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America is calling for leaders who have witnessed and experienced the detrimental effects of the individualist model that forsakes the spirit of community that America was built upon.  In his social commentary of America, Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam describes our diminishing social connectedness and sense of community, the loss of social capital.  Putnam claims that this social capital is the fabric that has kept America strong over the years.  These leaders that America is calling for must take great steps to move beyond the falling ‘social capital’ of the past fifty years.  They must understand the great importance of equal opportunity for all, which requires a strong sense of community and brotherhood.  These leaders must be empathetic, experienced, compassionate, and visionary to lead this nation in a positive direction.  The Sondheim Public Affairs Scholars program is designed to catalyze the development of these leaders through scholarly studies and meaningful service.
As with many white middle-class individuals, I had a fairly tainted view of life, not recognizing many of the hurdles and barriers embedded within our society.  Still, because my parents understood that we were fortunate to live in the manner we did and recognized the importance of helping others, I grew up with an understanding  and appreciation for community and philanthropy.  Even given my parents direction, I was not able to empathize with others who were different from me.  As a resident of the diverse, yet very affluent Howard County, I did not understand the social ills related to poverty and limited opportunity.


Service Learning helps to bridge that gap.  Moely et al., a study team from the Office of Service Learning at Tulane University, explains that Service Learning not only has the expected changes in civic attitudes for students, but also catalyzes growth in students’ understanding of the world around them through the development of social and problem-solving skills, leadership skills, and awareness of social justice (2002).  Service Learning provides real and practical application of the skills learned in the classroom.  

Serving as a classroom assistant for a Sixth Grade Team at West Baltimore Middle School in Baltimore City, I have begun my journey.  At West Baltimore Middle School, I have developed relationships with both students and staff.  I have become a mentor for students who have few positive adult role-models.  I have learned from educators both effective and ineffective ways to teach and manage students.  Through classroom instruction, I have had the opportunity to explore my developing personal style as a communicator.

Yet, Service Learning extends beyond application of content learned in the classroom.  Service Learning utilizes “social-emotional learning,” a process in which people learn to manage their own emotions, empathize with others, and work collaboratively to solve problems (Simons & Cleary, 2006).  From a learning perspective, this connection allows me to have first-hand knowledge, experience, and observation of the policy issues at hand.  Murders in Baltimore City now mean more than the twenty second clip on the five o’clock news; they now could be the neighbor, uncle, father, or cousin of one of my students.  The poverty line is more than a number determined by the government; it is illustrated by torn pants, dirty shirts, tattered and three year old binders, parents who cannot get off of work to meet with teachers, and kids who come to school hungry daily.  The achievement gap is more than a line graph of past test scores and future projections.  Now, that achievement gap is Jocena’s inability to read the social studies textbook, Jonté’s severe ADHD that prohibits him from focusing on the material, and Amir’s home life where both of his parents are deceased.

As a student member of the Maryland State Board of Education, I often participated in making decisions that directly affected the urban schools.  While I had a fairly comprehensive understanding of successful educational strategies and the student perspective and having spent time researching material, talking to experts, asking others for input, and weighing the costs and benefits of my decisions, I still had little emotional understanding of the causes of the problems to be addressed and the impact of decisions made.  The experiences gained at my service site provide a perspective that I otherwise would not have had.

Service learning is concurrently designed to instill a life-long value of community for students.  When students begin to emotionally understand their neighbors, the disparities that keep people apart can be bridged.  Students who have Service Learning experiences are much more likely to make a long-term commitment to serving and helping others than those who are not exposed to and do not reflect upon positive service experiences (Simons & Cleary, 2006).

In the same sense, Harkavy, an associate vice president and director of the Center for Community Partnerships of the University of Pennsylvania, and Romer, a senior fellow at the Center for Community Partnerships of the University of Pennsylvania, stress the importance of solving core community problems through Service Learning (1999).  They explain that far too often, the focus is on the personal development of those serving and not those being served; solving core community problems becomes a secondary objective.  Subsequently, Harkavy and Romer suggest that the best way to create responsible and community-centered individuals is to focus on solving central issues through Service Learning.  In turn, by focusing attention to the external benefits of service learning, those serving become intrinsically motivated through the positive outcomes and subsequent personal growth.

Understanding the principles set forth by Harkavy and Romer, I have taken what I have learned and proactively begun to address the prevalent issues.  Recognizing deficiencies in the quality of education and attention provided for two young men, I have worked one-on-one after school with Eric and Dubois.  Both Eric and Dubois have the potential for strong and fulfilling futures, yet both have been held back in school because of behavior concerns.  Recognizing that neither Eric nor Dubois had strong African-American male role models, I thought that discussion surrounding Barack Obama, through his book Dreams from my Father, would be an excellent way to explore African American heritage and provide a role model for these two young men.  Through these weekly discussions and study sessions, I have grown more as a person than during all other time spent at West Baltimore.  While I have matured immensely from interacting with students and staff, my experience with Eric and Dubois has illustrated to me that I can make a direct impact in a student’s life.  By attempting to address core community problems for Dubois and Eric on my own, I have taken ownership of the work at my service site and have become dedicated to helping and serving others.

As a classroom assistant at West Baltimore, I have focused on assisting students in their education and developing relationships to facilitate that endeavor.  Over time, I have started to observe the living conditions, support systems, and mindsets of urban students, and thus have learned to empathize.  This has facilitated my growth, both personally and professionally.  

And while I do not feel as though I am drastically more adept at understanding the social ills of society because I have spent a significant amount of time with the subjects of such ills, I do now have an emotional connection to the issues and can better empathize with my neighbors and the issues they face.  I never expect that all of my neighbors and I will empathize with one another.  It is my hope that as each generation comes, the gap will close a little more and people will strive to tear down the existing social barriers and begin to empathize with one another.  Service learning is one way to enhance this growth—it is no silver bullet, but it is a good start.  Are the hearts and minds going to change over night?  In a perfect world, they would already have changed, but it will take time.  And those leaders this nation is calling for, they will come soon.  The Sondheim Program is designed to find and enhance these potential leaders—the time and effort put into scholastics and service will inevitably shape this development.  Will these leaders fully understand their neighbors?  No, how could they?  Can they empathize with their neighbors and begin to bridge the gap?  Let us hope so, because our future depends on it.
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