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On Capstones, Service Learning, 
and Poetry

LesLey WheeLer

By senior year, the talented En glish majors at my college know just what 
to do when handed a poem: read it with painstaking attention to textual 
detail and apply technical jargon to its features. They might approach 
these tasks fearfully or triumphantly, depending on their mastery of the 
terminology; they might even subordinate these tasks to an interdisciplin-
ary argument; however, they accept the protocol of beginning with line 
breaks and figurative language. Accordingly, while they enjoy the Billy 
Collins poem that lampoons this basic classroom practice, “Introduction 
to Poetry,” my undergraduates still expect to read poems closely. “All they 
want to do,” Collins laments, “is tie the poem to a chair with rope / and 
torture a confession out of it” (58). Some of my students have retorted 
with complaints about the unproductiveness of trying to interrogate Col-
lins’s own poetry. “Too simple,” they grumble—the form doesn’t com-
plicate the meaning, the metaphors don’t fall into interesting patterns. 
These student- critics vary in their tastes, but generally they most admire 
moderately difficult poems, pieces that they don’t quite understand at first 
but that they have the skills to break down and analyze.1

My teaching reinforces this bias. Although all my poetry courses find 
room for works and methodologies that challenge close reading as a strat-
egy, I evaluate students chiefly through essays that employ it. I teach and 
test competence in textual analysis and believe that the ability to reason 
carefully and persuasively through such evidence is one of the most impor-
tant outcomes higher education can produce. The advanced undergraduate 
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courses taught by my colleagues acculturate En glish majors to this kind 
of literacy, too. However, especially in the senior year, we ought also to 
make room for some discussion of the costs and benefits of such practices. 
An ideal place to do so is a capstone course. A particularly provocative and 
effective way of catalyzing that conversation is through service learning.

In En glish studies, writing teachers—primarily in the field of composi-
tion but also in creative writing—have made the most effective and exten-
sive use of community service assignments in their academic classes.2 The 
few published arguments for service learning in literary studies, however, 
express much more uncertainty about the value of this pedagogy.3 The 
implication is that while service learning can play a positive role in entry-
 level courses for college students, it is less useful if the focus shifts from 
composition to literature. There is even less published discussion about 
capstone experiences in the undergraduate En glish major. Tracts on the 
future of the liberal arts do mention capstone courses; many other disci-
plines, especially in the social sciences, have extensive bibliographies on 
the subject. En glish professors, nevertheless, refer to these culminating 
experiences only in terms of their absence, when the subject is the culture 
wars and the resulting incoherence of contemporary En glish curricula.4

This essay broaches a conversation about the culmination of the En-
glish major by describing how service learning can address the goals of 
capstone courses. Senior En glish majors can be intensely reflective about 
how their education might translate into life after graduation. Most will 
enter professional contexts in which there is little agreement about how 
splendid it is to ponder the nuances of poems, plays, or narratives. What, 
they wonder, might be the use of literature beyond the classroom? Ser-
vice learning can provide a partial answer through its very challenges to 
the aesthetic prejudices fostered by universities. Issues of audience and 
reception become far more vivid in community contexts than a classroom 
lecture could ever render them. Further, service learning has especially 
high potential to transform the study of poetry, an art that can be por-
table, accessible, and instrumental in creating and nurturing a sense of 
community. Community- based learning may not be feasible or desirable 
in every poetry course, but it is an immensely helpful and undervalued 
pedagogy for this literary genre.5

Capstone Courses

As Carol Geary Schneider recounts, a “scorching” 1985 report by the As-
sociation of American Colleges and Universities inspired faculty members 
and administrators in many liberal arts disciplines to “create purposeful 
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structures for the beginning, middle, and end of the major” (242, 249). 
En glish professors, it seems, were not among the inspired, although out-
comes assessment has certainly pressured us lately to be more deliberate 
about our objectives and how we achieve them. Barbara D. Wright, for 
example, observes that capstones and senior projects can serve as a focus 
for outcomes assessment, particularly when these endeavors involve pub-
lic presentations and external judges. According to Wright, such courses 
can “provide an opportunity for students to synthesize what they have 
learned in their major, and perhaps to fill in gaps,” and “to apply what 
they have learned in some kind of project appropriate to the discipline.” 
She also notes that they have the potential to integrate the entire college 
experience. Students in capstones might be encouraged to “synthesize 
knowledge in their major with skills and knowledge developed in their 
general education coursework” (579).

The En glish major at my highly selective liberal arts college already 
involved a notoriously grueling culminating experience when I arrived 
in 1994: for two days in late April, senior majors wrote comprehensive 
examinations including identifications of passages, sight readings of po-
ems, and comparative essays that required students to draw on a stunning 
range of periods and literary genres. These exams did confer coherence 
on the major. Not only did students bond during the arduous experience, 
studying for weeks in small groups, but they also prepared for it by as-
sembling at least a rudimentary sense of literary history from among oth-
erwise disconnected courses. This looming ritual also gave advisers some 
clout when they suggested that majors study a wide variety of fields.

My hire was part of a demographic shift in the department, and within 
a few years many of its members had become skeptical about the edu-
cational value of “the comps.” Turf battles over the relative importance 
of authors, traditions, and genres played a surprisingly small role in our 
conversations. The main source of dissatisfaction was the low quality 
of student thinking manifested in the exam essays. We knew from our 
classes that our majors were bright and inventive. For this rite of passage, 
however, most of them adhered to formulas, presenting predictable read-
ings of pieces worked up in study groups. Why should they aim higher or 
take risks when they received no feedback beyond a composite grade (fail, 
pass, or, rarely, honors)?

In response to the mass discontent, and inspired particularly by the 
senior year student- faculty research courses offered by the psychology 
department, my colleague Suzanne Keen, then acting chair, developed an 
alternative. During 2003–04, she worked on the proposal in consultation 
with department faculty members, students, the dean, and members of 
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the Courses and Degrees Committee. The result, implemented shortly 
after and now highly successful, was a two- track capstone requirement. Of 
our thirty to forty majors per year, a handful of ambitious, independent-
 minded students opt to write a two- term honors thesis under the direc-
tion of a willing faculty mentor. The rest enroll in a section of En glish 
413: Senior Research and Writing.

Our original vision for the course emphasized collaborative research; 
Keen attempted to name it Senior Lab, in fact, until science professors on 
the Courses and Degrees Committee objected. Each teacher of 413 would 
devise a topic based on some aspect of his or her current research. Students 
would sign up by lottery for the topics that interested them most, so that 
seniors could follow their interests yet section sizes would remain roughly 
equal. While all the capstone seminars would begin with some shared 
readings and discussions, the relative openness of the topic and advanced 
level of the group would enable students to pursue idiosyncratic directions 
in individual research projects culminating in long papers. The class size 
would be limited to no more than six students to maximize the professor’s 
ability to mentor students during the research- and- writing process.

Although we would need to offer six sections of the class each year and 
our other advanced offerings would thereby be somewhat curtailed, we 
were excited about the possibilities from the beginning. This course sug-
gested a fresh model for meshing the enterprises of teaching and writing 
that informed our own professional lives. As professors with a range of 
interdisciplinary commitments, we hoped that it would encourage inter-
disciplinary exploration. The course also incorporates a writing pedagogy 
focused on inquiry, process, and revision, which we hoped would elicit 
better work from our students than the comprehensive exam did and be a 
more satisfying culmination of our reading- and- writing- intensive major 
for the students themselves.

Indeed, according to our subjective impressions, course evaluations, 
and senior exit surveys, the capstone has achieved all these goals. These 
seminars are different in some ways from what we had imagined. If any of 
us expected to gain well- prepared research assistants, we were certainly 
disappointed. We have learned to build flexible syllabi to accommodate 
the divergent academic histories of the students in each group. Students 
particularly treasure this flexibility as well as the small enrollments; the 
capstone is now one of the major’s most popular features.

The readings for the courses may be geared around methodologies, 
genres, periods, or topics. Generally, however, elements of all those orga-
nizational principles inhere in the capstone courses. Since 2006–07, for 
example, I have annually taught a section of Senior Research and Writing 
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focused on poetry and community. The readings shift in each iteration 
but always spring from nineteenth-, twentieth-, and twenty- first- century 
poetry in En glish. We also discuss history, memoir, poetic manifestos, and 
literary criticism pertaining to the movements and communities at hand.

As we hoped, student research is often interdisciplinary, testing and ex-
panding the boundaries of our expertise. In my own classes, for instance, 
En glish and science double majors have examined the intersections be-
tween poetry and medicine. Future teachers have written papers on po-
etry in education; musicians have explored the influence of jazz on the 
Beats; and a dancer wrote an essay on movement in poetry performance. 
The result of freeing students to follow their most ambitious idea is that 
their investment in these writing projects is exceptionally high. Unlike 
the generic essays we received on the comprehensive exams, the capstone 
projects tend to be adventurous and are occasionally transformative for 
the writer.

The capstone experience not only offers an opportunity for intellectual 
integration but also increases the sense of community students experi-
ence in the En glish major.6 Members of each small group discuss aspects 
of their work together at length, from brainstorming and shared sources 
to drafting and revision. These classmates become one significant audi-
ence for the final projects. Another audience is the group of teachers and 
students in concurrent capstone sections. At the end of the term, we all 
gather, and the students present brief descriptions of their projects. Later, 
an appointed second reader (the teacher of a concurrent section) assesses 
each essay; we use these evaluations to measure how well our students are 
succeeding at the objectives of the major. Thus our classes are, at least to 
some degree, in conversation with one another; students can glimpse both 
likenesses and differences among the capstone sections and feel them-
selves to be part of a greater enterprise.

Service Learning in the Capstone En glish Course

The boundaries of this enterprise are and should be in flux. The En glish 
professors in my network, including those with deep commitments to cul-
tural studies, remain interested in literary power for its own sake. Service 
learning in a literature classroom, conversely, tests the practical useful-
ness of art, requiring approaches to literature that can clash radically with 
academic discourse. Laurie Grobman, for example, reports using service 
learning to enrich multicultural literature courses but worries that it can 
paradoxically have a reductive effect. “I remain concerned,” she writes, 
“that service learning may reinforce the insidious notion that texts by 
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writers of color are valuable only as sociological documents, not as works 
of art, or that ethnic writers of imaginative literature must be authentic 
spokespersons for their racial group” (130). This problem exists to some 
extent in every interaction between literary education and community 
service. The goals of literary study and the goals of service learning do 
not necessarily match.

Integration of the intellectual content of the course with the realities 
of service learning is in fact the most challenging part of the capstone I 
teach on poetry and community. The logistics are manageable, since my 
college employs a service learning coordinator.7 The placements, with 
rare exceptions, have suited my students’ capacities, the issues at stake in 
the course, and the community’s needs. Some students work in elemen-
tary, middle, or high schools teaching poetry units in regular classes or 
running poetry clubs; others visit seniors either in a senior center or in an 
extended care facility; one volunteered to assist the programming activi-
ties of a local arts organization; two others helped devise poetry- related 
programming for a botanical garden. Since this campus has a lively ser-
vice culture, many of my students had already tutored in local schools 
or participated in community outreach in other ways. One was involved 
in hospice work, so she helped create a placement that involved reading 
poetry to patients. Another had previous experience at a nearby juvenile 
correction center and returned there to conduct a poetry workshop.

The chief intellectual value of the placements lies in the pressures they 
apply to our collective assumptions about En glish as a discipline and litera-
ture as an object of study. This value is evident in how students write about 
their experiences. At the close of each version of the course, my students 
submit a letter addressed to future Poetry and Community participants. 
These letters describe the challenges and rewards of each placement and 
offer advice; I circulate them to the members of every new section, and 
they help demystify the process and encourage successful tactics. They also 
reveal the gaps between the services students perform in the community 
and the learning they do in college classrooms. When the service require-
ment for my class places students in educational settings, this disjunction 
can be minimal and easily recuperated into a narrative of mutual transfor-
mation; when they must work with adults, it is more difficult to resolve.

Undergraduates who undertake assignments in nearby public schools 
seem best able to convert their own educational experience into useful 
outreach behaviors. Their summary letters tend to emphasize the plea-
sures of teaching poems to groups of young people who do not yet suspect 
that they might enjoy them. “A few students even commented that they 
didn’t know poetry could be so outlandish and fun,” wrote my 2007 stu-
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dent Aaron Fulk. “Though students may seem uninterested at first, they 
will love you for the energy and creativity that you bring, and will reflect 
it in their work,” offered Sarah Kientz in 2008. The mandated Standards 
of Learning exams that now dominate curricula in Virginia do not test 
students on poetry, so the genre plays a minimal role in lesson plans. In 
this context, my students quickly begin to see themselves as literary mis-
sionaries, saviors of the young and poetically underprivileged. Even when 
their students are initially hostile, my undergraduates find placements 
with young people incredibly rewarding, not least because this kind of 
community service affirms the value of their own educational choices.8

My students do register some dissonance between their literary values 
and those of their service learning clients, even in the most congenial 
placements. Poetry becomes an occasion for appreciation, inspiration, and 
conversation at least as much as it is for intellectual analysis (although 
one undergraduate perceived this approach as an underestimation of her 
students’ abilities and cannily waged a battle against the simplistic verse 
her supervisor had counseled her to teach). They also describe significant 
challenges: the logistics of working with overextended site supervisors, 
discipline issues, their own fears and frustrations. “So I walked into the 
high school with a sense of bravado and (false) self- confidence only to be 
stripped down to a shallow pool of worthlessness,” Fulk writes, only par-
tially joking. Galina Yudovich, placed in a juvenile correction center, tells 
a story of a typical “bad day” in her letter (2008):

The week after our “Howl” workshop, I came in with my new poem in 
hand. Timothy didn’t write his. He spent half the time slouched over, 
not responding . . . it was all I could do to get him to read aloud. He 
had come around a bit by the end of the session, but it was clear he was 
losing his motivation and was thoroughly exhausted and depressed from 
being locked up.

My students also rapidly become aware that good teaching requires hard 
labor subsumed into an appearance of effortlessness and play; their sud-
den appreciation of the work of teachers, in turn, gratifies me. The self-
 affirming results that can occur through undergraduate service learning 
placements also apply to the professor who employs the pedagogy.

The experience of service learning can be significantly more difficult 
when students work with adult populations. One of the most successful 
students was Thomas Grattan, who led a poetry writing and discussion 
group in a local senior center during the winter of 2007. He expressed 
surprise at the challenges of teaching, just as the student volunteers in 
public schools do:
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The first few weeks of service learning were extremely precarious. I 
came to the first class prepared with two lesson plans: one as the pri-
mary plan and one as a back- up in case the first did not go well. Ten 
minutes into the class, I had used both of my plans and still had 50 min-
utes left. My advice is to be quick on your feet. Some of the seniors were 
simply against the idea of writing poetry for entertainment and enjoy-
ment, and no amount of discussion would convince them otherwise. So, 
being able to engage the obstinate group members in any discussion 
about poetry or poems was my first goal and was accomplished simply 
by asking questions, any question, that would keep the group talking.

It quickly became clear to Grattan that lessons from his college class-
rooms would not work in the senior center. He wrote:

I used any form I could think of that would be simple and easily taught 
within the time constraints, meaning I kept away from the technically 
difficult forms like villanelle, etc. I feel like this worked out well because 
the group was fluid; the same people did not show up every week, so a 
continuous lesson plan would not have been as useful or beneficial.

Here his avoidance of difficult poetry seems conditioned mostly by the 
kind of group he ran, in particular its fluctuating membership.

Other undergraduates remark on the significant distance they felt from 
the seniors in terms of age, education, and life experience. After “frater-
nizing with octogenarians” at an extended care facility, Laural Hobbes 
wryly reflected (2008):

I didn’t really know what to expect. Part of me was hoping that the 
people who would attend the poetry sessions were actually closet Wal-
lace Stevens fans or perhaps had dormant passions for Robert Frost that 
would reawaken after my dramatic recitation of “The Road Less Trav-
eled.” This was not necessarily the case.

I soon learned that I would have to abandon my plan of discussing 
the nuances of poetry with the group, which fluctuated in attendance 
from three to nine people. The first challenge of this placement was 
connecting with them; the second was making poetry relevant to their 
life experiences. What did a 21- year- old college student from the ’burbs 
have in common with retirees born and raised in rural Virginia? I tried 
to find poems that they had most likely encountered in anthologies back 
in the day. (“Trees,” by Joyce Kilmer, was requested.) I spent a couple 
of sessions reading poems (for the majority of the hour!) that I thought 
would interest them. The snores told me otherwise.

Hobbes did eventually find two ways of connecting. First, the participants in 
her discussion group enjoyed her high- energy recitations of her own favorite 
poems, particularly a somewhat censored rendition of Allen Ginsberg’s work. 
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Second, poetry about memory and history appealed both to Hobbes and the 
group and gave them a new way of discussing poetry. Instead of focusing on 
literary history as one might in an undergraduate classroom, or analyzing 
how the poem’s power is rooted in stylistic choices, Hobbes found common 
ground in more personal discussions of the memories a poem triggered.

Victoria Childress had similar experiences in reading to hospice pa-
tients, but the challenges were significantly more acute. She concluded in 
her end- of- semester letter that she felt “proud to have been involved with 
such a wonderful organization,” but throughout the term she reported 
being dismayed at the suffering of the patients, worrying that she might 
be distressing rather than helping them (2007). She wrote:

I had volunteered in nursing homes before, so I thought I knew what 
to expect with elderly people. However, my first day really took me by 
surprise. The hospice workers did not give me a clear idea of what to ex-
pect, and I was shocked to see how exhausted and apathetic the patients 
were. For the first few weeks, the patients simply stared at me blankly as 
I read poems. I could not tell if the patients were enjoying the reading, 
or if they would rather be left alone to sleep.

Childress did come to know her three patients much better: she discov-
ered what times of day worked best and how to converse with them while 
remaining respectful of their suffering. Like Hobbes, she learned that 
some poems triggered “a humorous or poignant memory of life in Rock-
bridge County” and that talking through memories was enjoyable both to 
the patients and to her. The question of what poems one reads to a dying 
woman with an eighth- grade education, however, was one Childress strug-
gled with over the term. Poems about natural cycles, written in rhymed 
and metered verse, pleased her patients, as long as they didn’t feature the 
skeptical edge that sharpens so much of Frost’s poetry or the syntactic dif-
ficulty of Emily Dickinson’s. She quickly burned through the Longfellow 
and other recitation classics in our course anthology and began to pore 
over the nineteenth- century collections housed in the university library.

Childress’s experience in particular raises significant challenges for a 
service learning component in an undergraduate capstone course. What 
readings can best help students manage these contingencies? The gap 
between the poetry taught in classrooms and the poetry that works in the 
world can seem immense, even to a specialist in recent literary periods. 
Recuperating the lessons of community placements back into the intel-
lectual framework of an undergraduate En glish major is not fully possible. 
This disjunction is what makes service learning so useful—it transforms 
the closure of the major into a fresh set of questions and opportunities.
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Poetry and Service Learning

About his own work at an undergraduate business school, Bruce Herzberg 
writes, “There is a good deal of evidence from our program that service-
learning generates a social conscience, if by that we understand a sense 
of the reality and immediacy of the problems of the poor and homeless 
along with a belief that people in a position to help out should do so” (58). 
Herzberg goes on to argue for a kind of service learning that fosters both 
critical analysis and commitment to social change. Many of the profes-
sors who assign community service in their courses do so as a means to 
sociopolitical ends: to inspire their students to improve the community, 
become better stewards of the environment, participate in civic life, and 
develop as leaders.9 These objectives pertain to the character of students 
and prioritize the mitigation of poverty and suffering in the world—laud-
able aims but not primary to literary study.10

 Poetry- related service learning, always a demanding undertaking with 
personal and political implications, gives my classes a new perspective on 
the potential audiences and purposes of this literary genre. My initial rea-
son for assigning service learning was intellectual curiosity: What would 
I learn as a teacher, writer, and scholar from this pedagogical experiment? 
The reason I continue assigning it is also intellectual. As a poet and poetry 
critic, I find questions of audience to be particularly interesting and com-
plicated. In all my classes, we discuss the implicit audiences and purposes 
of the texts we read and listen to. Historical context, a poem’s internal 
cues, and a range of supplementary documents can be illuminating on this 
score. Service learning adds a new dimension to these issues by requiring 
undergraduates not only to make poems talk but also to make them work—
to become the conduit for and occasion of surprising connections.11

As Chris Green puts it, “A single poetry does not exist in America: 
there are many poetries for many readerships” (155). Whom poetry is for 
and what its proper medium may be remain vital questions for everyone 
who writes, reads, and listens to twenty- first- century literature. In the 
capstone seminar Poetry and Community, these theoretical questions 
about the value of poetry become acute. Neither the children nor the 
adults served by local agencies associate linguistic difficulty with merit, 
as my undergraduate En glish majors so often do. I want my students, as 
an essential part of their education as readers and writers, to understand 
that the literary values they take for granted after some sixteen years of 
schooling are not inevitable but socially conditioned. They will become 
better speakers and writers if they learn how to make the case for poems 
they love in a wide variety of contexts. Shifting from classroom to nurs-
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ing home challenges them to reason more clearly and persuasively.12 At 
least as important, it forces them to consider what poetry might mean to 
people who are neither students nor teachers. If they keep asking and try-
ing to answer this question after commencement, literary culture in the 
United States stands a chance of remaining vibrant.

Arguments abound about the extinction of a poetry- reading public in 
the United States. The genre (or constellation of genres, as Virginia Jack-
son usefully proposes [183]) has been declared dead and then resuscitated 
many times over. Poetry apparently needs to be saved, as does En glish 
studies more largely, according to frequent, anxious polemics. The use-
fulness of service learning to writing instruction—the way it cultivates 
student awareness of “clashing discourses” (Chaden, Graves, Jolliffe, and 
Vandenberg 19), for instance—is justification enough for this powerful 
pedagogy. Service learning may also help mediate disputes about literary 
study generally, particularly where poetry is concerned. Its participants 
can untie the poem, stop torturing it, release it from the academic de-
tention camp (or, one might wish, invent less brutal metaphors for close 
reading). By finding ways to talk about poetry that they do not learn in 
universities, these students can also rediscover poetry as an instrument of 
communication and connection.

nOtes 

1. Green is especially useful on the classroom as a community in its own right 
with an implicit code of behavior and value (153–55, 157–59).

2. The literature on service learning in composition courses has become vast, 
but many useful essays are collected in the volumes edited by Deans and by Adler-
 Kassner, Crooks, and Watters (Writing). For uses of community service in the 
creative writing workshop, see Green; Manolis. For a general analysis of the use 
of service learning in higher education, see the volumes edited by Butin (Service-
 Learning) and by Jacoby et al.

3. Schutz and Gere argue that service learning works best for En glish departments 
that “emphasize the social processes of consuming and producing texts,” linking the ped-
agogy with the ethos of cultural studies (130). Cushman suggests that service learning 
can save En glish studies, but in lamenting “the inordinate value placed on literary texts 
in En glish departments,” she alienates me (207). Minter, Gere, and Keller- Cohen reenvi-
sion En glish studies as a field with “literacy at the center” (670). Also see Grobman.

4. The 2001–02 ADE report on the undergraduate En glish major recommends 
“strengthening curricular cohesiveness” but barely mentions culminating experi-
ences for seniors (Schramm et al. 86, 84). Seitz is generally useful on the complica-
tions of teaching advanced undergraduate courses (58–90). See Graff on the obscure 
aims of En glish departments and “taking cover in coverage” (125–43).

5. See Himley, however, on how “direct discussion of the use and exchange value 
of community service” can be problematic (421); like her, I am more interested in the 
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disruptions it instigates. See Butin’s essay on how service learning can be a “post-
modern pedagogy” that fosters openness and ambiguity (“ Service- Learning” 98).

6. Peter J. Collier analyzes such effects in sociology departments.
7. I owe thanks to Aubrey Shinofield, who served in that role when I devised the 

course and influenced its development, as well as to her coworkers and successors 
Sandra Hayslette, Don Dailey, and Linda Cumming.

8. Service learning can reinforce rather than overturn social hierarchies, as many 
theorists of this pedagogy argue. See, for example, Adler- Kassner, Crooks, and Wat-
ters, “Introduction” 8.

9. For useful definitions of service learning and discussions of its objectives, see 
Deans 1–3; Speck and Hoppe viii; Eyler and Giles 1–22.

10. While some argue that literary study can produce empathy and empathy pro-
duces altruism, Keen persuasively debunks this correlation, turning to neuroscien-
tific research to demonstrate that the evidence for this is “inconclusive at best” (vii).

11. These goals parallel what Eyler and Giles describe as the intersection between 
cognitive and affective modes of learning in community- based instruction (9–10).

12. This aspect of my argument echoes Chaden, Graves, Jolliffe, and Vandenberg, 
who argue for service learning in composition classes because this pedagogy forces 
students to confront “clashing discourses in action” (19).
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