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Introduction
Students enrolled in my sections of BiSC3 must complete a semester-long community-based research and service learning project called the Environmental Awareness and Community Action Project (EACAP). Students work in teams of about 3-4 to learn about an environmental issue of their choice, collaborate with a community organization on a particular service-learning project that enables them to take action in protecting the environment and/or educating and encouraging others to do so, and then present all of their work to their classmates and the campus community. The service component involves partnership with community organizations including Nolde Environmental Education Center, Monocacy Hill, Berks Parks Department, Berks Conservancy, Hawk Mountain, Blue Marsh Lake, Schuylkill River Heritage Area, Glenside Elementary School, Kittatany Sierra Club, as well as more recently, our own Sustainability Team and the Greenhouse staff on campus. 
I have been doing this project since 2011 and was always amazed at the work completed by our students and appreciative of the community organizations’ partnership and collaboration. However, I was always disappointed with the fact that only students within a particular section and perhaps those who would stop by at the poster presentations would learn about their EACAP projects and the amazing work that was being accomplished. There was no communication between my three sections and no sharing of ideas or communication about the projects outside of the time devoted to the presentation of projects at the end of the semester in each class. There was also little to no awareness on the part of the campus, university, and community at large about these projects. 

Hence, my goal for this TLI project was to increase students' communication and collaboration with each other (both within their section and across the two sections) as well as increasing the accessibility of the projects to everyone else. I envisioned a website or an online tool to allow students to collaborate and share their progress and exciting project details with others in their section, students in the other sections, and the community at large. The use of such tool would allow for the projects to be archived, shared with the community, and open to the general public. In this way, I thought that the site would enable students to not only learn about their own environmental issue, community organization they work with, and service learning actions they get involved with, but also that of other groups. Their understanding of environmental issues would potentially increase tremendously as they would be able to follow the work of and learn about the environmental issues of at least 20-30 other teams (across the three sections).
Project Design

I communicated my idea during my consultation with Mary Ann Mengel and together we decided to focus on a website where students would be able to discuss and chronicle their experiences with the project. She informed me of sites.psu.edu, built on the WordPress platform. We discussed details of how the site would be set up, its structure and functionality, and possible instructions for students to be able to use to assist them in knowing how to contribute. Initially, Mary Ann and I met several times and communicated extensively via email to figure out the workings of the site and the necessary instructions that my first cohort of students (spring 2015) would need in order to complete the website component of the project. Since I got the grant right at the beginning of the semester, I had to make adjustments to my project instructions and incorporate the webpage as a distinct component of the project and part of their project grade. Mary Ann created instructions for students to follow along to make a post on the site. In order to create an organized site, recommendations for posting included a multi-step process that involved proper labeling of the post, tagging post with the appropriate project name, organization, and the particular semester and including videos and pictures. 
The site is set up so that each EACAP team can make as many posts as they wish throughout the project much like a blog, except that it would be done as a team and as part of a larger group of people blogging on the same site. (View site at http://sites.psu.edu/environmental
communityproject/.) Within the site’s navigation, each semester is a drop down menu on the projects tab. Then, within that particular semester’s section, organizations are listed on the right side of the page with drop down menus directing the page visitors to the various EACAP teams working with that particular community organization. Once one clicks on a team, all of the posts made by that team are made available to view. 
Instead of just doing this for the one semester I had initially applied for the TLI grant, I have now included the same process as part of the EACAP project for the past three semesters (spring 2015, fall 2015, and spring 2016) and intend to describe the findings from the first cohort (spring 2015) and the most recent cohort (spring 2016). I must add, that after spring 2015, Mary Ann and I talked about a few logistical changes, modifications and simplification of the instructions handout, and instructions for me to follow to set up subsequent classes each semester on my own. 
Learning Outcomes
I decided on the use of Qualtrics, which Mary Ann introduced me to and got permission for me to use, in order to administer a pre/post survey to all students in these sections over the past three semesters. The survey asked students questions related to the use of the website as a tool to communicate with one another and to become informed about the variety of environmental issues that were explored as well as the actions that were taken by various teams. I was also interested in using the survey questions to assess students’ willingness to take actions given their exposure to various service projects done by different teams. The students were sent a link to complete the pre and post surveys and were offered credit for completing the surveys in order to encourage greater participation. 
The following summarizes the survey completion rates for each semester. Not everyone completed the surveys. 
	Semester
	Number of Students
	Pre-Survey Completion
	Post-Survey Completion

	Spring 2015
	3 sections = 105
	85
	76



	Spring 2016
	3 sections = 106
	106
	86



Findings & Discussion
The pre-survey results indicated that 90% of the students in spring 2015 (N=85) and spring 2016 (N=106) had not used WordPress before. About 60% of students in spring 2015 and 76% of students in spring 2016 had not created a website using standard web-design/development tools. 
The following table summarizes the pre and post results for both semesters. Students’ level of comfort with using the site increased from pre to post during both semesters. Students had a favorable attitude toward the use of the site to showcase their work both before and at the end of the semester. Part of the initial interest may be due to the fact that project instructions are already given to the students at this point and the significance of disseminating information is discussed within that context. With the other questions below, there was a high level of agreement during the pre-survey which increased even more by the completion of each semester. I was pleased to see the results regarding their views toward the use of the webpage to impact public perception. They felt that the use of an online social medium such as a webpage would allow them to get the word out about environmental issues and possible actions that can be taken. The question about generating broader awareness of environmental issues in the community had a higher pre-score than a post score. Before the start of the project students felt that their project would get more publicity and attention from a broad audience, but once they started the project I believe they felt that it was not getting as much attention outside of our campus as they had imagined. This will be discussed in greater detail below with the open-ended questions. 
Table 1: Spring 2015 And Spring 2016 Pre and Post Survey Responses 

	Questions
	Spring 2015

Pre-Survey Mean & SD (N=84)
	Spring 2015

Post-Survey Mean & SD (N=78)
	Spring 2016 Pre-Survey Mean & SD   (N=106)
	Spring 2016

Post-Survey Mean & SD

(N=86)

	Degree of comfort with the technological aspects of

using site (1: not comfortable to 5: very comfortable)
	M=2.88

SD=1.0
	M=3.86
SD= 0.96
	M=3.00

SD= 1.10
	M= 3.87 

SD= 1.03

	Level of interest in the idea of using a public site to showcase work and raise awareness of the issues and actions team focused on (1: not interested to 5: very interested)
	M=3.44

SD=1.09
	M=3.55
SD=1.10
	M=3.34

SD=0.87
	M= 3.35

SD= 1.03

	By sharing ongoing blog posts about our group’s progress via social media, we were able to generate broader awareness of environmental issues in our community.  (1: Disagree to 5: Strongly Agree)
	M=4.0

SD=0.74
	M=3.84
SD=0.78
	M=4.06

SD=0.66
	M= 3.86

SD= 0.83

72% agree or strongly agree

	I feel comfortable publicly sharing my group’s progress to address environmental issues. (1: Disagree to 5: Strongly Agree)
	M=3.96

SD=0.76
	M=4.12
SD=0.67
	M=4.07

SD=0.72
	M= 4.33

SD=0.73

88% agree or strongly agree

	Individuals have the power to influence their community’s perception of environmental issues through use of blogging and social media platforms. (1: Disagree to 5: Strongly Agree)
	M=4.10

SD=0.69
	M=4.27
SD=0.57
	M=4.07

SD=0.69
	M= 4.23

SD=0.81

85% agree or strongly agree


There were open ended questions that asked students to write their comments regarding the possible benefits and drawbacks of using the site as part of the project as well as the possible need for further instructions. 
Both prior to the beginning of each semester and at the completion of the course, students discussed a number of positive benefits of using the site to showcase their projects (Table 2). A large number of students commented on the increased visibility and accessibility of the projects through the site and that the online medium served as a publicity tool for the service learning projects being completed. This increased visibility, most argued, potentially leads to greater public awareness of local and global environmental issues as well as ways to get involved in alleviating the issues, protecting the environment, and educate others. Many also commented on the advantage of using the site as a communication tool between students within and across different sections. They were able to explore other people’s projects, get ideas, exchange ideas and feedback, and make connections with one another. The site also allowed them to get feedback from the community at large and just blogging about their team’s efforts encouraged them to continue and excel in their work and helped with keeping track of their team’s goals and progress. Since the site was more heavily advertised and promoted to people during spring 2016, these students got further feedback from the outside community, but they also got more feedback from their peers during this semester since I had incorporated feedback exchange as part of the rubric for the project and emphasized it more than the first semester the page was utilized.
	Table 2: Benefits of Using the Website

	Publicity & visibility & accessibility

	Open communication & connection among students (enhanced awareness of different projects & greater opportunity to share ideas)

	Public awareness of environmental issues and ways they can get involved

	Tracking personal team progress

	Encouragement for teams

	Can get feedback from other students & community at large


Many students expressed that they could think of no drawbacks to the use of the site (Table 3) and thought it was a positive publicity tool for the projects. However, some expressed a few items that may be seen as possible drawbacks of the use of the site and blogging about their projects. Prior to the initiating the project, and to some degree afterward, some students were slightly concerned about possible negative responses from the public. Others mentioned possible technical difficulties or their own lack of familiarity with technology and more specifically the use of websites. Some expressed concerns about the tedious nature of the posting and blogging and that it was time consuming, confusing, and more work than necessary. They were especially frustrated with the tagging procedure they had to follow for each post in order for it to show up in the various categories it was supposed to. They felt there were many things to remember to tag. Posting pictures and especially doing galleries was difficult and time consuming for some and posed technical difficulty for them at times. A few commented on the difficulty of doing the posts as a team and that some people end up doing all the postings in the team. 
One of the major concerns of some of the students, and something I have been frustrated with as well, is the possible lack of attention by the public to the website. Some students commented that the website is not known to others and that many would not even know of its existence or would not be able to come across it easily so they felt that their work may go unnoticed. They were happy with the feedback and attention they were receiving from their peers, but were not sure if there was any larger group of visitors. A few commented on the format of the posts and the fact that they did not appear in an attractive and eye catching manner and may not grab anyone’s attention long enough to read the team’s posts even if they do get to the site. I had tried to gain more public awareness of the webpage by posting it on my own Facebook page, sharing it with others at UP and community organizations that are interested in such projects, and through campus listserv but that was not sufficient to generate the type of public awareness that they were anticipating. I had required them to share their posts through social media but very few, if any did so. They waited for the attention to come in other ways. I have to seek ways of getting the website more outside attention by perhaps tagging it with keywords or using other means for increasing its chances of coming up on search engines. I also need to work on figuring out ways to get the students to take a more active part in the publicity. They need to be active in notifying family and friends about the site and their own projects. But before that, I need to figure out a way to perhaps restructure the site to make it more appealing and easier to follow along by webpage visitors. Anyone coming to see a particular project or projects in general should be able to see the various posts with pictures, videos, and other appealing aspects of the posts rather than just the excerpts that they currently see and may not be interested in.
	Table 3: Drawbacks of Using the Website

	No drawbacks

	Possible negative responses

	Difficulty with technology or possible technical difficulties

	Difficulty of finding the website (not necessarily public) & possible low visibility or lack of attention to the webpage or team blogs- no marketing of the webpage

	Create more work, time consuming, tedious

	Difficult to do as a team when some members don’t want to post & it becomes responsibility of one person to do it


Table 4 summarizes student comments regarding the possible need for further instructions. Most students, especially in spring 2016 stated that they did not need any further instructions and that the instructions they were given were self-explanatory, clear, and easy to follow. Students had a difficult time actually reading the instructions initially, but once they were told a few times to refer to the instructions they found them to be useful and easy to follow. A few suggested the use of video tutorials in place of the Word document. I noticed that in some of the teams, one or two people would post and the others would not participate in posting. Those students would then be confused about the use of the page to explore and comment on other people’s posts. I have to make it clear that they all need to take part in the posting. Overall, they have a difficult time actually reading through written instructions. A few reiterated the difficulty with posting in that particular format which did not seem exciting or eye catching and the tediousness of the tagging system and suggested that the page becomes more attractive and posts easier to find and more interesting to pay attention to. This was discussed in the previous section. 
	Table 4: Need for Additional Instructions 

	No, everything was self-explanatory & clear & easy to follow

	Multiple categories to tag made it difficult & confusing & ended up losing posts

	Video tutorial would be more helpful than Word document

	Adding images and use of gallery needs improvement


There were many items listed for the question about what they found most surprising about the learning experience (summarized in Table 5). They were surprised by the sheer number of environmental issues, especially those that are occurring locally, that they were unaware of. They were equally amazed at the number of positive actions were taken by their peers and students in previous semesters and felt encouraged to take more such actions. They were happy about the feedback they received from their peers and the few people in the larger community. They were made much more cognizant of the community organizations and ways they could take part in protecting the environment. 
	Table 5: Most Surprising Aspect of Learning Experience

	How many issues there were out there

	The positive exposure it received & the feedback from the public

	The extent of service projects done by various group

	The amount of community work that can be done to make a positive impact 


Recommendations/Possible Modifications
The EACAP project is a complex and multi-faceted project to begin with. Adding the website was something I wanted to do but was hesitant to add to the project because I did not want to add too much work, stress, and confusion. However, I felt it was necessary to get attention for the projects beyond the confines of our classrooms and particular semesters. The student responses have been generally positive and I am certain that with a less complex project the use of such a website would be a successful tool for anyone who wishes to incorporate it in his/her course. For me, personally, the website was a tremendous amount of work on top of other components of the project that I had to keep track of and assist students with. I received notification of their postings so that I could keep track of their progress and assist them with possible issues. I had to remind them to tag their posts and label their posts correctly and sometimes that would not happen at all. Setting up the website categories and all the necessary parts for the two semesters that I did not have Mary Ann helping me were very tedious since I had many teams to set up, organizations to create, and much more. With about 22-31 teams that I normally have, explaining, reminding, and checking on them to do their posts and do so correctly becomes quite a challenging task. 

I think next semester I will have an easier time with setting up the new semester’s teams and organizations. However, I need to tweak a few things in the instructions to get students to divide up the work of posting in their teams and pay more attention to the site. One thing that I need to work with the Mary Ann on is to change the format of the site slightly. The way the posts are showing up right now does not seem very eye catching and often the pictures and videos students post do not show up in the small caption that appears and instead those features become visible only if the site visitor clicks on “read more” and open up the team’s post. Some restructuring would need to occur to make everything more visible, easy to follow, and engaging to pay attention to and read. I also need to look into ways of making the page more public so that students do not feel that they are putting in a lot of work just for a small number of people to see it. I have to do more to encourage students to begin posting earlier in the semester and explore and comment on other people’s posts. I also have to encourage them to do their part in spreading the word about the site and their projects in particular. That was already added to the instructions and rubric this semester but I believe a lot of students did not notice that. 
Scholarly Outcomes
I have not had any publication based on the data I have gathered thus far, but plan to complete IRB approval for the next iteration of the project so that I can perhaps collect and analyze data that can then be disseminated to the public and educational communities. I have also been trying to inform as many organizations and people that I know about the site so it gets more traffic. The project did receive some attention from the University at large when the article about the site was featured on Penn State News http://news.psu.edu/story/382710/2015/11/30/pennsylvania/blog-created-showcase-students%E2%80%99-community-work 
Conclusion
Although it has personally been a huge and time consuming project for me to add the site as a component of an already complex EACAP project, I would not think twice about not having the site as part of this project now. I feel that the exposure that their work has been receiving by various people has been much greater than what it was before and this adds to their sense of empowerment as they get to witness the impact that they all have had on the community. The site allows them to see at least the projects being completed by their peers and raises their awareness of the many issues that surround them and the great number of ways they can take steps to protect the environment. It serves as an encouragement for them and others to carry on such rewarding service learning projects, not just as part of a course, but in their future lives as well. 
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