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ABSTRACT

Online training has become an acceptable technique to train students in service learning programs.  One particular program is the Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program, sponsored by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and State tax agencies.  The IRS website sponsors a program called “Link n Learn” which provides certification through online education and testing.  Once certified in this Program, the student can volunteer to conduct interviews and perform tax preparation for individuals of limited means.  The student submits the taxpayers’ income tax return using the Tax Wise Program software.  The software is provided free of charge by the IRS or other online tax programs.  Tax Wise training can also be conducted online is free or of minimal cost.  This training prepares the students to submit the return online in the e-file (direct) format to the IRS through the Tax Wise website as well as appropriate State agencies.  

The nationwide VITA program has several positive features:  First, it provides a service to the community that is needed, supported by Federal and State government agencies and well received.  Second, it prepares the student to serve the community currently and in the future.  Third, this program provides free books, training, supplies, and support services thus creating educational value for little or no funds provided by the college.  Fourth, this program develops the students’ interviewing and communication skills.  According to our advisory committees, these skills give a definite employment advantage over students who have alternate service learning experience.  Fifth, this program also creates a good topic of discussion in student interviews with prospective employers (most of whom have knowledge of VITA).  Lastly, this program allows students to gain work experience and network with members of the community and fellow students.

The VITA training provides students with practical experience and overall tax knowledge that can be the basis of their study for the Federal Enrolled Agent (EA) examination.  The workshop will show links to the IRS and State agencies information booklets that provide additional resources for self-study for the EA examination.    

From the University standpoint, the use of online teaching has several advantages.  First, it gives flexibility to scheduling as well as space and traffic concerns.  From the student standpoint, it allows studying and testing in an environment and timeframe  that is convenient and can provide improved results. 
The workshop, using the VITA program as an example, will give the attendees procedures for the creation of a community based service-learning class, course implementation, management of the online learning and certification, and the submission of the tax returns to the IRS and State agencies.  In addition, the workshop will examine student preparedness for taking online course using online resources and readiness tests.  Lastly, the workshop will present course implementation techniques that have been successful and unsuccessful.  A conversation of attendees’ online experiences will conclude the workshop.  

