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Abstract: This paper examines the best practices and lessons learned from implementing an academic service learning project based on an interactive video conference and using iClickers.  Seventy students in an undergraduate World History class explored the rich history and culture of Syria by interacting with a Fulbright Scholar from that country.  Inspired by the scholar’s emphasis on the human face of Syria rather than current political turmoil, the students initiated a fundraiser through UNICEF to benefit the innocent youth victims currently in refugee camps.  Students expressed their opinions using iClickers and voted in true democratic fashion on every direction and step executed in the project.  This paper analyzes the collected student responses (both quantitative/objective and qualitative/subjective) regarding the video conference itself, using iClickers for group decision making, and the academic service learning project overall.

Introduction

	Engaging 21st century students in active learning is an important component of many university classrooms.  One way to actively engage students in a large lecture course is to employ a student response system such as the iClicker.  Caldwell (2007) suggests several benefits for using clickers in a university classroom including students being more prepared for class when clickers are required for a graded assignment, sparking discussions, giving voice to those who are shy, and tracking attendance.  A second way to engage students in active learning is by using video-conferencing technology that allows students to interact with experts outside the classroom.  Lawson, Comber, Gage, and Cullum-Hanshaw (2010) provide a review of the impact and possibilities for video conferencing.  A third way to engage students in active learning is through academic service learning.  In the past few decades, universities have been increasingly exploring innovative ways to engage students with academic service learning projects (Bringle and Hatcher, 1995).  This paper explains how one World History course combined these three elements of active learning with positive results. 
Students in an undergraduate World History course at Northern Michigan University developed a semester long (Fall 2013) academic service learning project to benefit Syrian refugee children after using video-conference technology to learn about Syria’s history and culture from a Fulbright Scholar from that country.  Narrowing down the project from the students’ lofty ideas of sending care packages filled with educational materials and local cultural goodies into something actually executable in one semester was challenging especially considering the students initiated the service project only after participating in the instructor’s planned video conference.  Conducting an academic services learning project, especially one requiring so much class time and effort, was not a planned component of the course.  By the end of the Fall 2013 semester, the students successfully executed a fundraiser for UNICEF working directly with Syrian refugee populations to help provide polio vaccines, educational opportunities, and basic necessities.  Utilizing iClickers proved instrumental in gathering input from the students for every detail of the project.  
	The instructor employed several methods to obtain student feedback about the entire project.  Quantitative anonymous results were obtained using Qualtrics surveys.  Three separate surveys were administered to gather students’ feedback: 1) The video conference as a learning experience; 2) Using iClicker technology in the classroom to make decisions about the service project; and 3) the academic service learning project overall.  The students also provided qualitative written feedback about these topics in the anonymous surveys and via formal written assessments.  The results are overwhelmingly positive, but there are also areas for concern that lead to several lessons learned that can serve as best practices implications for future implementation of similar academic service learning projects using these technologies.  This paper provides a summary of the video conference as a learning experience, explains how it developed into a semester long academic service learning project, provides examples of how iClickers were used by the students for this project, analyzes the data sets gathered, and considers the implications for future best practices.  

The Initial Video Conference

The video conference with a Fulbright Scholar from Syria was built into the syllabus for the World History course.  At Northern Michigan University, this instructor is the only person to formally integrate video conferences for the students into a course curriculum.  The presenter from Syria was located by contacting the coordinator of the International Studies in the Schools program at Indiana University who made the arrangements.  The video conference lasted nearly two hours, during which time the presenter used a PowerPoint to show images of Syria as she explained aspects about the history, culture, geography, and economy of the country.  Most of her presentation focused on “positive” aspects of her country rather than the current turmoil although she did address the civil war briefly.  She periodically stopped and answered questions from the NMU World History students.    
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Figure 1: The auditorium where the video conference took place was equipped with several cameras and microphones to facilitate interaction between the presenter and the class.

The students overwhelming responded positively to the interactive format, the presenter, and her information.  The most frequent positive anonymous written comments centered on the students’ interest in hearing about another culture from an individual actually from that culture.  This is shown in written comments such as:

 “I absolutely loved the video conference. I thought the conference was a great experience. [The presenter] was interesting and excited to tell us about her life and Syria. I like the fact that we got to experience Syria from a different point of view rather than how the media portrays the country. There are two sides to every story and hearing her point of view as a citizen of Syria helps me better understand and get a feel for the culture of Syria.”  

The quantitative data also supports the conclusion that the students appreciated the video conference as expressed in the following two charts (Figures 2 and 3): 

Overall, what was your reaction to this video-conference?
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Figure 2.  Anonymous data gathered from students immediately after the video conference.


Was this an effective learning experience for you?
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Figure 3.  Anonymous data gathered from students immediately after the video conference.

The Academic Service Learning Project

When the video conference concluded, one remarkable young student approached the instructor and discussed how this learning experience sparked a desire in him to connect with, and help, the people of Syria. This emotional connection ignited what turned into a full class semester long academic service learning project.  The student kindly agreed to present his thoughts to the other students the next class.  Many ideas were shared about how the university students could possibly assist individuals in the midst of a civil war over six thousand miles away; this is where iClickers became instrumental in determining the scope of the project.  The initial idea was to send care packages filled with items like soccer balls, notebooks, and toys over to Syrian youth. The idea was enthusiastically welcomed by most class participants.  For example, one student wrote in a reflection: “This video did spark my interest in Syria but more importantly made me think of the children and families being affected by the war over there. I hope I can help out by helping send soccer balls in our class project to help bring something normal to the children in need.” Upon investigation though, the care package idea was quickly ruled out because of the numerous obstacles (customs, clearances, delivery on the ground, etc.) involved with sending aid to a war torn region. The direction of the project had to take a different turn.
Participating in a pilot program to integrate iClickers into large lecture courses at NMU, the World History students were well equipped to easily vote on the Syria project direction.  Students split up into small learning communities, researched international non-profits with whom they could partner, presented their ideas to the entire class, and then voted on how to proceed.  Once the decision was narrowed to fundraise for Syrian refugee youth and UNICEF was chosen as the partner agency, another round of small groups ensued about specific details such as how to name the project, what to use as a logo, the length of time for the project, the fundraising goal, who to share the project with for potential fundraising, etc.  The students voted with their iClickers on a simple majority rules basis on each and every decision of the project.  With only a few weeks left in the semester, they got their UNICEF fundraising website up and running, titled it NMU Students Helping Syria, and set a goal of raising $1500.00.  They decided to limit the fundraising to themselves and spreading the word on their own social media networks.  They managed to raise nearly half their goal and that was almost exclusively due to their own contributions (and some parents’ donations) rather than the crowd-source funding efforts with their social media.  
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Figure 4.  This is the logo the students created for their academic service learning project.

Student responses to the ASL project

	The qualitative results from student written reflections overwhelmingly indicate that participating in the video conference directly contributed to the students’ desire to participate in an academic service learning project and be more aware of the current events in Syria.  This is supported by student quotes such as:  

“This video conference has greatly peaked my interest in Syria’s events. I hadn’t realized that there were so many factors in this rebellion and I want to see how it plays out. I would love to help out the refugees and provide support however I could. There are people just like my family and I caught in the crossfire, wanting nothing to do with it. Too many people have been displaced from their normal lives and need to know that someone else in the world cares for their well-being.”

“I do think that because of her presentation when I read bits of the news on Syria I sympathize more with the people, and try to see the situation from their point of view.”

“This conference did spark an interest in me but I do not have the time right now to follow events. Our class is trying to take action for the cause for children that are affected by the fighting and I think that that is really cool and a nice way to spread hope and joy to people who need it the most.”

“Did the conference influence me to take action? I do think that my impact of what I could do would not affect the country as a whole, but maybe as a class we could greatly improve the day or life of a young person afflicted by struggles over there.”


Although, not all students suggested the video conference sparked their interest in further following the political turmoil in Syria.  Those students stated they generally do not follow current events and probably would not change their news gathering habits based on this one video conference.  However, even those students were willing to do so in the context of the World History class. 

Students clearly recognize the value of having iClickers available for group decision making as shown in Figure 5 below:
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Figure 5.  Student responses to using iClickers to facilitate project decision making. 


Overall, when asked about the major advantages of academic service learning, students responded with comments such as: “It helps to immerse students deeper in to their coursework by attributing real world aspects to their learning.”  The project was considered a success by a majority of the students and the instructor.  

Reflections and Implications for Future Best Practices

Plan ahead:  Planning an academic service learning project based on a video conference should preferably be done in advance.  This project was not anticipated because it was entirely student driven.  The instructor was willing to take a risk on the project and does not in any way regret that risk because the students connected history to real-life current events in a way that occurred well beyond the intent of the original class. While the organic process of developing a project from scratch fostered student participation, research, and critical thinking, some students mentioned in the final course evaluation they felt it took too much time away from the planned academic content of the course.  Both the students and the instructor would probably benefit from a well-planned balance between the academic content and implementing an academic service learning project. If the project has some preliminary framework from the beginning, the instructor can designate their course as participating in an academic service learning project and thereby attract students who enjoy ASL courses.  Likewise, it might deter registrants who prefer a more traditional approach to a university course.   
Prepare everyone:  Preparing the students prior to the video conference is definitely advisable.  Warn them about sound and video issues that have to be worked out on the spot and make sure a tech person is there to assist so the instructor can focus on facilitating the interactions.  As a novice user of video conferencing, this instructor did not realize it would be helpful to communicate extensively with the presenter prior to the conference.  Take time to ask lots of questions of the presenter prior to the conference so everyone knows what to expect.  This may seem intrusive, but it can help establish expectations ahead of time.  In this case, the instructor had asked the presenter (via the coordinator at Indiana University) to focus on the political crisis but the presenter chose to put a more “human face” on the conflict of Syria.  Her choice was absolutely valid, but the instructor and the students were surprised by it. 
Be honest with the students:  Being honest with the students about the obstacles of implementing an unplanned academic service learning project is recommended. There were several points in the semester where the instructor had to explain to students why the project was encountering obstacles.  For example, the instructor sought out advice from colleagues such as the former Australian Ambassador to Syria who provided a much needed reality check when the students wanted to send care packages directly to Syria.  Reading his written response directly to the entire class about the obstacles they would encounter was an eye-opening experience for many students.  The instructor used that instance to engage the students in a meaningful discussion about the role of governments and non-profit organizations that turned into important lessons learned for the students. This also suggests that seeking assistance from outside entities and experts to implement an academic service learning project is definitely worthwhile.  
Be willing to take risks:  This project turned into one of the most meaningful teaching and learning experiences for this instructor.  That never would have happened if the instructor simply shut down the original idea from one young student who was inspired by what he learned from the interactive video conference.  Valuing the interests and incorporating them into any course project is definitely worthwhile in helping students connect academic content to real life.  This instructor hopes that others may be similarly inspired to combine video-conferencing, student response systems, and academic service learning in their own future courses. 
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