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Congratulations to our August Star of the Month,
Dr. Philip McNab from the Johns Hopkins Center
for a Livable Future in the Bloomberg School of
Public Health! Dr. McNab is the recipient of our
2021-22 Faculty Award for Excellence in ServiceLearning and is making a difference in our
community through his teaching. His Food
Systems Practicum course connects students with
community-based organizations to support food
access here in Baltimore and other areas. Read
our interview with Dr. McNab here to learn more!
Can you share a little background with us
about your Food Systems Practicum servicelearning course? What community-based
partners have you been collaborating with?
For several years, Roni Neff and Meg Burke—both
connected to my workplace, the Center for a
Livable Future (CLF)—taught the course under its
previous name, the “Food System Sustainability
Practicum.” Roni and Meg were SOURCE ServiceLearning Fellows, and they saw a lot of success
and laid an incredible foundation. In 2020-2021, I
was fortunate to be a part of the SOURCE
Service-Learning Academy. The program,
including the one-on-one mentorship from Tyler
Derreth, was integral to transforming the course
into the “Food Systems Practicum” and
continuing to infuse the principles of servicelearning. This updated version was first taught in
2nd term last year. I am so grateful to the

“teaching assistant”, Ava Richardson; the guest
speakers; the students; and our community
partners. I try to do my part, but it’s really a team
effort, and the bulk of the credit goes to other
people.
Our extraordinary partners last year were the 6th
Branch, the Bit Center, the DC Food Policy
Council, Good Harvest Community Kitchen, and
the Montgomery County Food Council. My hope
is that these will be enduring relationships and
that, in a given year, other organizations may
partner with the course as well. SOURCE and my
colleagues at CLF have helped me make some
connections (e.g., through the Food Policy
Networks project), which I’m thankful for.
What has been the impact on your students
after their work with community partners?
How has the experience impacted you or
contributed to your growth as a faculty
member?
The students seemed to enjoy the course last
year. One wrote that “the course offered a great
opportunity to see public health in action outside
of the classroom,” while another stated that “it
provided [them] with a new lens with which to
view ‘service’ work and how to be a genuine,
respectful partner rather than a volunteer.” These
comments give me joy and reflect my hopes for
the course.

(continued on next page)

Skills are important, and we try to incorporate
them in the projects. But as seen during the
COVID-19 pandemic, a successful approach to
improving public health and food systems
requires understanding, respecting, and building
authentic relationships with people. It demands
humility and empathy. Many students come into
the course with ample experience already, but I
hope they walk away with an even better
understanding of their own and others’ identity,
tools for effecting change, and ways to be caring
collaborators.
Despite being the instructor of record, I have
learned from and along with our students. The
course is dynamic; we have deep discussions
about a range of topics; and I grow from the
process. It’s also rewarding to forge partnerships
and ideally facilitate projects that have “realworld” applications. The projects and
partnerships—creating synergies between
education, research, and practice—enhance my
work with CLF. We embrace and rely on
collaborations at the Center. But really, it’s just
gratifying to be part of a course with many
participants who learn from one another.

policymakers, and the implications of the history
of Johns Hopkins University. Service-learning is
not the only approach to learning, but when done
well, its benefits for students are numerous.
One of the principles of critical service-learning
or liberating service-learning is that impact
comes first, and then learning naturally flows from
that. I believe that most students want to humbly
help and learn from our partners. And they want
to make a difference in Baltimore City, the state of
Maryland, and surrounding areas. As a School of
Public Health, it’s important for us to embody the
values of the field in our communities, and
service-learning is one way to do that. This
opportunity to contribute, however sizable, is
satisfying and beneficial for students.
What advice do you have for other faculty
members at BSPH who are interested in
service-learning or want to take communitybased approaches in their courses?

In your opinion, why is service-learning critical
or beneficial to students’ experiences at
Hopkins?

My main advice is to apply for the SOURCE
Service-Learning Academy. It’s a special chance
to network with other Fellows, learn from group
sessions, and receive mentoring from SOURCE
faculty. The program enriched the Food Systems
Practicum course, and anyone interested in
service-learning will benefit.

As mentioned, service-learning enables students
to observe, reflect upon, and contribute to public
health in real-world settings. The projects
themselves are fulfilling and, I hope, mutually
beneficial for students and partners. But the
projects, when complemented by the guest
speakers, also form the basis for nuanced and
important discussions in the classroom. Among
many other topics, we have conversations about
racial inequities in food systems, the challenges
and opportunities facing non-profits and

Otherwise, I am still growing and don’t have all
the answers. But I do know that community
members and community-based organizations
are the experts of their lives and their work.
Students love learning from and partnering with
them. While a service-learning course may be
messier, more fluid, and more humbling than
you’re used to, the rewards are abundant, and
service-learning is a great approach to learning
about food systems and many other public health
topics.
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