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Students addressed the issue of affordable housing in a public relations cases and campaigns class where the local chapter of Habitat for Humanity was the community partner.  First the students surveyed the public to evaluate perceptions regarding Habitat.  Then they designed several educational and fundraising campaigns to meet the needs of the nonprofit agency.  This project involved coordination and cooperation between three faculty members, a reference librarian, undergraduate and graduate students, and paid staff and volunteer representatives from a nonprofit agency.  This Service-Learning project addressed a real need in the university’s service region.  Approximately 25% of the residents in the region live in mobile homes — a figure that more than doubles the national average.  

Detailed Description

The faculty member of record in the public relations cases and campaigns class is committed to Service-Learning.  It offers numerous opportunities for praxis, particularly the application of classroom knowledge and skills to problems involving community partners with real needs.  Consequently, she was willing to work with the local chapter of Habitat for Humanity when approached and asked to develop several educational and fundraising campaigns for the organization.

During the semester, the faculty member attended board meeting for the nonprofit agency to both report on her students’ progress and to learn more about the organization’s operating procedures.  As needed, she also met with the volunteer president of the board and director of public relations along with the paid director and administrative staff.

The students’ first step was to learn about Habitat for Humanity from members of the board.  These subject matter experts attended class to give a presentation and answer questions.  A member of the departmental faculty was among the guests since he served as president of the board.  Fortunately, this person was available to answer the students’ questions throughout the semester and conveniently had an office in the building where the class was held.  

Next the students met with a reference librarian who showed them how to use government databases to locate demographic information on the region including income levels and housing types. It was discovered that approximately 25% of the residents in the university’s service region live in mobile homes — a figure that more than doubles the national average. 

Another phase of research included conducting a survey to explore what residents knew about Habitat for Humanity and their perceptions of the organization’s mission.  Based on anecdotal evidence, some Habitat board members thought the public’s perception was, “Habitat gives away free homes.”  This hypothesis proved false so the students designed their educational and fund raising campaigns from a different perspective than originally anticipated. The faculty member of record and a graduate student helped students: 1) Write and refine survey questions; 2)   Encouraged them while collecting data; and 3) Taught them how to tabulate and interpret survey results including how to design bar and pie charts. 

Even though the research phase took more than half of the semester, the students were able to plan and design promotional materials to meet the specific needs of the local chapter of Habitat for Humanity.  Breaking down into project teams, they focused on the following campaigns:

· Educational and fundraising efforts focused on the general public.

· Educational and fundraising efforts focused specifically on local churches.

· Promotional materials for a concert to raise funds for Habitat.

The actual materials produced by the students included a variety of media kits with news releases, fact sheets, an organizational profile, brochures, and flyers.  Contact lists were also developed so the media kits could be distributed to both the local press and local churches.  The detailed list of churches with their address, phone number, website (if available), and pastor’s name has proved to be especially useful.  The students also designed two tri-fold display boards and two multi-media presentations.  A third departmental faculty member specializing in electronic media helped the students with the PowerPoint presentations. 

At the end of the semester, the board was invited to the final class session.  The students reported the findings of their research then displayed and discussed the products produced to meet Habitat’s needs.  When it all came together, the students were surprised by how much they had accomplished and the community partner was thrilled to have so many new resources to use in promoting the organization.  

The students created numerous public relations materials that can be used in their professional portfolios when they look for their first paid position after graduation.  They also learned the importance of applying one’s skills and expertise at nonprofit agencies.  This reinforced the American Democracy Project ideal of volunteering within the community to meet society’s broader needs.
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