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Research Article 

The Potential of Service Learning in Rural Schools:  
The Case of the Working Together Project 

 
Benjamin C. Ingman 

Katie Lohmiller 
Nick Cutforth 

Elaine S. Belansky 
 

Service learning has been established as a promising method of teaching and learning that engages youth as change 
agents in their schools and communities. But service learning has not been widely implemented or studied in rural 
K-12 schools. This study explores the case of a service learning curriculum, the Working Together Project (WTP), 
in a rural, high-poverty school. Data collection included classroom observations, surveys, and individual/focus 
group interviews with participants of the curriculum. The case study findings illustrate how the WTP curriculum 
unfolded with students, benefits for the school (cross-generational collaboration, school introspection and 
improvement), benefits for the students (collaborative skills, professional skills, growth, and maturity), and the 
challenges of the WTP. This case highlights the potential of service learning to promote democratic citizenship in 
rural schools and communities.  

 
Over one third of schools in the United States are 

considered “rural” (Autio & Deussen, 2017). Rural 
schools represent a range of people and communities 
but tend to be positioned in geographically unique 
and/or isolated locations and serve small student 
bodies (Wilcox, 2014). It is common for these staff 
members, teachers in particular, to hold several 
positions within the school that extend beyond 
traditional “teacher duties” (Glover et al., 2016). 
Rural school districts face unique challenges such as 
smaller staffing, collegial isolation, reliance on 
uncertified teachers, and a lack of resources to 
implement federal mandates (Barley, 2009; Belansky 
et al., 2009; Eppley, 2009; Schafft, 2016; Yettick et 
al., 2014) while being charged to implement 
“national education policies [that] often do not fit 
with the needs and material circumstances” (Gallo & 
Beckman, 2016, p. 1) of rural schools (see Bryant, 
2010). These challenges can make it difficult for rural 
schools to provide the breadth of academic programs 
needed by students (Wilcox, 2014).  

Rural schools also have many assets to leverage 
the implementation of innovative curricula. Rural 
teachers, for example, have similar levels of 
education and years of teaching experience as their 
urban counterparts (Glover et al., 2016). Professional 
development offerings are also increasingly available 
in virtual formats (McConnell et al., 2012), which has 
been expedited by the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
improved access to professional development in rural 

settings. In addition to their educational role, rural 
schools often serve as multipurpose institutions in 
their communities by providing other critical services 
and supports to the surrounding communities 
(Schafft, 2016). Recent federal education legislation 
has also grown to provide more concerted attention to 
rural schools (Brenner, 2016). Other assets, such as 
close-knit communities, small class sizes, and access 
to outdoor recreation, position rural schools as 
optimal environments for community-oriented 
curricula (Stern, 1994). These assets and challenges 
provide an important context for rural schools to 
implement innovative curriculum models, such as 
service learning.  

Service Learning 

Service learning is an educational approach that 
blends active community-based experiences with 
discussions and reflections about those experiences. 
Strong service-learning curricula allow students to 
connect academic learning with problems and needs 
in their community in ways that have meaning for 
themselves and others (Moely et al., 2009). When 
undertaking service learning projects, students use a 
variety of methods to evaluate information and think 
creatively to solve community problems and 
advocate for changes in policies and practices to 
address common concerns (National Commission on 
Service Learning, 2002).  
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Service learning has the potential to teach young 
people about their roles and responsibilities as 
citizens in a democratic society (Giles & Eyler, 
1994). The practice of democratic citizenship in 
service learning can provide students an opportunity 
to develop skills of listening, communication, 
compromise, and problem solving. They can also 
learn how to communicate their thoughts and actions 
to others through oral, written, or visual 
representations (Sturgill, 2013). As a result of service 
learning, students may also experience stronger 
connection to their communities, have a more critical 
understanding of their role in them, and experience 
community efficacy. Service learning activities tend 
to be grounded in a vision of action for a better future 
in local community settings, and the audience of 
service learning courses is often individuals in 
leadership positions as well as classmates and peers 
(Battistoni, 1997; Ohn & Wade, 2009). A critical 
approach to service learning, in which students, 
teachers, and community members collaborate on 
projects that analyze and draw attention to the root 
causes of community-identified concerns, can 
achieve this vision for a better future. Through such 
engagement, students may acquire the knowledge and 
skills to analyze, propose, and implement strategies 
that address core issues facing their communities 
(Mitchell, 2008). Further, as students pursue courses 
of action to address these issues, they learn from their 
mistakes and successes and may grow to see 
themselves as engaged and active citizens 
(Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). 

Teachers incorporating service learning as 
education with an eye toward democratic citizenship 
provide a supportive atmosphere that attends to the 
students’ needs and interests in addressing a common 
problem. As teachers facilitate large group dialogue, 
written reflections, group-oriented work, or 
presentations, students can learn the lessons of 
democracy by weighing opinions, negotiating, 
dissenting, and compromising over issues of mutual 
concern (Wallin, 2003). 

Several challenges are associated with service 
learning that may stand as barriers to implementing 
service learning. For instance, there are considerable 
logistical concerns associated with providing service 
activities that are meaningful for both the community 
and students. It is also necessary to gain the support 
of key stakeholders to implement service learning. 
Teachers and principals may not perceive the 
relevance of service learning to student learning or 
the connection to standards. Teachers may also be 

unfamiliar with the pedagogical approach of service 
learning, or unable to commit to teaching service 
learning due to competing professional obligations. 
Similarly, students may carry negative preconceived 
notions regarding service due to previous experiences 
with service (i.e., community service as punishment) 
(Ohn & Wade, 2009). 

Service Learning in Rural Schools 

While there is a well-established evidence base 
supporting the potential benefits of service learning 
curricula (Billig, 2000), there are few, if any, 
published studies on service learning in rural K-12 
schools. Some have addressed the challenges and 
adaptations to consider when pursuing service 
learning with post-secondary populations in rural 
settings (Holton, 2003). Other works have described 
the potential of engaging rural youth in community 
change. For example, Bardwell et al.’s (2009) study 
of the feasibility of rural high school students 
engaging in community-based participatory research 
(CBPR) concluded, “it is feasible to conduct CBPR 
ethically, with the research being conducted by 
knowledgeable and credentialed adolescents from 
within the community” (p. 348). Similarly, Smith and 
DiClemente’s (2000) efforts to engage rural students 
in a sexual education program found that they were 
both willing and able to participate in this intensive 
community-based programming and described the 
experience enjoyable and valuable. However, there 
remains a dearth in the literature concerning 
interventions that are based on a service learning 
framework in rural schools. The differences between 
rural and urban/suburban schools suggests that what 
is shown to be effective in urban/suburban settings 
may require an altered approach and yield different 
outcomes in rural settings (Colby et al., 2013). This 
knowledge gap is addressed by this case study of 
rural middle school students’ participation in a 
service learning curriculum: the Working Together 
Project. 

The Working Together Project 

The Working Together Project (WTP) is a 
middle school service learning curriculum based on a 
strategic planning process called Assess. Identify. 
Make it Happen (AIM) (Belansky et al., 2011). AIM 
was originally designed as a process for adults and, in 
a randomized control trial, produced environment and 
policy changes for healthy eating and physical 
activity in schools (Belansky et al., 2013). The WTP 
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curriculum repackages the major components of AIM 
as a middle school curriculum (Belansky et al., 
2020). Specifically, a classroom teacher guides a 
class through the three steps of AIM: Assess, 
Identify, and Make it happen. During the first step, 
Assess, students evaluate the status of their school, 
examining survey data, what students think, and what 
adults think related to seven health problems: 1) 
unhealthy eating; 2) physical inactivity; 3) alcohol, 
tobacco and other drug use; 4) high risk sexual 
behavior; 5) poor mental health; 6) bullying and other 
social issues; 7) checking out of school. Through this 
step, students determine the most pressing health 
concerns in their school, which informs their decision 
to select a health problem on which to focus their 
efforts. In Identify, students reveal the root causes of 
this health problem in their school, drawing on 
evidence from the data, the perceptions of adults in 
their community, and their own experiences and 
ideas. Finally, in Make it Happen, students survey the 
status of promising and evidence-based practices in 
their school related to the health problem, take 
ownership over student-led changes, and advocate to 
adults for other changes to the school environment 
and policies to address the health problem. The 
students’ classroom-based work is supported by a 
group of caring adults selected by students called the 
Dream Team. Dream Team members support 
students through the process by providing guidance 
and resources while honoring youth voice.  

The Working Together Project was implemented 
at 11 middle schools in a rural, high-poverty region 
of Colorado, over 3 years. The curriculum was 
developed in collaboration with the community (see 
Ingman et. al, 2017), and offered during a class 
period of the school day (often as an elective). Key 
features of this curriculum are included in Figure 1: 
WTP Curriculum Overview. Principals selected 
teachers to implement the WTP. Those teachers were 
provided with a manual of lesson plans, supportive 
materials (e.g., presentations, art supplies), 3 days of 
training, ongoing technical assistance, and lists of 
promising and evidence-based practices for 
addressing health problems.  

A quasi-experimental, convergent mixed 
methods study found that (1) schools completing the 
WTP curriculum implemented evidence-based 
practices and (2) students in WTP participating 
schools showed increases in students’ personal 
responsibility to solve problems, 21st century skills, 
school connectedness, and program planning skills 

(Belansky et al., 2020). The current study 
complements this and other literature by using case 
study methodology to provide an in-depth description 
of both the implementation and thematic qualities 
that emerged in one school implementing the WTP. 
In particular, this work demonstrates the potential of 
service learning curriculum with youth in a rural 
setting and showcases the promise of service learning 
as a means of democratic citizenship.  

Method 

Case studies seek to develop an in-depth 
understanding of complex processes and provide 
inferences for successes and failures which can be 
informative. Case study researchers study one or a 
few cases, collect multiple sources of data, and strive 
for detail and depth of analysis and description (Yin, 
2003). This case study describes one WTP class in 
depth so that others might apply the lessons learned 
in this process to their contexts (i.e., naturalistic 
generalization) (Stake, 1995). The boundaries of this 
case are defined by the activities and actions of those 
participating in the WTP at this school. This study 
was guided by the following questions:  

1. How did the WTP unfold at Montaña Middle 
School? 

2. What were the benefits and challenges of the 
WTP for the school and students of Montaña 
Middle School? 

Participants and Setting 

The participants of this study include the 
student’s classroom teacher who delivered the WTP 
curriculum (WTP teacher), the school principal, a 
school board member, an elementary school teacher, 
and 13 sixth-grade students. The school had a student 
population of 270 K-12 students, of which, 78% of 
which were Hispanic or Latino/a/x and 90% were 
eligible for Free/Reduced Lunch (76% Free; 14% 
Reduced) (Colorado Department of Education, 2021).  

Montaña Middle School rests at the edge of a 
small, remote, rural Colorado town (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2020) 100-150 miles from a 
metropolitan statistical area (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2021). These compounding factors of rurality, 
poverty, and racially minoritized status are shown to 
have marked effects on health and educational access 
and outcomes (Caldwell et al., 2016; Norris et al., 
2010).
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Figure 1: WTP Curriculum Overview 

 
Many youth residing in the area experience extreme 
poverty, which is juxtaposed by the scenic beauty of 
formidable, snow-covered peaks and rolling foothills. 
Abandoned homes and trailers dot this picturesque 
landscape, which is populated by off-grid 
encampments of families without running water or 
electricity, exhibiting a level of poverty often hidden 
from view (Cox, 1998). The students in these 
foothills attend Montaña Middle School, which 
stands as an oasis of resources, connection, shelter, 
safety, and stability for many in the region.  

Data Collection 

This study draws on observational, interview, 
and survey data. Observations of the WTP class were 
conducted by a site coordinator seated in the back of 
the classroom recording field notes as a non-
participant observer (Angrosino, 2007). This included 
43 of the 47 lessons in the curriculum (91.5%), 
totaling over 35 hours of observation. The goals of 
the observations were to both identify potential 
revisions or improvements to the WTP curriculum 

and to record how the WTP unfolded in the 
classroom. 

Near the completion of the WTP, we conducted a 
focus group interview with the students and 
individual semi-structured interviews with the school 
principal, the WTP teacher, and Dream Team 
members (Seidman, 2006). Each of these interviews 
was approximately 60 minutes in length and focused 
on participants’ perceptions of the WTP curriculum 
and outcomes of participation. WTP students also 
completed a 74-item survey focused on perceptions 
of the curriculum and outcomes of the WTP at the 
end of the class. 

 

 

Data Analysis 

Interviews were transcribed and analyzed in 
conjunction with student survey feedback and site 
coordinator observations. Through open and axial 
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coding with the lens of the research questions (no a 
priori codes or frameworks were applied) (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967), the authors developed themes to 
provide an overall understanding of the case. We also 
convened as a group to determine the extent to which 
themes supported or complemented extant literature 
on service learning and health promotion curriculum 
in rural schools (see Glaser, 1965).  

Findings 

The findings of this case describe how the WTP 
curriculum unfolded, illustrate its benefits for the 
school and students at Montaña Middle School, and 
outline the challenges to implementation. All findings 
are supported with the voices of participants in this 
study. 

The WTP at Montaña Middle School 

At Montaña Middle School, the course was 
offered to replace what would otherwise have been 
an elective period for students. The WTP course 
convened for 47, 50-minute lessons during the fall 
semester of the school year. The WTP teacher had 
over ten years of teaching experience and served as a 
firm but calm source of authority with his students. 
He served as their guide through the curriculum, 
which followed the three steps of AIM: Assess. 
Identify. Make it Happen.  

The students who participated in the WTP 
curriculum were regarded by school staff as a 
capable, spirited group facing severe challenges 
outside of school. As the WTP teacher shared, “They 
have a past history of being a class that just was a 
tough group to work with. And getting them to get 
interested in something and buy into it, was what my 
main concern was.” Students were also identified as a 
“high-risk” group facing adversity outside the 
classroom, as described by the principal and a Dream 
Team member respectively: 

I mean, they are high-risk in every kind of way 
you can be high-risk. They’re high poverty, 
there’s high number of issues in their home, a 
lot, of issues in their home life. They’ve been 
always known as the most difficult class, and 
they know that they have that reputation. … 
Many of their family members still have dirt 
floors, no indoor plumbing, no electricity, no 
running water, cloth ceilings, they make their 
Xmas presents out of cans and wood. I mean, it’s 
extreme poverty. (Principal) 

 

We could write a book on every one of those 
students [in that class]. I think, as their former 
teacher, I think those students have a lot of 
potential, but I think that because of their home 
lives [and violence at home] … I think they 
bring a lot of that with them … But they are very 
capable. Each one of them. (Dream Team 
member) 

 
The WTP teacher and principal both hoped that the 
WTP would engage these students because it was 
different from traditional topics of school in scope, 
process, purpose, and outcome. The principal noted, 
“We’ve just about tried everything else, and I 
thought, ‘If this doesn’t help, then I don’t know what 
would.’”  

Assess. Identify. Make it Happen. 

As a service learning curriculum, the WTP class 
was structured with time scheduled for teacher-
guided lectures, student-led discussions, student 
group work (e.g., planning presentations, drafting 
correspondence, researching practices, surveying 
their school), reflection, and celebration. Student 
reflections were structured through journals, which 
included prompts to consider the connection of WTP 
content to their own lives and experiences. Some 
students stapled pages together to keep excerpts 
private.  

Assess. The students began by nominating, 
selecting, and recruiting a “Dream Team” of adults to 
support the curriculum. The Dream Team was 
comprised of 4 members, which included the WTP 
teacher and the school principal (as prescribed by the 
curriculum) and 2 other individuals based on the 
following criteria: adults who (1) encourage and 
value youth voice, (2) work in or are involved with 
the school, (3) work on issues related to health, (4) 
are able to join students in class occasionally, (5) can 
help support students in making changes. The 
curriculum provided a protocol for students to inform 
potential Dream Team members about the role and to 
invite them to participate. Students selected an 
elementary classroom teacher and a school board 
member to serve on the Dream Team. While 
information on the role was shared with Dream Team 
members, no formal training was provided to fulfill 
the responsibilities of this role.  

Students then conducted an assessment of health 
in their school drawing on two sources of 
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information: data from the Healthy Kids Colorado 
Survey (a state-wide survey based on the Youth Risk 
Behaviors Surveillance System (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2021)), and students’ and the 
Dream Team members’ views about seven health 
problems in their school (collected through a panel-
style interview of Dream Team members in the 
classroom). Students weighed the information 
gleaned through these efforts and engaged in 
deliberations to inform their votes to select which of 
the seven health problems they would focus on in the 
WTP, ultimately selecting poor mental health.  

Identify. Next, the students investigated this 
health problem at their school to identify the root 
causes of poor mental health in their school. They 
represented what they learned through a 4’x8’ mural 
called the Looking Closer Model that featured images 
of students crying, captions of “depression”, the long-
term effects of living with this health problem (e.g., 
gravestones depicting suicide), students’ behaviors 
and contexts that lead to that problem (e.g., 
alcohol/drugs, bullying), and the root causes of this 
health problem in their community (e.g., students not 
knowing what words to use or how to talk about 
mental health; students not knowing that being 
physically active can help them to feel physically and 
mentally healthier; students’  belief that it is not cool 
or ok to talk about mental health). Students 
represented the causal relationships between the root 
causes, their behaviors and contexts leading to the 
health problem with yarn. Students then presented 
their Looking Closer Model to their Dream Team and 
received input before finalizing this work and moving 
on to the final step. 

Make it happen. In this final step, students 
developed and implemented a plan for addressing the 
root causes of poor mental health in their school. 
They accomplished this by implementing a student-
led change, as well as advocating for an adult-led 
change to be championed by Dream Team members 
and other adults in the school. Changes were selected 
with consideration of both importance (the extent to 
which the change would have the desired effect with 
the desired audience) and feasibility (the extent to 
which the change could reasonably be put into place). 
For the student-led change, students placed “positive 
message” cards on their classmates’ lockers, with 
messages such as “You’re Awesome”, “Have 
Success in the Future” “You’re a star” “Nothing is 
impossible. The word itself spells, ‘I’m possible’” 

and “Be a Buddy, Not a Bully”. The students 
decorated each card, adding a sense of 
personalization to the messages. Many students left 
these cards posted on their lockers for weeks to 
come. 

For the adult-led change, students reviewed 
“menus of best practices,” which were curated lists of 
evidence-based and promising practices based on a 
review of the literature of practices to address 
different health problems in K-12 school settings. 
Students researched the extent to which these 
practices were present in their school. This revealed 
several areas for improvement in the policies and 
practices of their school. Students learned that a 
tutoring service previously available to them was 
recently discontinued due to funding cuts. Also, they 
advocated for physical activity breaks during classes, 
after school tutoring, and a mental health team in the 
school; all evidence-based practices for improving 
student mental health (Booth et al., 2020; Frazier, 
Capella, Atkins, 2007; Lyon et al., 2014). They 
concluded their research by presenting their 
recommendations to the Dream Team and the school 
board. In response to these presentations, and with 
the support of the Dream Team, WTP teacher, and 
principal, policies were amended at the school to 
include physical activity breaks in the classroom. 
Administrators also researched and ultimately 
restored funding ($40,000 annually) to the after 
school tutoring program for students. However, the 
school was not able to implement the addition of a 
mental health team. 

As a service learning curriculum, the WTP 
embodied explicit values of youth voice with the 
intention of developing youth as change-makers 
through a student-led and adult-supported process. 
Several students noted that this approach was 
different from their usual courses. As one shared, 
“We’re helping other people instead of learning about 
history and math. We’re helping other people with 
their problems.” While another student pointed out, 
“[in] both of the classes you’re basically learning. In 
this class, you’re learning how to help people.” 

Benefits for the School 

Our analysis showed that the WTP at Montaña 
Middle School generated two categories of benefit 
for the school: cross-generational collaboration 
between adults and students, and an opportunity for 
school introspection and improvement. We elaborate 
on each of these benefits below. 
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Cross-generational collaboration. Participants 
regarded the collaboration between adults and youth 
as particularly salient benefit of the WTP. Students 
described both the importance and value of cross-
generational collaboration during a focus group 
interview: 
Researcher:  Why do we have adults involved in the 

Working Together Project? 
Student:  Because adults have a really good 

judgment and so do kids, but they don’t 
really know that. So I think the 
Working Together Project helped us 
talk more to adults about the health 
issues and talk to them about how… 
about a lot of more stuff than we have 
because I think we’re too scared to talk 
to them.  

Researcher:  Are you still scared to talk to adults? 
Student:  Well, not scared, but the fact that it’s 

kind of hard to talk to them because 
they’re a little more grown up and they 
know a lot more than us, so we’d 
probably think that it… they’ll trust us 
by what we’re saying. 

Student:  Adults can help us understand more 
about it so we don’t have to try to do it 
by ourselves in case we don’t 
understand it. 

Researcher:  Can you give me an example of when 
adults helped you understand 
something? 

Student:  Things that we can’t do, like things that 
we don’t understand. Things that we 
can’t read or stuff like that. Or things 
that we don’t think make sense, but they 
really make sense. So they can help us 
out. 

 … 
Researcher:  What else did the Dream Team 

contribute to the process? 
Student:  Things that we weren’t sure of and had 

questions about asking and doing to 
make the change. We asked them and 
they gave us a lot of new ideas. Like we 
would ask them what about this idea 
and they would say, “Well this could 
happen and that could happen,” so we 
would change it a tiny bit, but they 
would help us critique it. 

The students in this discussion acknowledge the roles 
adults can play—as advocates and informational 
resources—in a collaborative process like the WTP. 

The principal corroborated this assertion, 
commenting on the adults’ supportive roles in the 
adult-student collaboration and the collegial sense of 
working on something important with students. 

I think it meant a lot to the kids that they were 
listened to. In fact, [their teacher] told me that 
before we had our very first Dream Team 
meeting, [several students] said, “Do you really 
think they’re going to listen to us?” and he said, 
“Yeah, I think they really will”. And then, we 
really did.  
… 
They feel respected, you know? And therefore, 
maybe they don’t have as much of a sense of the 
“us and them” thing, but “we’re all here for the 
same reason.” 

Dream Team members further supported these 
comments, identifying the need to serve this role in a 
youth-led, adult-supported curriculum. One Dream 
Team member described her role this way: 

I saw it as being there to be supportive in what 
they were working through. … They wanted to 
know what we thought. They wanted to know 
how we saw things. I think just providing that 
support for them and being honest with them and 
being somebody, at least for their first time, that 
they trust. 

Another Dream Team member described her role in 
similar terms—to be a supportive, trusting, and 
attentive adult:  

I think that they know that somebody’s there to 
listen. That it isn’t just them doing it maybe in 
front of their class, that there’s adults that are 
interested in being there and listening to what 
they have to say.  

The principal felt that this process was the “right 
way” to make a change in that it was both 
collaborative and productive: 

[This is] the “right” way because they’re basing 
their change on data, they’re talking to adults—
not in a controversial way, but in a way that’s 
real collaborative—and they’re coming up with 
something that they see needs to happen and a 
plan for how that could happen, but combined 
with talking to the adults about whether or not 
that’s possible. So, all along the way, every step 
is really productive, instead of it’s kind of a “us 
versus them” thing, it’s a “we all see something 
that needs to happen and can we work together.”  

A Dream Team member supported involving youth in 
such collaborations that address matters of concern to 
the students stating, “The kids are in there. They’re 
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the ones in there. They know what the issues are.” 
And giving students the opportunity to collaborate 
with others and voice their perspective was credited 
for the success of the WTP. As the WTP teacher 
noted, “Their willingness to get excited about making 
a change in the school and knowing that it was their 
voice that was being heard. That’s what really got 
them going.” 

School introspection and improvement. A 
second way in which the school benefitted from the 
WTP was that it provided an opportunity to critique 
and evaluate school policies and practices. For 
example, as the students presented their concerns to 
the Dream Team during one of three scheduled 
meetings, a school board member was surprised to 
hear that students could not schedule daily meetings 
with counselors. Consequently, this individual 
pursued this issue with her school board, which 
resulted in an immediate change to policy. 

This example (as well as excerpts in the previous 
section) shows that the WTP offered teachers, 
students, administrators, and school board members 
the chance to evaluate the school’s policies and 
practices related to student health. With busy 
teaching schedules and increased accountability 
measures being placed on the school, there is rarely 
time for such a review. As the WTP teacher 
explained, “With all the mandates on the teachers, 
every minute is so precious.” 

The WTP also provided the opportunity for the 
discussion of topics related to student health. For 
example, one Dream Team member recalled 
discussing the sensitive topic of high risk sexual 
behavior with WTP students:  

I think that’s the hardest topic for them to talk 
about. They can talk about alcohol and mental 
health, and checking out of school, and those 
things but that’s probably the one area … that’s a 
hard thing to talk about for them. And that was 
something that we, even as teachers and 
administrators, know is an important issue to 
address in middle school. 

Thus, the WTP brought into center stage an issue that 
students and adults alike may not discuss unless 
overtly prompted to do so, despite the acknowledged 
importance of such an issue.  

The WTP teacher also noted how the WTP was 
an opportunity for both students and adults to 
evaluate recent survey data in order to reflect on the 
current state of student health at their school: 

Yeah, I think seeing the numbers. When we were 
talking to the Dream Team and said 6% of the 
students here tried to commit suicide. At first 
that number didn’t really stick out to them, but 
then we said it might just be one person. And 
you just start thinking about “How would you 
feel if tomorrow, somebody—one person in your 
class—didn’t come?” And so [the numbers] were 
eye opening to them. 

While the WTP was “eye opening” for students, 
teachers, and administrators it was not at the expense 
of action. Rather this feature of the curriculum served 
as the springboard for implementation of changes that 
enabled the school to become a healthier place for 
students. The improvement of school practices or 
policies was the aim of the WTP; the premise being 
that engaging youth as change-makers would afford 
them the opportunity to make their school a healthier 
place (Belansky et al., 2020). As described above, the 
students’ efforts led to two changes to the school: 
activity breaks in the classroom and the reinstatement 
of a tutoring program.  

Benefits for students 

The WTP is designed to benefit students in two 
ways: (1) by making changes to the school 
environment that will improve their health, and (2) by 
engaging students in the change-making process so 
that they may grow through the experience. The 
impact of the WTP on the school environment is 
concrete: students have physical activity breaks 
during classroom lessons and additional access to 
tutoring services, both of which promote their overall 
health. The benefits accruing for students because of 
their participation in the WTP, though less obvious, 
can be gleaned through the perspectives of those in 
the school community. Our analysis revealed three 
benefits of participating in the WTP: collaborative 
skills, professional skills, and growth and maturity. 

Collaborative skills. We have already illustrated 
how WTP prompted collaboration between adults 
and students in the school. As a result, students 
developed skills to collaborate with others, both 
fellow students and adults. To the WTP teacher, this 
was the most significant outcome of the curriculum: 

The thing that stands out the most is having the 
students learn to get along and work through this 
project. [It] has really been something good for 
that class. I was really worried about doing this 
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project with this class, but they’ve really took it 
on head-on.  

Explaining why he liked working together, one 
student said, “It brings us closer to each other as a 
class and we discuss more things together.” Another 
student contrasted this feature of the WTP curriculum 
with other classes: 

In this class, we worked together more as a team 
than we do in others. Because in this class, we 
can’t choose who we work with, so it is like 
bringing us together as a class. In other classes 
they let us choose sometimes and sometimes we 
don’t get along. But in this class we get along all 
the time. 
Students also noted the differences in the ways 

they worked together as a group in the WTP as 
opposed to previous years. One student said, “Last 
year we wouldn’t get along at all because a bunch of 
people would yell at each other and we would have 
bad attitudes,” while another student agreed saying, 
“Yeah, there was [sic] a lot of people by themselves 
all the time. Like not wanting to hang out with any of 
the others because there was a lot of drama.” When 
asked what caused this change, one student replied:  

I think what’s changed is our attitudes and that’s 
what really helped us work together. Because 
last year, our attitudes used to be bad and we 
wouldn’t want to work with each other. But this 
year we actually want to have partners and things 
like that. 

This comment is also supported by student responses 
to a survey question asking them what skills they 
developed or improved by participating in the WTP: 
“Working together more” “Nothing” “To work 
together and I would like to learn a little more” “Two 
skills I developed participating in this class are 
working together as a class and getting along with 
students in our class.” “Working together” “To stop 
[bullying]” “Bullying. Brain Breaks” “Working 
together” “People being comfortable” “Working with 
classmates more and getting along with everybody.” 

The students worked not only with one another 
but also with adults. Referring to their “maturity 
level” the principal shared: “They’re a lot better at 
communicating with adults. They got some practice 
on what that could look like and should look like 
when you do that in a professional, more adult way.” 
These quotations illustrate that students, the teacher, 
and the principal all felt the WTP brought them 
together and improved their skills as collaborators. 

Professional skills. Another theme that emerged 
from conversations with student and adult 
participants in the WTP at Montaña Middle School 
was the students’ development of professional skills. 
Many professional skills were attributed to the WTP, 
including presenting to adults, writing professional 
letters, advertising and branding, and gaining 
understandings of school human resource and 
financial systems. One Dream Team member 
believed the tangible “tools” developed by students 
was the most important aspect of the project. She 
stated, “I think the greatest thing I liked about the 
program itself is that it’s actually teaching them some 
tools.” Another Dream Team member agreed saying, 
“I think the project is helping to give them new 
insight and new tools and new resources.” 

Though several skills were mentioned, the most 
salient one, brought up by students, the WTP teacher, 
and the principal, was that students learned how to 
review and make decisions based upon data. As one 
student shared:  
Student:  Before this class, I didn’t know that there 

was kids that felt that way in our school 
and that we had the percentage of kids 
that wanted to attempt suicide. And 32% 
that were feeling sad or hopeless. I didn’t 
know that at all—now it made me realize 
it. And that one kid can cause big 
problems. 

Researcher: And when you realized that, how did it 
make you feel? 

Student:  Like this class could really make a 
change and stuff. 

Adults in the school also commented on students’ 
ability to leverage data to inform a decision. The 
WTP teacher noted students’ ability to evaluate the 
meaning of data: “Once they started seeing some of 
the data about bullying and suicide it opened their 
eyes to some of the stuff that they were doing.” The 
principal recalled a Dream Team meeting which 
illustrates students’ ability to both understand and use 
data to make an argument: 

They quoted a lot of facts from the surveys about 
the kids in our school and how they felt about 
their mental health. I don’t know that there was 
too much in there that they were too surprised 
about. I know that part of the reason that they 
chose that subject, was partly because of the 
suicide piece. That really worried them.  
Perhaps because understanding and using data to 

drive decision-making was a formal aspect of the 
WTP curriculum, we heard repeated reference to this 
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skill. That said, using data to drive decisions was but 
one example of the professional skills students 
developed through the WTP. A Dream Team member 
explained her perception of a meeting with students, 
which notes a wide array of professional skills: 

I thought it was really well-organized. They 
definitely managed their time well because we 
were all within a certain timeframe and they 
could only ask those questions while they were 
in class, as well as our time, so I thought that 
they did a really good job at doing that. And 
obviously, part of that was help from the teacher 
really keeping them on task. They were really 
good at listening and moving forward and asking 
questions, interactive. 

The WTP teacher explained at length the skills he 
believed his students had developed as a result of the 
WTP: 

I think they learned a lot about research, what it 
takes to make something happen. Just all the 
steps involved. They’re always asking me ‘Why 
don’t we have this, why don’t we have that?’ 
Now they see how much it actually takes to 
make something happen. … [They learned 
about] note taking, some computer skills making 
PowerPoint presentations, writing letters. There 
was so much that they got to do. Look at data… 
… This is just a big science fair project. Being 
able to—for me, being able to analyze data—it’s 
huge in science class. So that helped a lot in 
science. And then the reading and writing, it’s a 
lot. 

Growth and maturity. All interviewees referred 
to students’ growth or improved maturity. As their 
principal confided, the students’ history as a difficult 
group seemed to fade when they were charged with 
the responsibilities of the WTP: 

[This is] a group that had been kind of ornery, 
and those kids have really matured so much over 
the course of this semester. They still have a 
ways to go, but certainly [the WTP] gave them a 
lot of skills and hopefully that’s gonna carry over 
for them. I’m just so impressed to hear them 
when they’re asking the questions and they’re 
doing the interviews that have to do with this 
particular project. They’ve just risen to a level 
that they have not ever been at before, so it’s 
been really neat. … This particular class has not 
had a good history of following through on 
things and with this, they do. 

The WTP teacher also attested to the change in 
students through the WTP:  

One of the biggest highlights was when the 
Dream Team would come in. And we had a 
really good Dream Team but they were also well 
aware of this class’s past. And then after the 
Dream Team meetings, them coming up to me 
and saying, “Wow, these kids are a whole 
different group of kids!” I think that was a 
definite highlight for me. … They didn’t 
recognize that class. They were so polite and 
organized, and excited. 

The students corroborated their teacher’s perception, 
noting their growth over the year. As one student 
explained: 

In the past years we weren’t as mature as we are 
now, but now we’re kind of getting, like, more 
mature and wanting to grow up, so we try to look 
past all this drama. So if there is any drama in 
the class, we try to avoid it because we’ll have to 
be with this class for a long time, so you might 
as well get comfortable. 

When pressed for why this growth or maturation had 
occurred, a student responded: “Probably because we 
have to work a lot in this class together. That’s why 
it’s called the Working Together Project.” Another 
chimed in:  
Student:  I think this class really brought us 

together. 
Researcher:  How did it bring you together?” 
Student:  I think we got a little bit older and with 

all these projects we had to do working 
together, we just started to get along.”  

While these perspectives cannot be solely attributed 
to the WTP, it appears that the opportunity to 
collaborate played a role in the group's improved 
maturation.  

This broader theme of growth and maturity has 
been the subtext of other categories discussed to this 
point (e.g., attainment of professional and 
collaborative skills). As one Dream Team reflected: 

Knowing those students, watching them grow, 
and then seeing them undertake some of these 
responsibilities and leadership roles, I think it 
was a really, really positive influence for those 
kids because I saw so much growth. And the way 
they interacted with each other and worked 
together was much more positive than I had seen 
in the past. So, I think it was great for those kids. 
I think they chose a great class to offer it to. 
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Other Dream Team members described the group’s 
growth in similar terms, as illustrated through a few 
excerpts: 

I just really felt like they had taken ownership 
and had really come together to do that, and I 
think they really learned a lot from it. Personally, 
I think it will just help them move forward and 
maybe even look at things differently and how 
they would deal with things not only at school, 
but at home. There’s a lot of growth to be had in 
that.  
 
They were very mature in the way that they 
handled some of the issues [that] were personal 
and very private, and they presented their 
questions and their issues in a very professional 
manner and educated. It was obvious that they 
had actually done some research and they had 
some background. 

 
They’ve definitely looked at things differently 
ever since the project started, you could see a 
difference. Just in how they related to each other, 
you know, because bullying is a huge issue as 
well as other things and you could just tell that 
there was a lot more support coming from them 
towards their fellow friends and other people in 
the middle school. Yeah. I think more 
compassion. They start[ed] thinking about things 
a little differently. So, I think it’s had some great 
outcomes.  

Notations of students’ “maturity”, “professional 
manner”, “looking at things differently”, or the fact 
that “you could see a difference” all further support 
the influence of the WTP’s on their  growth and 
maturity. However positive these comments may be, 
the extent to which these skills will remain with 
students is unknown. Referring to this issue, the 
principal noted:  

We’ll have to see, you know? It’s kind of quick 
to say, “Wow, it turned their life around.” I don’t 
know if I could say that right now, but over time 
I’m hoping that we’ve planted some seeds that’ll 
grow as they grow. … Particularly these kinds of 
skills, it’s not something that you can give a final 
for and go, “Oh, they got it”. This might be 
something that may just be stored inside of them 
and it comes up later on. These kinds of skills, 
where they advocate for themselves and where 
they go about making change in a productive 
way—that may happen later in their family life, 
or it may happen in their working life. I hope it 

will be something that we’ll be able to see in 
school, but we may not know. We don’t always 
know. 

Challenges of the WTP 

While the description of events and perspectives 
from Montaña Middle School paints a positive 
picture of the WTP curriculum there were also some 
difficult moments. As the WTP teacher shared: 

There are some days where it is tough. … 
Honestly, it’s a group of ten kids, but there are 
days when it feels like there are forty kids in 
there because they’re a very needy group that are 
very low academically.  

In addition to the challenges presented by students, 
the WTP teacher was also tasked with teaching a new 
curriculum in a format unfamiliar to students. While 
we have emphasized the benefits associated with 
service learning, the WTP may be viewed as different 
from the status quo approach to curriculum and 
instruction in many US schools. Further, the WTP 
presented the teacher with several logistical concerns, 
not only overseeing the group work of students, but 
also coordinating partnerships and meetings between 
students and the principal, Dream Team members, 
and school board. These tasks are beyond the typical 
role and responsibilities of a sixth-grade teacher and 
required that he put in extra time to ensure the 
curriculum was a success. The WTP does not neatly 
align with the curriculum of many rural public 
schools and we would be remiss not to acknowledge 
the considerable effort required to reconcile this 
difference. Accordingly, the benefits and successes 
outlined here are a testament to the efforts of the 
teachers, administration, principals, and students. 

A number of contextual factors facilitated the 
successful implementation of the WTP despite these 
challenges: a strong, experienced teacher committed 
to implementing the WTP with fidelity; a supportive 
principal; an engaged group of adults serving on the 
Dream Team; and a creative, hard-working group of 
students. Although the principal noted, “If it could 
work [here], it could work anywhere, because of our 
high poverty and our high at-risk population, high 
EEL, all of those things,” we believe that it “worked 
here” precisely because of the facilitating factors in 
the school’s context. 

Discussion 

Although the case of the WTP at Montaña 
Middle School raises several topics of interest, this 
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discussion focuses on two points: (1) the promise of 
service learning as a means of democratic citizenship, 
and (2) the potential of service learning and health 
promotion in rural schools. We discuss each in turn. 

Service Learning and Democratic Citizenship  

As we outlined early in this work, service 
learning can offer numerous benefits for students and 
teachers (Moely et al., 2009). The case of the WTP at 
Montaña Middle School provides a concrete example 
of how a service learning health promotion 
curriculum can be implemented in a rural school. 
This case, as articulated by participants in this school, 
reveals four ways in which the WTP curriculum was 
aligned with central principles of democratic 
citizenship in education.  

First, the participants’ beliefs that students 
developed collaborative skills, professional skills, 
and growth and maturity supports Ohn and Wade’s 
(2009) findings that service learning classes promote 
skills of listening, communication, and compromise. 
Second, the cross-generational collaboration 
prompted by the WTP contrasts with the sometimes-
adversarial relationship between teachers and 
students in schools (Holt, 1972; Noddings, 1992; 
Rogers & Freiberg, 1994), which is antithetical to a 
democratic conception of education (Dewey, 
1916/1944). Third as a service learning curriculum, 
the WTP was designed to cultivate and honor youth 
voice and this study suggests that providing students 
with the opportunity to express their perceptions in 
collaborative efforts with adults can be among the 
most important benefits of the experience (see 
Battistoni, 1997). In the words of one Dream Team 
member, “I mean, students just want to be heard.” 
Fourth, the engagement of students in a collective 
effort to analyze the root causes of students’ poor 
mental health to influence features of their school 
supports the development of the “participatory 
citizen” and the “justice-oriented” citizen 
(Westheimer & Kahne, 2004, p. 242). This also 
aligns the curriculum with more critical orientations 
to service learning (Mitchell, 2008). Fifth, these 
experiences align with a broader theme of growth 
which is deeply intertwined with democratic 
education (Dewey, 1916/1944). Growth is central to 
Dewey’s (1938/1997) conception of educative 
experience, which are marked by satisfaction of two 
criteria: interaction (interplay between students and 
the content) and continuity (connection with life 
trajectory in a direction of growth). The WTP 

curriculum appears to have provided the conditions 
for this quality of experience for some students.  

The Potential of Service Learning in Rural 
Schools  

As we noted, service learning presents both 
internal logistic challenges (e.g., providing 
meaningful service activities, or gaining student or 
teacher support) as well as external challenges (e.g., 
skepticism of the approach, pedagogical 
unfamiliarity) (Ohn & Wade, 2009). These 
challenges are compounded by the obstacles often 
faced in rural schools, such as multiple roles for 
teachers and unresponsive national or state policies 
(see Gallo & Beckman, 2016; Glover et al., 2016; 
Wilcox, 2014). Further, as we noted, there are few 
examples in the literature of service learning 
curricula implemented in rural schools. These factors 
may lead rural educators to regard the task of 
implementing service learning in their schools as a 
daunting one. Indeed, the WTP curriculum was not a 
success with all schools participating in the broader 
intervention, and more inquiry is necessary to 
understand the critical contextual factors of what may 
facilitate successful implementation.  

Despite the challenges to implementing service 
learning and a lack of evidence that such an approach 
has been effective in rural settings, the case of the 
WTP at Montaña Middle School is compelling and 
provides grounds for optimism. As this work 
illustrates, the curriculum was successful on a 
number of counts. The prevalence of skills attributed 
to the WTP when implemented in a rural high-
poverty 6th grade class, and its credit as 
transformational for many students suggests the 
untapped educational potential of this approach in 
this context. Further, the fact that hidden poverty and 
experienced racism have compounding detrimental 
effects on health and educational outcomes in too 
many rural settings (Norris et al., 2010) underscores 
the importance of engaging youth in rural schools as 
active agents to expose and correct these systemic 
inequities. Such an exploration could be extended 
beyond the implementation of health and wellness 
issues to address other foci through service learning, 
such as civic engagement, advocacy, or place-based 
perspectives. Indeed, the WTP curriculum could be 
adapted to address other topics, which may position 
the curriculum for much broader application and 
influence. 
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The successes of the WTP also suggest that the 
ongoing discussion of the challenges faced by rural 
schools and communities may be at the expense of 
identifying their strengths and potential for 
implementing innovative educational approaches. 
Many of the assets common to rural settings, such as 
small class sizes, strong relationships, tight-knit 
communities, and ease in implementing changes 
(relative to urban districts), position rural schools as 
conducive to innovative action-oriented curricula 
such as the WTP. Such a setting is conducive to 
engaging youth in understanding and addressing 
issues or concerns in their community (health-related 
or otherwise). Pursuing action-oriented curricula in 
this way has the potential to mobilize youth as critical 
agents of positive change across rural settings.  

Limitations 

The same team implementing the WTP initiative 
collected and analyzed data for this study. While this 
presents benefits in understanding the schools, 
curriculum, and context of implementation, it 
presents challenges in bracketing biases in 

evaluation. Efforts were taken throughout to ensure 
participants were candid in their expressions of the 
curriculum and we sought to remain reflexive and 
engage critically with the data in light of this context 
(Macbeth, 2001). 

Conclusion 

The benefits that occurred as a result of the WTP 
were made possible through the considerable efforts 
of the students, teacher, principal, and adults in the 
school community in collaboration with a university 
partner. Service learning initiatives are not always 
successful undertakings and more inquiry is needed 
of the conditions that contribute to their success in 
rural schools. The case of the WTP at Montaña 
Middle School, however, may help other educators 
and researchers consider the possibilities of applying 
similar curricular approaches in rural schools. 
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