Educate to Build the Community
María Nieves Tapia
Thank you so much for the invitation. I am very sorry that I cannot be physically there for health reasons, but
thanks to the new communication technologies I can invite you all to my house and share with you the prayer
and the meeting.
I am very happy to be able to participate also because I know a lot about the charism and the work of the Piarists.
I was educated with the Salesians – a charisma younger than yours – and I grew up within the Church in the
Focolare movement, a charisma even more recent, and I have to tell you that it is a great source of hope to see
that the older charisms are still alive, continue to bear fruit, continue to present their founder in the
contemporary world as you do in this meeting. It gives me great hope that we, the younger charisms too, can
keep them alive, to make our founders present even if the years go by, so your anniversary is also an occasion
for celebration for me and for many others in the Church.
The title that was proposed for my presentation is "Educate to build the community", a topic that is certainly
not novel. That's why I do not think I can say anything that is radically new, but I would simply like to be a
stimulus to rethink central issues for the educational life and to ask ourselves what we can do to improve, to
always be a step further.
1- An educational community "on the way out"
I would like to start by quoting a presentation made by Father Aguado when we were at the International
Congress of Education in Rome in 2015 (if you have not seen it on video yet, I recommend it1). There he spoke
of some priorities for Catholic education among which I would like to retake two, that I find fundamental in
relation to the title of this block, which means “to build the community”. On the one hand, he called for “creating
a referential Christian community” understood as “embodied soul” involving identity, a “project enriched by the
charism”. On the other, to “change society, prefer the poor, evangelize people and culture.”
On the one hand, there is this dimension, that is perhaps more intimate, more "internal" of the school, the
dimension of our own school as a Christian community. From this dimension we could question to what extent
our schools are Christian communities that can serve as a reference, a starting point for the life and faith of our
students. Father Aguado calls it “an embodied soul”, and it seemed to me a key expression, because many times
Catholic schools are tempted to offer many speeches and little incarnation. We are very good at speeches and
homilies, we know everything we have to do, and also that it is not always easy to take the Gospel to practice,
but we must not stop trying to embody it, or we are not who we say we are.
In this dimension of building the Christian community, a Pious school is not any school: there is a project enriched
by the charism of San José de Calasanz. And it seems to me that the word “charisma” is not always used with
the awareness of the enormity it implies: it is the Holy Spirit himself, that breath of understanding of the life of
God that reaches a founder in a specific place and moment, but it is a gift to make "God with us", present
throughout our history. It is the Spirit that wants to be present in our present, in circumstances as diverse as our
schools and communities are geographically and culturally diverse.
When we think of our educational community as a Christian community, I am always defied by two phrases that
refer to the life of early Christians: “All who believed were together and had all things in common” (Acts 2, 44),
and Tertullian, who says that the pagans recognized Christians because they said of them "Look how they love
one another" (Tertullian, Ap. 39). I always wonder: if someone enters our teachers room, could he or she say of
us "look how they love one another", if entering a classroom could say of the link between our teachers and our
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students "look how they love one another", if we could say of our educational community that we are together
and have all things in common...
Surely, building our own educational community as "embodied soul" requires a permanent conversion,
especially in knitting, moment by moment, truly fraternal links with the closest. Paraphrasing the Hymn of
Charity of St. Paul, we can have the best laboratories and the most advanced computer equipment, the best
results in PISA and the best projects in science fair, but if they cannot say of us "look how they love one another",
maybe we are only resounding gong or clashing cymbals (1 Cor 13,1).
Together with this more "interior" dimension of our communities, there is a second broader dimension that I
would like to address, which has to do with "changing society, preferring the poor, evangelizing people and
culture" raised by Father Aguado. This dimension requires us to consider what the scope of our community is,
and what kind of links we wish to build with our environment.
The preparatory document for the World Congress of Education organized by the Vatican in 2015 (CEC, 2014)2
included an open consultation which was answered by thousands of Catholic educational institutions. From the
analysis of that report, presented at the World Congress3, two images emerge on how the Catholic educational
communities see themselves: a minority is identified as a fortress, a kind of medieval castle or abbey that
preserves the truth within its walls against the ravages of the secularized world. The majority, instead, is rather
identified with the image of a source that can offer “living water” openly to all those who want to approach.
In that sense, the final document of the Congress indicated:
“…The mission constitutes the dynamic and fertile expression of identity, since – as the parable of the
talents suggests – identity is not a treasure to be kept jealously hidden in a safe place, but it is a
patrimony that must be "invested" and made available as a gift, to bear fruit.4”
It seems clear to me that this vision of our mission and identity as a Catholic school is closely linked to the
evangelizing mission and identity of the Church in these times when Pope Francis calls us to be a “Church on the
way out” towards the “existential peripheries”:
"The Church must come out of itself. Where? To the existential peripheries, whatever they may be. But
get out. Jesus tells us, “Go into the whole world and proclaim the gospel to every creature.” (cf. Mc 16,
15). I prefer a thousand times an injured Church than a sick Church closed up on itself. " (Pope Francis,
Vigil of Pentecost 2013)5
I would like to recall how the then Cardinal Bergoglio defined – during the Conclave in which he was elected
Pope – the meaning of these "Peripheries":
“The Church is called to come out of herself and to go to the peripheries, not only geographically, but
also to the existential peripheries: the mystery of sin, of pain, injustice, ignorance and indifference to
religion, intellectual currents and all misery.”6
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I believe that this call to be a "Church on the way out" challenges us not only personally but also as communities.
In general, when educators talk about "educational community", normally the first thing we think about is that
core nucleus formed by the students, their families and the teaching and non-teaching staff, stretching a little
maybe we include the alumni, some benefactors... But the reality is that we do not always consider that the
territory, the community that surrounds us can also be part of our educational community, because it is the
place where our students live, because it can be our field of evangelization and also, as we will see later, because
it can be an extension of the classrooms as a space for learning.
In authentically "catholic" terms, in the sense of universal, to build the educational community is to build
community with all our brothers, with those who are closer to us, with those around us and also with those who
are perhaps further away from us geographically or in thought.
When Pope Francis spoke to the educators in Quito he somehow explained to us what it means to be an
educational community "on the way out", when he asked
Do you watch over your students, helping them to develop a critical sense, an open mind capable of
caring for today’s world? A spirit capable of seeking new answers to the varied challenges that society
sets before humanity today? Are you able to encourage them not to disregard the world around them,
what is happening all over?
To make that possible, you need to take them outside the university lecture hall; their minds need to
leave the classroom, their hearts must go out of the classroom.
Does our life, with its uncertainties, its mysteries and its questions, find a place in the university
curriculum or different academic activities? 7
It may seem that the Pope is posing a paradox: on the one hand, it seems that he is telling us that to be a good
school we have to leave school, and at the same time, he is telling us that the reality of the community has to
enter our curriculum and our educational work. It seems to me that it is in this dynamic of dialogue between
what happens inside and outside the school, it is in this solidary dialogue that the new paradigm of "a school on
the way out" becomes a reality.
Precisely the service-learning proposal seeks to generate a "virtuous circle" through which the knowledge
developed in the classroom is put at the service of the transformation of the reality that surrounds us, and the
contact with reality and with our brothers challenges the theories and academic knowledge, and motivate our
students to want to know more, and leads educators to review the adequacy and relevance of our curriculum,
and perhaps investigate together with our students to solve complex problems in our community.
Going back to what Father Aguado said at the World Congress of Education of the Vatican, on the one hand, we
want to "create a referential Christian community", an "embodied soul", a "project enriched by the charism". On
the other hand, we are called to "change society, prefer the poor, evangelize people and culture." In other
words: evangelizing and changing the world should always be the same for us, it should be the way to embody
our identity as an educational community.
We will see then how this call is related to being "educational communities on the way out" what our century is
asking today of the school.
2- A school "on the way out" is a better school for the 21st century
As Catholic educators we have clear identity and mission of our institutions. I would like to stress that a school
"on the way out" is not just a good Christian school, it is also a school that responds to the challenges of
education in this complex 21st century.
I'm not going to linger on diagnoses we all know. We know that throughout the world formal education is
somehow trapped between institutional logics, buildings, regulations and curricula that still reflect the
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encyclopaedist logic of nineteenth-century school, with parents and teachers who feel nostalgia for "The good
old days" although they were not like that, and a "native digital" generation that no longer sees sense in an
education that is reduced to the reproduction of information that can be found easier, and often more updated
and more agilely presented, on the Internet. In the words of the Catalan educator Eduard Vallory, "inertia makes
us reproduce an obsolete education"8.
We know that it's not just about including more technology in school. The generation of the 21st century grows
in a culture of the uncertain, constant change, and all experts agree that the ability to “learn all life” to solve
problems, work as a team, communicate in various contexts and also "learn to live together" are essential
(Delors, 1996).
While the educational paradigm of the nineteenth century was conceived around the "Goddess of Reason" of
the Enlightenment, the twenty-first century speaks of cultivating emotional intelligence, empathy, multiple
intelligences ...
The Church always raised the need for an integral education, that includes all the dimensions of human life, and
after three centuries in which the dominant paradigm focused almost exclusively on the mathematical logical
intelligence and transmission of disciplinary knowledge, the good news is that lately even the most pragmatic
specialists are beginning to recognise that the education for the 21st century has to incorporate not only
disciplinary literacies, not just know-how skills, but also what the World Economic Forum now calls "character"...
something that is much closer to what we understand by an integral personal training than the ancient
encyclopaedic paradigms.
It seems that there is a growing convergence between the thinking and educational experience of the Church
with what is being raised today by experts in the field of pedagogy throughout the world. And one of those fields
of convergence has to do precisely with the need for a school "on the way out". Note that UNESCO in its recent
document "Educate for Global Citizenship" talks about different approaches or "learning environments" and the
one that stands out is what it calls "community-based approaches" and defines them as
“Learning environments that promote links with communities both locally and globally, and that connect
students with real-life experiences”.
I think it's no coincidence that in this 21st century, in which our students are so immersed in virtual reality, many
of us seek to bring them closer to the real life of the community, so that they can learn and live in real life.
It seems to me that all this was very beautifully synthesized by Pope Francis in his dialogue with educators at
the 2015 World Congress, when he told us that there were “three languages” – that of the head, the heart and
the hands – and that Education has to move articulately on these three paths.
“There are three languages: the language of the head, the language of the heart, and the language of
the hands; education must go forward by these three ways. Teach to think, help to feel good and
accompany in doing, so that the three languages are in harmony: that the child, the teenager think what
he feels and what he does, feel what he thinks and what he does, and do what he thinks and feels.” 9
It could be said that education in the nineteenth century was mainly focused on the head, and that the pragmatic
education of the competencies almost exclusively guided by the world of work, which was intended to be
imposed on us in the twentieth century, especially had to do with the language of the hands. And the pope is
telling us that combining in harmony the languages of the head, the heart and the hands is the only way to
practice a truly integral education.
Maybe for some it may sound utopian, but we know it is not. Today many experiences in Catholic schools and
also in many non-Catholic institutions show that this integration of head, heart and hands is possible.
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I would like to share only one of many examples. The Jaime de Nevares School in Bariloche, in the Argentine
Patagonia, serves a very vulnerable population, in a very precarious neighbourhood near the cordillera between
Argentina and Chile. Most of the students have been expelled from public schools in the city, or have great
difficulty in remaining in secondary school. Many of them are of Mapuche origin, and some have left their
families to study in the city. A few years ago, a group of 3rd grade of secondary school knew that one of his
fellow Mapuche had no communication with his family for several months, although his community was just
over 100 km of the city. Neither the teenager nor his parents had money to travel that distance, and the family
was in a place without electricity, and therefore without any means of communication. Upon learning of this
situation, the students asked their technology teacher if there was anything they could do to get the Mapuche
community to have electric power. The teacher took the question as a trigger for a service-learning project
focused on researching various forms of sustainable energy, and it concluded with the construction and
installation of a windmill in the Mapuche community. They contacted engineers from the Bariloche Atomic
Centre who advised them, looked for resources in the community for the materials, discussed between men and
women if the girls could also use the soldering iron and that led to a valuable lesson about the dignity and
capabilities of women in a strongly macho context... since the girls also learnt to weld. And finally they gathered
the necessary funds to build the mill, to go to the community of their mate and install it, to the surprise and joy
of the families of the place, who now have energy to improve their quality of life and expand their development
possibilities.
Through this service-learning project, the students simultaneously developed scientific knowledge, research
capacity, competencies related to doing and undertaking, communication, and at the same time, they developed
a valuable training for active and supportive citizenship. Not only did they contribute to effectively solving a
community problem, but the project also motivated them to stay in school, to value the role of knowledge, to
re-encounter with their original identity. It was no coincidence that those students who had been expelled from
other schools in that school managed to finish their high school.
It's just one of many cases where service-learning projects contribute simultaneously to achieve academic
excellence and facilitate the social inclusion of students who in other educational models are marginalized or
expelled, and ultimately to create a truly comprehensive and excellent education.
You know better than I that if there is something that characterizes the charism of Saint Joseph Calasanz is
precisely the integral education. At the same time, it seems to me that in the search to embody that ideal we
always have to find new didactic, new strategies so that our educational projects are really and truly
comprehensive in the time and place that touches us.
In that process, I believe that the great question that we could ask ourselves today as Catholic schools, is how
to be "on the way out" and overcome the parallel lives that sometimes occur in traditional education, where on
the one hand there is learning, and on the other, without any connection, solidarity activities. In the class we do
the germination and out of class – in extra-school time, extra-curricular form, we can do the solidarity campaign.
We collect, we distribute, and none of that has to do with what we have learnt in the classrooms. On the one
hand, there are the curricular areas and on the other hand, there is catechesis and pastoral, which, as in the
geometric definition of parallels, are “lines that never touch”. I do not know if it happens in your schools, but
when I was a teacher in a Catholic school in Buenos Aires, I learnt that my students were going to a missionary
camp just because they were missing in the history test... Perhaps from my class I could have helped them
understand the traditions and roots of the rural populations they were going to visit, reflect on the cultural
differences between their city and the province they would visit, but no one could think about it, because what
happened in the pastoral "had nothing to do with the subjects.
When these parallel lives are generated, tensions between academic requirements and pastoral expectations
almost inevitably occur. And sometimes it seems that pastoral activities are only for those who "were born good"
and are willing to come to the youth group or sign up for the missionary group, while the disciplinary curricular
contents are for everyone, they go with a mark, and are therefore understood by the majority as the only thing
that really matters.

I believe that one of the great contributions that the pedagogy of service-learning offers to Catholic school is
precisely the possibility of linking academic and pastoral life, overcoming institutional fragmentations in order
to generate integral and integrating projects.
To use the well-known expression of UNESCO's Delors report, service-learning projects allow us to articulate in
a single project “learning to learn" with "learning to do, to be and to live together”, helping our students to learn
to serve their brothers with all their potential.
3- Solidarity service-learning projects
Assuming then that I convinced them that it would be good to carry out serious solidarity service-learning
projects, the big question would be how we do it.
The first fundamental answer would be: starting from what we have already been doing. Perhaps in a school
there is a long tradition of solidarity campaigns, we will see then, how can we add educational value? How do
we link these campaigns with the curricular areas? Perhaps we have a lot of research for the science fair, and
then we will have to see how to propose scientific topics linked to the needs of the community. And perhaps we
are already doing projects that in fact articulate learning and action, and we only need to consolidate, value and
systematize what we are doing, until the solidarity is not only something that figure in our mission and project,
but a real part of how we teach, of our institutional identity.
FIGURE 1: The quadrants of learning and solidarity Service (Tapia, 2006:26).

SERVICE

LEARNING

Systematic volunteering without a curricular articulation (top left)
Voluntary service-learning (top right)
Occasional and non-systematic solidarity initiatives (bottom left)
Field visits without the intention of solidarity (bottom right)
In this process of starting from what we are already doing, I would like you see this graph as a sort of map on
which to locate what is probably already happening in your schools.
The vertical axis would be like a thermometer that measures from lower to higher the quality of the solidarity
service we offer to our communities: if we put some food for the parish dining room that solves the problem for
a few days, if we generate community gardens, we allow people to produce their own food, and between the
two experiences there is a whole series of intermediate stages. On the horizontal axis we also measure from less
to greater how much our students learn throughout the solidarity process. Whenever we go out to the
community we learn something, but sometimes we can learn by chance, little or sometimes, as a specialist says,

we can learn "the wrong lesson". In a social or pastoral activity, we can learn to manage, communicate, speak
in public ... almost by chance, not because there is an educational planning that promotes it. Or we can learn
more about physics, chemistry and social science from those who run the programs.
Sometimes with the best of goodwill there are poorly planned, thoughtless social activities, which inadvertently
teach to be naive activists, or even worse, to arrive at a community without knowing anything about it, and with
the best intentions can reinforce prejudices, hurting sensitivities and turning our students into people who
believe that they can change the world by depositing some alms twice a year. In the best scenarios, a project
can allow to link what we read in the Catechesis with what we try to practice in the community, we can generate
valuable reflections on the practice, and that the project marks a before and after in the lives of our students
and help them be better people and better citizens.
These two axes of learning and service delimit the four quadrants that we are going to see very quickly;
•

Trips to the field without solidarity intentions: it is the typical school activity of "educational outing"
where we go to the countryside to learn. For example, in the City of Buenos Aires, schools go to the
ecological reserve to study the characteristic flora of the Pampa area, then return to school, make a
report and move on to the next topic. We went to the community and learnt something, but we did not
give anything back to the community. Maybe we observe that people do not take care of the ecological
reserve, that they throw garbage, that there are remnants of fires, but that is not analysed, it does not
enter into the test, because they went out to the community to learn, but not to serve.

•

Occasional and unsystematic initiatives; at the other end of this quadrant would be the usual “solidarity
campaigns”: if there is a flood, we collect for the flooded, if there was an earthquake, we collect for
those affected, Christmas comes, or Children's Day, or the parish dining room asked us... there are
always these campaigns that start and end generally without too much planning, often arise
spontaneously, without much need for institutional intervention. The objective is to respond to an
emergency, which is very good and obviously necessary. We also know that addressing the emergency
does not solve the underlying problems, so the quality of the service is usually not very significant, and
we must recognize that to organize a collection of non-perishable food you do not need to put at stake
great academic knowledge. We have then in this quadrant a little service and perhaps a little bit of
informal learning.

•

Systematic volunteering without a curricular articulation: going to the upper quadrants, I think that in
almost all Catholic schools we can find this type of volunteering: the youth group, the missionary group,
the Scout battalion ... These spaces are institutionally accompanied, often linked very directly with the
charism itself – the Salesian youth movement, the Marianist Movement, etc. – and precisely because
they are activities with continuity and institutional support, they often allow the generation of sustained
and sustainable solidarity activities in the communities. We can commit, for example, to providing
educational support to neighbourhood children throughout the year: our students help other children
do their homework, learn better, help them stay in school and, therefore, the activity can affect the lives
of these children better than one more or one less can in the dining room of the parish. These are
projects that can offer a higher quality in terms of solidarity service, in which, in general, our students
also learn many things about their social context, their own capabilities and potential, these are
experiences that can mark life projects very deeply. However, in general when we plan these projects
we do them without considering the training aspects, and they are done in parallel to the disciplinary
life of the school. In my adolescence, with the sisters of my school I was accompanying a group of
children from a chapel in the periphery of Buenos Aires, and we never thought to ask the teachers of
language and mathematics to help us prepare exercises for the time of school support, or the music
teacher to help us prepare songs suitable for the age of the children, or the physical education teacher
to suggest games. We went with the guitar and improvised, which did not help either the quality of the
service or our own learning ...

•

Learning and solidarity service: here we finally talk about projects that have the same passion and
systematic solidarity, the same sustained link with the community and the volunteers, but also the same

academic rigor of an exit to the disciplinary field. These are projects in which we try to achieve high
quality of service and learning at the same time. For example: These are projects in which we try to
achieve high quality of service and learning at the same time. For example: Unquillo high school students
in the mountains of Córdoba, Argentina, identified as an environmental and social problem of their
neighbourhood that many peasant families still cook with wood stoves, with the consequent
depredation of scarce mountain vegetation and environmental degradation, and also with serious
consequences for the health and safety of families. The students tackled the problem starting from the
subjects of natural sciences, technology and social sciences, and designed a project coordinated by the
professor of physics and technology, which consisted of producing solar ovens to be donated to the
families of the mountains, so that they could Cook in a more sustainable and safe way. The school
obtained funds from a provincial program to promote scientific education, and several solar ovens were
built. The students organized an exhibition in the town square, so that all the neighbours could verify
that the solar ovens were used to cook as conventional kitchens, and together with the host families
generated an investigation and monitoring of the advantages and difficulties in the use of ovens. And
they obtained evidence of the positive impact of these ovens on the lives of the families in the
mountainous environment. It goes without saying that this group of students learnt much more about
science and technology than what the official programs require and, at the same time, they developed
valuable competencies for life, work and for citizen participation in solidarity.
FIGURE 2: Transitions to solidarity service-learning (Tapia, 2006: 31)

Transitions
Articulation with curricular contents (bottom left)
Solidarity service-learning (top right)
Applying knowledge to meet social needs (bottom right)
As I mentioned before, to get to service-learning projects, it is good to start from what we are already doing: if
we do solidarity or voluntary campaigns, we can think of linking them with curricular contents, if we are doing
educational support, the teacher of language and mathematics should help students prepare activities so that
there is a link between what is learnt in the class and what is given as help. If we are developing scientific tasks
or disciplinary activities instead, we can think about how this knowledge could be applied to meet some of the
needs of our community.
These processes of transition to service-learning are important because we start from actions that are already
present in our classrooms. It is not about "inventing the wheel" or imposing anything against the institutional
experience, however, we can make use of the strengths that we already have in our school.

4 – The three fundamental characteristics of a good solidarity service-learning project
Thinking about the implementation and transition process to good solidarity service-learning projects, I would
like to stop now in the three fundamental characteristics that we indicated before as distinctive of a servicelearning project.
Sometimes we are already doing projects that have a bit of learning and a little solidarity service, then the
transition would be towards improving the characteristics of the project, deepening the quality of the solidarity
activity with the community we develop, improving the protagonist participation of the students and a better
planning of curricular links.
Let’s look systematically at each of the three fundamental characteristics:
The first is solidarity service, which necessarily leads us to deepen what we understand by solidarity. Certainly, I
do not need to explain much, but let's say that we always need to reflect on the difference between the
traditional “vertical” benefit – which implies help, paternalism and the passivity of the beneficiaries – and
authentic solidarity, which establishes horizontal links allowing us to recognize ourselves as children of God,
with the same dignity, with the same rights. This perspective leads us help our teacher and students to think
about solidarity projects, emphasize sharing instead of helping, creating links and co-protagonist role with the
people of the community rather than feeling the "heroes" and "saviours of the poor", think more in terms of
equality and fraternity than the ever-present temptation to feel "superior", those who "know best", we will give
what we think the other day might have been needed and can be comfortable for us give, instead of generating
a process of hearing and empathy, which would allow us to do together what is really necessary.
I have a friend who coordinated a community centre for many years, and who uses a somewhat cruel but rather
realistic expression referring to those times when schools that come to make the party arrive and distribute
sweets to the children of the community centre: he calls them “the excursion to poverty” (Croce, 2000: 48). Even
without denying good intentions, sometimes we think that because we were there one day we helped
something, and what usually happens is that the children of the community centre were happy for the new
friends, and they wait for them to return, but those new friends do not come back until next year, then other
friends come from the same school and they do not come back anymore... And then, instead of helping, we can
be generating more abandonment for children who already suffer too many, and unintentionally we are
teaching the wrong lesson that by making a trip to poverty we are good citizens and good Christians.
That is why it is important not to confuse a naive benefit with an authentic solidarity, and from this axis of
solidarity we should see seriously, listening to our neighbour what the community really needs, and from the
axis of learning we can generate a serious reflection on what kind of solidarity we are teaching and learning.
When planning good service-learning projects, it is also important to take into account the different types of
solidarity action that we can undertake, not necessarily to exhaust ourselves in what we have been doing all
along.
We all know the saying, “it is better to teach fishing than to give a fish” which undoubtedly contains profound
wisdom. However, that can be very good in poetry, but in real life, you usually have to eat first to have the
strength to go fishing. And even if someone were taught, but does not have the smallest pond nearby, it will not
be of much help.
I like this image of the cane, the fish and the lagoon to represent three great types of solidarity action.

FIGURE 3: Typology of solidarity service activities

Exchange and transfer of knowledge.
Direct attention: handing out goods and services.
Dissemination campaigns.
Promotion of local development projects.
Following these images, the "fish" represents direct attention, delivering goods and services to attend a social
emergency, a situation of need. Here, we would include typical campaigns to collect and distribute nonperishable food for the parish canteen, mats and blankets for the flooded, drinking water and food for
earthquake victims... From the point of view of service-learning, the best goods that we can offer are often the
products prepared by the students themselves, which develop their knowledge and competences: here could
enter the many technical schools that produce wheelchairs and other orthopaedic implements for the elderly
and the disabled without resources; high school and college students who produce books and didactic materials
for autistic children or children with other syndromes; children and teenagers who record stories for the blind
library, and many others.
Let me share two brief examples:10
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•

Students from the San Ignacio Centre of Integral Education, an agro-technical school that welcomes
students of Creole and Mapuche origin of the mountainous area of Junín de los Andes (Neuquén,
Argentina) use their knowledge to build greenhouses for the rural schools of the zone, so that the school
canteen can have fresh vegetables also during the long Patagonian winters.

•

Sixth grade girl students (10-11 years) from the Michael Ham School (province of Buenos Aires,
Argentina) entered into a dialogue with a nearby public school for the Blind. From the dialogue arose
the need for that school to have more and better didactic material adapted to the needs of its students,
especially for the teaching of the disciplinary subjects. The 6th grade students proposed that for a whole
year they would do all their tasks as if they were blind: instead of preparing the map of Argentina's
physical geography by drawing, they made a large map in relief with clay, so this map can be used to
study geography in the school of the blind. Instead of drawing cubes and parallelepipeds in the exercise
book, they built them with durable and colourful materials. That is to say: during a whole year they did
all the tasks they had to do, they learnt everything they had to learn, and at the same time they
produced hundreds of didactic objects that, at the end of the year, they could deliver to the blind
school. You can respond to an emergency, offer goods and services, but do it in an intelligent way.
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Always in this first dimension of delivery of goods and services, a service that many educational institutions can
deliver is to offer information on important issues for the life of the community, sometimes invisible or about
which there is little or no information. Campaigns to prevent dengue, cholera or other diseases that seriously
affect public health; information on how to care for the environment, responsible consumption of water or other
resources; awareness on issues such as bullying, family violence, and many other significant issues for the
community are so many possible projects of solidarity service-learning.
For example, in the town of Saliqueló, in the interior of the province of Buenos Aires, the Special Primary School
No. 501 organizes annually, along with the local hospital, a blood donation campaign that has a huge impact on
the community. Children not only write and draw posters and pamphlets for distribution among relatives and
neighbours. They also star in advertisements on local television, in which they ask adults for their collaboration
with the hospital. They are moving adds that help mobilize hundreds of people annually. On the day agreed with
the hospital for the blood donation campaign, the entire educational community collaborates by putting up
posters and organizing a musical show to accompany the formation of long queues of donors. Unlike other small
community hospitals, the blood bank of the Saliqueló hospital is always well supplied, thanks to the children of
the Special School and the mobilization they generate annually among their neighbours.
These and many other experiences show, that both the projects that aim at the production of goods to be
offered to the community, and those that disseminate information, can facilitate to put into play a great wealth
of disciplinary knowledge and practical skills, and therefore, have a greater potential for the development of an
effective linkage between learning and service than most of the traditional solidarity campaigns, in which our
students simply have to remember to bring from home any tin or package of rice and put it in the basket of the
current collection.
Often the assistance in an emergency is confused with “welfarism”, that is why I would like to emphasise that
assistance in an emergency is a fundamental, sometimes indispensable part of any good social intervention
project. If our brothers are starving and having cold, we cannot ignore it. At the same time, we know that if we
are only collecting for a parish church, we will continue to collect non-perishable food for the next 500 years ...
That is why it is important to, at least, question ourselves about the possibility of addressing other dimensions
of solidarity action. The dimension we represent with the fishing rod is not identified only with "teach fishing",
we prefer to define it as an exchange and transfer of knowledge. One of the great temptations of universities
and also of schools, is to look at the community as a “tabula rasa”. Our students need to learn to recognize all
the wisdom present in the communities, recognize the popular, ancestral knowledge that necessarily has to be
put in dialogue with scientific knowledge.
•

The students of the Pablo Apóstol School in Yerba Buena (Tucumán, Argentina) investigated the high
mortality rate in the rural areas of their province due to accidents with poisonous animals (snakes,
vultures, scorpions and others). The students of the last years of the secondary school organized didactic
materials and talks to offer in rural schools. To do this, they had to put into dialogue what they had
learned in the books and the school laboratory with popular beliefs and knowledge, identifying which
ones enriched their scientific knowledge and which were contradictory.

•

The San José Obrero School, a centre for job training of the Salesians for adolescents and young people
in the periphery of Neuquén organizes training courses in trades offered by the students themselves to
rural mountain communities within the framework of their institutional project. The organization and
the delivery of the courses is developed with spaces for exchange and reflection among the adolescents
of the urban area with the inhabitants of rural areas, many of them of indigenous origin, generating a
great enrichment for students, and providing the rural population the possibility of having knowledge
of carpentry, electricity, automobile mechanics and others that allow them to develop with more
autonomy.

•

In many schools, "digital native" students organize computer courses for seniors. In the exchange, adults
acquire the basic communication tools of everyday life in the contemporary world, and students learn

to develop their communication, planning skills... and also their patience with “the elderly, whom they
have to explain even the easiest things”.
Finally, there are projects that have to do with promoting local development processes, i.e. they impulse
development strategies from the community itself, with all the actors, promoting participation, inclusion,
generating management capacity at the service of political, sociocultural and economic development. Working
for local development necessarily involves working with other institutions, linked to public policies, in order to
achieve the common good of an entire neighbourhood, city or region.
In honour of the Chilean hosts, I would like to give an example of how a service-learning project can contribute
to local development, it is the experience of the agricultural Liceo in the Codpa Valley in Region I, northern Chile,
in a sector of the Aymara population.
“Through a project carried out with the National Indigenous Development Corporation (CONADI), a
workshop was designed and developed for the improvement of Pintatani wine, an artisanal wine made
by winemakers of the Codpa Valley since ancient times. To make this product better known and
marketed, wine growers must meet legal requirements, for which chemical analysis and a description of
the manufacturing process are required to guarantee the quality and health safety of the Product they
offer.
The high school students were trained with specialists to learn how to perform the necessary analyses to
meet these requirements in the chemistry laboratory of the Liceo. Thanks to this work of applying
knowledge to the service of the community, local wine producers can now legally market their ancestral
wine.
At the same time, the Pintatani Wine Improvement Workshop was also an opportunity to motivate the
students, develop an excellent scientific knowledge and stimulate the formation of future citizens in the
values of solidarity and participation committed to local development and valuation of their original
identity”. (Eroles, 2007).
Let's move on to another of the constitutive characteristics of a solidarity service-learning project, the
protagonist role of the students. This protagonist role will obviously acquire different modalities according to
the age and evolution of the students, but it is fundamental in all the projects and in each of the stages of the
same.
Experience shows that we, parents and teachers, often find it easier to locate ourselves at the ends of a
spectrum, where at one extreme are those who prefer to impose the discipline to educate, and on the other
those who prefer to be “friends” or “partner” and abandon their children or students to the absence of limits
and encouragement, not to assume the complexities of the role of the educator. We know that our job as
educators involves finding the balance of setting limits without drowning, of giving space for creativity and
enthusiasm without abandoning, in short, to accompany as adults the so-called “subject who is at the centre of
learning.” We know that putting that into practice in the daily life of educational institutions implies a high
degree of innovation with respect to traditional practices, and leads us to build each day delicate balances and
discernments, student by student and school by school.
In this context, the proposal of solidary service-learning offers strategies to facilitate the effective protagonist
role of children, adolescents and young people, in the framework of a training project that accompanies them
and proposes activities that integrate disciplinary learning with personal and civic education.
Generating a space of trust, in which each student feels called to give the best of himself or herself, is
undoubtedly one of the keys to any good service-learning project, and can be something that has a decisive
impact on the lives of our students.
I would like to present to you the testimony of a former girl student of a vocational training centre for teenagers
and young people who were retaking their primary studies after years of being expelled from the system. The
educational centre raised the possibility of developing a service-learning project “adopting” the elderly who
lived alone in the neighbourhood, and before the harsh Patagonian winter were often trapped, without firewood

or food, in their precarious huts. Those teenagers who had lived on the street, whom tourists only saw as beggars
or potential thieves, used their knowledge of carpentry to fix huts and furniture, in the sewing workshop they
prepared warm clothes and, in civic education and language class , they learned how to write letters to the
authorities to send gas to their neighbourhood, they learned how to administer the pensions and retirement of
their "adoptive grandparents" and, above all, they kept them company, and they made sure that the elders did
not need someone to do the errands, look for firewood or medicines for them. Years later, one of those students
remembered:
“At the beginning, I, who was on the street, and other children did the solidarity project not to go down
to the centre, or walk in the district without doing anything… I, as a person, am always thankful to the
school, because since it came to our district, it has changed many children who were like me, or even
worse, those who had never been given the opportunity to change or had never been told: “come, I trust
you, let’s do something together.” (ME, 2005:32-33)
How many of our students, no matter how is their socio-economic situation, are waiting for us to tell them that
I trust you, and invite you to do something together?
Research shows that beyond each good experience of service-learning there is student motivation and
enthusiasm, and also the solidarity of teachers who could trust their students, and dared to leave the safety of
the classroom to expose themselves to learn together in and with the community.
These spaces of trust also allow solidarity projects to be inclusive: in many cases, they allow students with
different abilities to leave the “assisted” place to become benefactors of their communities, reinvesting
stereotypes and offering real spaces for the development of their competences. In Argentina, we have seen 11years old blind children who contributed to Braille signage in their city, adolescents with different mental
capacities who sponsor places, donate gardens to community organizations, build houses for their homeless
neighbours, gradually changing the perception of their communities on mental and physical disabilities.11
It is true that being “on the way out” and letting students be the protagonist can be frightening at first, but
experience shows that there is something deeply liberating when we descend from the pedestal of omnipotence
and assume that the projects belong to our students, who can participate in finding resources and distributing
tasks, that they are able to record the activities and communicate them with new technologies in a way that we
could not do it better, and in summary, not all the work involved in the planning and developing a social activity
has to weigh exclusively on our shoulders.
A task of the teachers that cannot be delegated is to accompany the solidarity activity of the students, with the
appropriate pedagogical planning, facilitating the link between solidarity activity and learning.
Solidarity service-learning projects are not “extra program” or “extracurricular” activities. They usually include
activities outside the classroom and school hours. In fact, much of the activities of motivation and research prior
to action, as well as many of the activities related to the execution of the project, such as reflection on the
practice, its communication and evaluation can be developed in the classroom and in the framework of different
curricular spaces. If the solidary project is to train older adults in computer science, the language teacher, who
will not participate in the coordination of the workshop, can give readings to analyse, can choose texts that talk
about the condition of the elderly in contemporary world. Thus, reading “No one writes to the Colonel” or “Diary
of the war of the pig” will no longer be an additional task, and will allow reflection on the links that adolescents
are establishing with their “students” of information technology.
The documented solidarity experiences of Latin America of the last two decades show that service-learning
allows the application of the conceptual contents and procedures coming from all the disciplines or areas of
knowledge in real contexts (Tapia et al., 2015:167-181).
In short, in a solidarity service-learning project we know what goals we want to achieve with the community,
but we also know what parts of the curriculum will be put into play, what topics will be investigated, what
knowledge and skills can be developed, what reflections will be organized so that solidarity action is not pure
11
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activism, but something that allows children, adolescents or young people to grow in the awareness of
themselves and their social context, that they can link their faith with their actions, in short, that they can
transform an interesting experience into a formative event, something that leaves its mark.
Even a relatively simple project, such as a paper and cardboard collection campaign to recycle for the benefit of
a hospital, can offer multiple motivational links between the curriculum and the solidarity activity, as in the case
of this 6th grade of primary (10-11 years old children) at school No. 13 of School District 11 of the City of Buenos
Aires:
FIGURE 4: Curricular contents of the project “For the smile of a child”, a campaign to collect paper and
cardboard for the benefit of Casa Garrahan, developed by School No. 13 D.E. 11. Buenos Aires (Marcos, 2002)
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At the end of this didactic unit, the 6th grade students had collected more than one ton of paper and cardboard
for the benefit of the Children's Hospital, and they had also linked all areas of knowledge with their solidarity
endeavour, generating a motivation to learn that had not always been present in other cases.
5 - To know more
Everything said so far is simply an introduction to the pedagogy of solidarity service-learning, and there would
be so many other experiences to share, all the more to deepen how to plan a good project.
I would like to leave only a few suggestions of readings and resources on the Internet that can help you further
deepening the subject:
•

First of all, I recommend you to explore the CLAYSS website (http://www.clayss.org/), and especially the
Publications section, where you will find manuals for educators and students, compilations of

experiences and also academic publications, all free download. You will also find bibliographic
recommendations, and access to websites of other organizations, such as Zerbikas and the LearningService Centre of Catalonia, Spain, or the National Youth Service Council in the United States, where you
can also find valuable resources. To the many Chileans here, I recommend downloading the ServiceLearning
Manual
prepared
by
the
Chilean
Ministry
of
Education
in
2007
(http://www.clayss.org/04_publicaciones/manual-de-aprendizaje-mineduc2007.pdf).
•

•

In the section of Suggested Bibliography (http://www.clayss.org/bibliografia.html) you will find, among
others, the link of the book “The social commitment as pedagogy. Learning and solidarity in school” that
we published last year with CELAM. We, the authors, were involved in the pastoral care of youth in
different times, and wanted to produce a work specifically oriented to how to develop learning and
service projects in the Catholic school, with much inspiration in the thought of the Pope Francis. It's a
bit longer and more updated than that little book that the Piarists published in Madrid a few years ago
(Tapia, 2004), and which I think is still in circulation...
On the website of the Ibero-American Service-Learning Network, you will also find links to the many
public and social organizations, as well as universities that promote this proposal in the region.

6 - Conclusions
I would like to conclude with a football metaphor and an evangelical meditation.
We all know that in the tactical talks the technical directors use blackboards – or flat screens – to explain the
famous “blackboard moves”. They are called so with the awareness that drawing the court is not exactly the
same as going out to play the game, and that once in the field, until Messi can have a bad day and lose a penalty.
The traditional school is the realm of blackboards, where education for citizenship, values education and even
religious training and the most important topics can be reduced to the most basic and boring theory. I think
nobody learnt to play football sitting at a desk and following the instructions “define what is meant by penalty”
and “draw a goal for the next class”. Undoubtedly, on a rainy day you can study the rules, but sports are learned
on the court. The same applies to integral human formation. Service-learning projects are our opportunity to
“take” our students “to the field” of life, giving them the opportunity to learn in practice to be good citizens and
good Christians. And just as we no longer conceive a good school without spaces for sports and laboratories for
scientific experimentation, we hope that a school without strategies to be on the way out to the community as
a learning space will soon be inconceivable.
Finally, I would like to share a meditation of Chiara Lubich, founder of the Focolare Movement. Chiara in her
youth was a teacher of a mountain school in the Italian Trentino, she knew, as well as we do, that if the students
knew what we would give them in the year-end exam ... that would be the only thing they would strive to learn...
Now, “The” Teacher has already given us the questions he will ask us on the last day:
“Life is a test, and at the end of it you also have to pass an exam. But the infinite love of God has already
made man know what the questions will be: “I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you
gave me drink” (Mt. 25, 31-46)…” (Lubich, 1971:89).
Perhaps, for tomorrow our students will have forgotten almost everything they have studied for the test, the
parallelepiped formula, the height of the Everest and the dates of history, they may be angry with the priests
and have distanced themselves from the Church... But if we teach them to love others with works and truth, we
will surely prepare them well for the most important examination of all.
Thank you very much for the possibility of sharing this moment of your meeting with you.
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