://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/depts/hod/ ).


 HOD is an interdisciplinary department housing the largest undergraduate major at Vanderbilt (with tracks in (1) Community Development & Social Policy, (2) Health & Human Services, and (3) Leadership & Organizational Effectiveness), plus three graduate programs: a masters in Human, Organizational & Community Development, a masters in Human Development Counseling (with school and community tracks), and a Ph.D. in Community Research & Action.  A core pedagogical value, theory and practice binding all of those programs together, from freshman orientation to the doctoral dissertation, is experiential learning, in general, and service-learning, in particular.  Undergraduate community service and service-learning have been a tradition at Vanderbilt (where Alternative Spring Break was founded) and especially in the HOD program (Eyler & Giles, 1999).


HOD faculty are continually developing, evaluating, and revising innovative methods to help students learn to actively address important social problems and contribute to the common good.  Basic to the HOD approach is Kolb’s (1984) reflective learning model.  Based on Dewey's action-reflection cycle, it is a recursive approach usually beginning with direct experience of a problem, and proceeding to reflection about the characteristics of the problem, conceptual formulation of the problem, and active experimentation for purposes of solution.  This approach also draws on Bransford and Stein’s (1993) IDEAL Model of learning as problem solving.  Substantively, experiential and service‑learning methods are well suited to HOD’s focus on community and organizational development, community psychology/health/mental health, life-span human development and learning, and values/ethics.  The cohering vision is the development of social capital for caring and competent “learning communities” and a civil and democratic society.

Learning communities and social capital.  The idea of learning organizations derives from organization development and has been the basis for improved group and organizational communication, culture, job satisfaction, and performance (Argyris, 1993; Senge, 1990).  The concept was generalized to the notion of “learning communities,” which has been  applied to both educational reform (Nieto, 1999; Shapiro & Levine, 1999) and community development (Falk & Harrison, 1998; Wenger, 1998).  Social capital is generally defined as the norms, networks, and mutual trust of “civil society” facilitating cooperative action among citizens and institutions (Coleman, 1988; Perkins & Long, 2002; Putnam, 2000; Saegert, Thompson, & Warren, 2001).  In HOD, we connect the ideas of learning community and social capital in exploring concrete ways to bring students, local government officials, community development practitioners and researchers, and community residents and leaders together to learn and benefit from each other. 


Service-learning (SL) is the testing of course content through participatory student projects to address community needs.  These experiences are illuminated via individual written and group oral reflections.  SL:

adds reality and relevance to the curriculum by bringing to life dry classroom materials, by showing how social processes really work (and often do not work as planned) in the unpredictable and complex world of realpolitik, and by giving students skills, experience, and connections that often lead to employment opportunities.


More often than not, service‑learning is a ‘win‑win‑win‑win situation.’  The winners are (1) the instructor, whose teaching is brought to life and made more relevant through application to the "real world;" (2) the students, who almost unanimously report getting more out of the course, not only practical skills and experience and a "foot in the door" of a potential employer, but also greater political awareness and a more developed sense of communitarianism and civic responsibility; (3) the clients of the host organization, who usually get more personal attention and energetic bodies to help with their problems; and (4) the host organizations, who get unskilled, semi‑skilled, and even skilled labor and a chance to test the performance of possible future workers, both at little to no cost. (Perkins, 2002, p. 41; for more on service-learning, see Perkins, 1998, the Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning, and http://csf.colorado.edu/sl/index2.html).


The reflective-generative practitioner.  Our many service-learning courses aim to train students as “reflective-generative practitioners” (Dokecki, 1992; 1996).  The role of reflective practitioner derives from Schön's (1983) belief that professionals must be more reflective and collaborate with clients as partners to explore their shared responsibility.  Dialogue is important to the reflection process and to both personal and community development.  We strive to improve dialogue as a mutual learning experience (Argyris, 1993), especially across cultural barriers which inhibit collaborative problem solving.

Complementing the role of reflective practitioner is Erikson's (1967) developmental concept of generativity, or Gergen’s (1978) “generative theorist,” an inquirer/intervention agent who pursues the development of theory to improve the human situation according to rationally chosen values.  Generativity is related to caring (Mayeroff, 1971; Macmurray, 1961) in that persons who care for others behave ethically and create community.  Caring is central to a wide variety of helping professions (Imre, 1982; Moroney, Dokecki, Gates, Haynes, Newbrough, & Nottingham, 1998; Morris, 1986; Noddings, 1984; Sarason, 1985; Watson, 1980).

Those who are both reflective and generative are prepared to grapple with complex problems in organizations and communities.  Transformative learning occurs when concrete experience is coupled with structured reflection, analysis, and readings and leads to meaningful action.  We therefore facilitate dialogue, learning, and action in organizations and communities by engaging students in projects conducted in real community organizations as well as simulations and case studies.  We also believe that dialogue, learning, and action are imbedded in social, historical, and cultural contexts that create and shape their meaning.  The influence of values and culture and their critical examination as a context for learning and problem solving are important aspects of the department’s teaching and research efforts.  Values that are embraced as the result of one's own personal experiences are more likely to be integrated into one's worldview and practice.


Required internship. Over the past decade an increasing number of higher education professionals have called for a structured senior year experience (Boyer Commission, 1995; Gardner & Van der Veer, 1998).  Each HOD program, graduate and undergraduate, requires an off-campus organizational internship, which helps students connect theory to practice in a more in-depth way than is possible through typical service-learning courses.  The internship serves as both an end (curriculum capstone) and a beginning (transition to full-time employment). Internships encourage students to address issues at four levels: personal, organizational, community, and societal. Assignments such as journal writing and the individual learning plan focus on questions such as, "Who am I?  Who am I in the context of my organization?  How does the organization operate?  How does it affect the community and society?" Students identify their own core values and examine them in light of their internship experience. We explore value conflicts and encourage students to examine their assumptions about human behavior.

Like other HOD courses, the internship educates students for citizenship, attending to the development of the whole person – cognitive, emotional, and ethical --in the context of the “real world” where problems are complex and ill-defined and where solutions are very often not obvious and likely to be messy.  In this sense, the internship experience itself becomes the text that the students must struggle to interpret and make meaning of using the tools –knowledge and skills-- they have developed through their HOD coursework.  When students are able to begin to understand and reflect on the discrepancy between the “is” and the “ought” at the personal, organizational, community, and societal levels, they can begin to formulate a theoretical and philosophical foundation to guide their actions as practitioners and as citizens. 


The largest of our internship programs-- in terms of students, time, and evaluation requirements-- is for HOD undergrads.  200 seniors and second-semester juniors participate each year in a supervised, semester-long internship in Nashville, Atlanta, Washington, DC, New York City, San Francisco, or England.   In addition to 32 hours each week on-site, students participate in a three-hour seminar. Through a series of reports, projects, reflective essays, and presentations, students must demonstrate the core competencies of the HOD curriculum.


Graduate training in Human, Organizational and Community Development, in School and Community Counseling, and in Community Research and Action at Vanderbilt entails the same experiential learning orientation.  At the masters level, applied experience in community organizations is emphasized.  At the doctoral level, participatory action research (Fals Borda & Rahman, 1991; Whyte, 1991) is the ideal used, as teams of organization and resident leaders, students, and faculty create, disseminate, and apply locally-specific, practical knowledge on community problems, resources, and solutions.


The educational mission in all the above programs is to prepare students to become life-long learners, effective members of organizations and communities, and active participants in a civil society.
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