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University of Central Florida 
This paper will discuss the use of service learning in the online courses in nonprofit management at the University of Central Florida [UCF]. First the online program is described, and the UCF definition of service learning is provided. Second, the service learning components of the courses are described. Third the partnership between the university and the organizations are detailed and an example of a course contract is provided.  Next the mechanics of oversight are discussed, and the mechanisms for evaluation are covered. Lastly, student responses to the service learning experience are shared. 
The University of Central Florida has been offering nonprofit management courses online since 2000. Initially an 18 hour, Graduate Certificate in Nonprofit Management was offered, and this was expanded to a 33 hour, Master of Nonprofit Management program in 2004. The philosophy behind the service learning aspect of the program is that nonprofit management is based on philanthropic ideals, which can be enhanced through providing a service to an exiting organization.

Service Learning in the Nonprofit Management Program 

The University of Central Florida defines service-learning as “a teaching method that uses community involvement to apply theories or skills taught in a course. Service-learning furthers the learning objectives of the academic course, addresses community needs, and requires students to reflect on their activity in order to gain an appreciation for the relationship between civics and academics.”

The courses that have incorporated service learning are: 
· Grants and Contract Management

· Volunteer Management

· Strategic Planning and Management

· Program Evaluation for Public and Nonprofit Organizations. 

In the Grants and Contract Management course students identify a nonprofit organization that would benefit from having a grant written for them. Then the students search for a funding source that would be appropriate for the organizational need identified by the organization. The student writes the grant proposal with supervision from the Instructor and feedback from fellow students.  The final proposal is delivered to the nonprofit organization, which then submits the proposal to the funding source. 

For the Program Evaluation for Public and Nonprofit Organizations class students seek out an organization that would like to have an evaluation plan developed specifically for their organization.  With guidance from the Instructor students write an extensive evaluation plan that is specific to the needs of the organization and the management.  The plan requires a literature review, a detailed methodology section that is appropriate for the level of employees conducting the evaluation, and an executive summary. 
In the Volunteer Management course students seek out an organization that utilizes volunteers to conduct a case study of the volunteer management program.  Using specific guidance from the Instructor the organization’s volunteer program is evaluated and recommendations are made to improve the program based on the nonprofit management literature, organizational leadership literature, and the expertise of volunteer managers in the community.  Students are required to draft volunteer management policies where they do not exist, develop an orientation program, a risk management program, or a training program if these specific programs do not exist within the organization.  In this course a contract is written between the student and the organization detailing the expectations from the organization in terms of cooperation in sharing information and access to employees or volunteers.  The student agrees to provide the organization with a copy of the case study and the draft policies or programs that they have developed based on the information gained from the course. 
The Strategic Planning and Management course requires students to write a strategic plan for a public or nonprofit organization.  First students must contact an organization, secure the agreement of the management, and present the contract for the organizational representative to sign.   Then students are required to work with key stakeholders in conducting an environmental scan and identifying the strengths and weakness of the organization, and the opportunities and threats that the organization faces.  Then the issues are identified, goals, objectives, strategies, and indicators developed for each issue, and an evaluation plan created.  The final plan is to be of a professional quality using graphics and pictures. It is to be bound, printed on stock paper, and to have a professional looking cover.  The final plan and disk are sent to the organization. 
Partnerships  
Partnerships are established by the students using signed agreements [Appendix A] with public and nonprofit organizations to provide a service or product by the end of the course utilizing the concepts taught in the course.  Each student is responsible for securing the organization and the organizational consent to complete the project. Students may utilize their place of employment if it is appropriate or nonprofit organizations that they volunteer for or have a contact with.  The most difficult partnership for students is to contact and organization, with which they have no prior contact. The university has service learning partners and our Nonprofit Advisory Board members do provide contacts and Instructors do facilitate partnerships if the organizations have made prior contact with the university.  The Center for Community Partnership has a monthly newsletter that is sent to the nonprofit community, where request for organizations to partner with students are also made.  

Once the initial partnership contact has been made, student then must have the contract signed. Important parts to the contract are the responsibilities of the students and the organization.  Students need access to the necessary organizational documents, staff, volunteer, board members, or other key stakeholder.  The organization receives the finished product, and the Instructor is given permission to use a copy of the finish product as an example for future classes. 
Oversight 
The mechanics of oversight are through the use of online course discussions, where students discuss the process and the difficulties in producing the course product.  Feedback is provided by the instructor and fellow students regarding the difficulties of connecting with busy managers.  Another form of oversight is through random contact with agency representatives.  This is identified at the beginning of the course, so students never know which organizational representative will be contacted or when.  This allows for a more manageable form of feedback reducing the work load of the instructor through the periodic evaluation of the process.  
Another form of oversight comes from the students themselves, who monitor the work of their peers. On two occasions students have contacted instructors regarding what was perceived to be work that was not being developed in the spirit of service learning.  These situations were resolved, but the importance of peer review at the graduate level can be very effective oversight.

Student Perceptions 

The UCF service learning committee requires that officially designated service leaning courses have reflective component to the course. In the online courses this takes the form of a “Reflective Discussion.”   

“This course is a “Service Learning” course, since you do a case study of a 


real organization and give the feedback to the organization. This method of 
teaching asks students to apply the theory from the course to a real-life 


situation and to
provide a product for an organization, such as our case 


study.  In service learning the goal is to provide the student an opportunity to serve the community and to learn while doing so.  The final step in service learning is to have the student reflect on the learning experience and to identify what they believe they received from the experience.  Please take a moment to post in the Reflective Discussion your perceptions of the service 
learning experience in this course.  I hope all of you had meaningful learning experiences.” 
Below are student responses from the Volunteer Management course in the fall 2004 semester. 
· Student One: “It has been a truly rewarding experience for me during this semester, even with the hurricanes!  I have been associated with 

the Florida School for the Deaf and the Blind for many years but, this 

process has opened my eyes to different ways of thinking and different possibilities. The volunteer program at FSDB has been very active but, talking with the cross mix of administration, staff and volunteers have been enlightening. I had a preconceived idea of the management of the volunteer 

program, prior to this course. I can't say my preconception was totally "on target." The "structure" section of the course brought about evaluative ways to assess the overall program, which can be integrated into other areas beyond just the volunteer program. Reading about classmates’ experiences and organizations assisted me in comparing what was occurring with FSDB as well.  The other organizations bring about a balance to the course that I feel helps keep us looking outside the box and beyond our normal parameters.
· Student Two: I enjoy service learning classes because it enables the student get a real glimpse into the real-world by partnering with an active nonprofit agency. It is interesting to see how different students think about similar subjects. In addition, due to the multitude of variations between nonprofits we studied, I learned a lot more about nonprofits other than those actually service oriented (Museums, Radio Station).

· Student Three: I can say that I truly enjoyed the learning experiences from this service learning project.  It is one thing to learn the theoretical principles behind volunteer management and another to be able to apply those principles.  I feel that service learning projects prepare students for real world jobs.  In addition, service learning projects are not busy work, but learning 

experiences that will last a life time.  This service learning project helped me to become more familiar with a nonprofit that I care deeply about.  ACORN is a great organization with great potential; they just need some better management techniques.  I think they will be surprised when they realize how much more they can accomplish by applying the right management techniques.  
· Student Four: I really enjoyed this course.  The most beneficial part of the course was actually writing a real case study for an organization.  I've actually learned more from the service learning project than if I was to sit into a classroom setting for 3 hours.  I am glad this class was offered online.  This class has allowed me to understand the weaknesses and strengths of my organization's volunteer program.  Also, this class has taught me some new steps that I should think about when recruiting volunteers.  This class has been very beneficial to me.  After taking this course, I can now plan to solve some of the problems that my organization's volunteer program faces today. 
I was surprised with how much I gained from this class.  I know that may 

sound bad, but you don't expect to go into an elective class learning more 

than what you do in some of the required courses.  This experience has 

inspired me to manage volunteers in the upcoming years.  Volunteers are 

special people who care deeply about the cause, purpose, or goals of an 

organization.  I think it would be a great opportunity to work with these 

individuals every day.

· Student Five: This has definitely been an incredible semester for me!  I’ve been volunteering for the last ten years and never once did I take in into consideration many of the topics that we discussed in our case study and how they effected me as a volunteer.  I suppose it is just one of those things that we take for granted.  And to think they ask, “Is Ignorance Bliss”, 

most certainly not in this case.  The information has proven to be insightful in its content and just the experience of being able to be up close and personal, in order to get a true feeling or concept of the organization.  This experience has proven to me, to be simply priceless. Classroom learning is perfect in many situations; however I would conclude that Service Learning provides opportunities that are unfathomable by the classroom.  I was really excited about being granted the chance to go out into an actual organization and feel 

apart of its structure.  Again, this was something that a text book was not going give me.  Overall I have enjoyed this course and the benefits that came along with it.  
In conclusion, this paper discussed the use of service learning in the online courses in nonprofit management at the University of Central Florida [UCF]. The online program was described, and the UCF definition of service learning was provided. Then, the service learning components of the courses were described, and the partnerships between the university and the organizations were detailed and an example of a course contract was provided in Appendix A. The mechanics of oversight in an online environment were discussed, and lastly, student responses to the service learning experience were shared.  Service learning in an online is challenging, however the student responses indicate the value the technique in teaching. 

 Appendix A
Strategic Planning Agreement

Purpose of Agreement
Students of the University of Central Florida are required to contract with and complete a strategic plan for an organization as part of the course requirement for course number PAD 6335 - Strategic Planning and Management.  This agreement will outline the terms and conditions under which this project will be completed. The strategic plan will be comprehensive meeting not only course requirements, but also the needs of your organization. 

Terms of Agreement

1. The strategic plan must be completed by April 27, 2005.

2. The students will be responsible for the quality and completeness of the report being submitted. The collection of information, compilation of data and all work necessary to produce the final report will be at no expense to the organization or the university. Upon completion of the report, a computer disk with all of the information and two copies of the strategic plan will be given to the instructor, Dr. Mary Ann Feldheim. One copy of the plan and the computer disk will be mailed to the organization for their use. The computer disk is included so that the organization may change and further adapt the plan to their organization. 

3. The organization will designate a contact person to coordinate the effort and provide access to the necessary information and individuals for the students to complete the plan. Information that will be necessary includes, but is not limited to, budget reports, policies, procedures, regulations, program files, and meetings where future planning may be considered. Information that is deemed public sensitive or confidential shall not be requested, nor made part of the plan. 

4. Permission is given to students to meet with appropriate staff members, board members, clients, and/or citizens that should be considered in planning of the organization. Appointments and interviews will be made at the convenience of the organization and will not interfere with employees completing job duties. The instructor, Dr. Feldheim, reserves the right to e-mail the organizational designee to obtain feedback on student performance in working with the staff and sharing the strategic planning process with significant stakeholders.

5. The students will keep the organizational designee informed of their progress so as to ensure that his/her input, suggestions, and recommendations are included in the completed plan and to facilitate a smooth planning process.

6. Permission is given for this report to be used by the University of Central Florida staff and students for future educational purposes.   _____ Initials of Organizational Representative

Type Name of Organization:                                           
Type Complete Mailing Address:   

Telephone:                   FAX:  


E-Mail Address of Contact Person  

Type Organizational Representative & Title: 

Signature Representative   ___________________________________
Date  ____________

Type Names of Student(s)     

Instructor: Dr. Mary Ann Feldheim   mfeldhei@mail.ucf.edu 
PAGE  
2

