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SERVICE-LEARNING:
A BALANCED APPROACH TO EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION

------
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THE SERVICE-LEARNING STRUGGLE

FOR GVER A QUARTER OF A CENTURY, education research-
ers and practitioners have struggled to determine how to best
characterize service-learning. In 1979, Robert Sigmon defined
service-learning as an experiential education approach that is
premised on “reciprocal Jearning” (Sigmon, 1979). He sug-
gested that because leamung flows from service activities, both
those who provide service and those who receive it “learn”
from the experience. In Sigmon’s view, service-leaming oc-
curs only when both the providers and recipients of service
benefit from the activities.

Today, however, the term “service-learning” has been used
to characterize a wide array of experiential education ¢tdeav-
ors, from volunteer and community service projects to field

TODAY, HOWEVER, THE TERM “SERVICE-LEARNING” HAS BEEN USED TO CHARACTERIZE
A WIDE ARRAY OF EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION ENDEAVORS,

COMMUNITY SERVICE PROJECTS TO FIELD STUDIES AND INTERNSHIP PROGRAMS.

studics and internship programs. By perusing schools’ ser-
vice program brochures, one realizes that the definitions for
service-learning are as varied as the schools in which they
opcrate. While some educators view “service-learning”™ as a
new term that reveals a nch, innovative, pedagogical approach
for more effective teaching, others view it as simply another
term for well-established experiential education programs. As
Timothy Stanton of the Haas Center for Public Service at
Stanford University once asked, “What is service-leamning any-
way?... How do we distinguish service-learning friom coop-
srative education, internship programs, field study and other
forms of experiential education?” (Stanton, 1987). The Na-
tional Society for Experiential Education, which for years has
focused on various types of experiential education programs,
broadly defines service-learning as “any carefslly monitored
service experience in which a student has intentional learning
goals and reflects actively on what he or she is learning
throughout the experience.”” (National Society for Experien-
tial Education, 1994).
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The Corporation for National Setvice provides a parrower
definition that sees service-leaming as a “method under which
students learn and develop through active participation
in...thoughifully organized service experiences that meet ac-
tua! community needs, that [are] integrated into the students’
academic cwrriculum or provide structured time for {reflec-
tion, and] that enhance what is taught in school by extending
student learning beyond the classroom and into the commu-
nity..”” (Corporation for National and Community Service,
1990). The confounding use of the service-leaming term may

" be one reason wity research on the impacts of service-leam-
ing has been difficult to conduct.

In 1989, Honnet and Poulsen developed the Wingspread
Principles of Good Practice for Combining Service and Learn-

ing (Honnet & Poulsen, 1989,
Appendix B). While these
guidelines offer a useful set of
best practices for service ori-
ented educational programs,
they are not solely germane to
service-learning and could eas-
ily serve as best practices for
other types of experiential education programs (¢.g., intern-
ships or apprenticeships). Similarly, the Association for Ser-
vice-Learning in Education Reform (ASLER) has compileda
set of common characteristics of service-icarning that help
program directors determine whether their programs are
meeting the overarching service-leaming goals (ASLER, 1994,
Appendix A). Again, while these characteristics are very use-
ful in helping practitioners develop effective service-leaming
programs, they do not provide a definitive characterization
of service-learning. ASLER characterizes service-learning as a
method of learning that enables school-based and commu-
nity-based professionals ““to employ a vanety of cffective teach-
ing strategies that ernphasize student-centered sic. ] or youth-
centered (sic. ], interactive, experieatial education. .. Service
learning places curricular concepts in the context of real-life
situations. .. Service-learning connects young people to the
communty, placiog them in challenging situations...(ASLER,
1994). One could casily contend that other approaches to ex-
periential education (i.e., internships or field education) pur-
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port to do the same. So then, how s service-learning differ-
ent from other approaches to experiential education?

DEVELOPING A DEFINTION

According to Sigmon, “If we are to establish clear goals [for
service-learning)] and work efficiently to meet them, we need
to move toward a precise defiition.” (Sigroom, !979). Recently,
Sigmon attempted to provide a more pre-
cise definition of service-learning
through a typology that compares differ-
entprograms which combine service and
~ fearning. Thig typology brozdened bis
earlier “reciprocal learning” definition to
include the notion that “service-learning”
occurs when there is a balance between
learning goals and service outcomes.
Herein lies the key to establishing a uni-
versal definition for service-learning (see
Figure 1).

In this comparative form, the typology is helpful not only
in ¢stablishing critena for distinguishing service-leaming from
other types of service programs but also in providing a basis
for clarifying distinctions among different types of service-
oriented expericntial education programs (e.g., school vol-

unteer, community service, field education, and internship -

p?ngrams). -

DISTINGUISHING AMONG SERVICE PROGRAMS
To represent the distinctions among various types of service
programs, a pictorial is offered that presents an experiential
education continuum upon which various service programs

might lie. The pictorial is based on both Sigmon’s earlier “re-
ciprocal learning” principles and his most recent typology.
Where each service program lies on the continuum is deter-
mined by its primary intended beneficiary and its ovexali bal-
ance between service and learning (see Figure 2).

As the pictorial suggests, different types of service programs
can be distinguished by theiy primary intended purpose and

focus. Each program type is defined by the imfended benefi-
ciary of the service activity and its degree of emphasis on service
and/or learning. Rather than being located at 2 single point,
each program type occupics 3 range of points on the con-

-timyum. Where one. type begins and another ends is not as

important as the ides that each service program type has
unique characteristics that distinguish it from other types. It
is that ability to distinguish among these service prograrn types
that allows us to move closer toward a universal definition of
service-learning.

Using the pictorial as a foundation, the following defini-
vions arc offered for five types of service programs.

BXPANDING BOUNDARIES: SERVING AND LEARNING—)
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VOLUNTEERISM

VOLUNIEERISM 15 THE ENGAGEMENT OF STUDENTS IN ACTIVITIES WHERE THE
PRIMARY EMPHASIS i5 ON THE SERVICE BEING PROVIDED AND THE PRIMARY
INTEMNCED BENEFICIARY 1S CLEARLY THE SERVICE RECIPIENT.

According to James and Pamela Toole, the term volunteerism
rclers to “people who perform some service or good work of

UNLUKE A FIELD EDUCATION PROGRAM IN WHICH THE SERVICE 1S PERFORMED IN

ADDITION TO A STUDENT'S COURSES, A SERVICE-LEARNING PROGRAM

INTEGRATES SERVICE INTO THE COURSE(S).

their own free will and without pay (Teole & Toole, 1992).
The inherent altruistic nature of volunteer programs rendcers
them ay service focused, designed to benefit the service re-
cipieni. A prime examptle s a school-based program in which
student-volunicers oceasionally or regulasty visit the Jocal hos-
pital to sit with Alzheimer patients who need some company.
The primary mtended bencficiarics of the service are the
Alzhemmer patients (the scrvice recipients), and the foeus of
the activity iy on providing a service 1o them. Although the
student-voiunteers may receive somc benefits from the expe-
nence(e.g , feeling pleascd with themselves) as well as leam
somcthing in the process, these outcomes are clearly seren-
dipitous and unintcntional. As the hospital visits of the stu-
dent volunteers becore more regular, and as the students be-
gin focusing more on learning abaut Alzheimer's disease, the
program moves toward the center of the continuum to be-
come maore like community service (or even service-leaming).

COMMUNITY SERVICE

COMMUNITY SERVICE t5 THE ENGAGEMENT OF STUDENTS IM ACTIVITIES THMAT
PRIMAKILY FOCUS ON THE SERVICE BEING PROVIDED AS WELL AS THE
BENEFITS THT SERVICE ACTIVITIES HAVE ON THE RECIFENTS (E.G., PROVIDING
FCOO TC THE HOMELESS QURING ME HOUDAYS]. TME STUDENTS RECEIVE
SOME BENIFITS 8Y LEARNING MORE ABOUT HOW THEIR SERVICE MAKES A
DIFFERZNCE IN TME LIVES OF THE SERVICE RECIPIENTS.

As with yolunteer programs, comumunity service programs
imply altruism and charity. Howcver, community service pro-
grams nvolve more structure and student commitment than
do volunteer prograras. Schoul-based community service pro-
grams might includc scmester-lonyg or year-long activities in
which students dedicate themselves to addrossing a cause that

4= EXPANDING BOUNDAZIES: SERVING AMND | LAKNING

meets a local community (or global) nced. Kecycling, hunger
awarencss, and environmental improvement are al} forms of
cotrununity service causes around which students have formed
organizations to formally and actively addrcss the issuc. While
the students’ primary purpose for enpaging in the service ac-
tivity is {0 advance the causc, their engagement allows them
to ieamn more about the cause and what is necded to be done
to cnsure the cause is dealt with ¢f-
fectively, As the service activitics be-
come more integrated with the aca-
demic course work of the students,
and as the students begin to engage
is formal intellectual discourse
around the various issucs relevant
to the cause, the conmmunity service
program moves closer to the center of the continuum to be-
come more like scrvice-learning.

On the opposite side of the continuum he tntership pro-
grams,

INTERNSHIPS

INTERNSHI? PROGRAMS ENGAGE STUDENTS IN SERVICE ACTIVITIES PRIMARIY
fOR THE PURPOSE OF PROWDNG STUDENTS WHTH HANDS-ON EXPERIENCES
THAT ENHANCE THEIR LEARNING OR UNDERSTANDING OF ISSUES RELEVANT
T A PARTICULAR AREA OF STUDY, :

Clearly, in inlernship programs, the students are the prirnary
intended bencficiary and the focus of the service activity is on
student lcamning. Students are placed in internships to acquire
skills and knowicdge that wiil enhance their academic leam-
ing andfor vocational development. For many students, -
ternships @rz performed in addition to regular course work
often after a sequence of courscs has been taken. Internships
may be paid or unpaid and take place in either for-profit or
nonprofit organizations. For exarple, 2 political science ma.
Jor might cnguge in an unpaid summer internship at a city
kalf to learn more about how local government works., Al-
though the student is providing a service to the city hall of-
fice, the student engages in the intemship primarify for hig/
her benefit and primarily for leaming (rather than service)
purposes. Similarly, a legal studies student may bave a paid
summer intemship that allows that student to lzarn more
about how a law firm operates. The student’s primary moti-
vations for partaking in the program--to leam [cgal skills and
make svme money—are cicarly intended to bencfit himsel{f
herselll As both these students place greater cmphasis on the
scrvice being provided and the ways in which the scrvice re.
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cipients ure bencfiling, the cloger the internship program
moves towsied the center of the continyam and becomes morg
like fichicducation (and service-leaming).

FIELD EDUCATION

FIELD FOUCATION PROCRAMS FROVIDE STUDEN1S
WITH CO-CURRICULAR SERVICE GPFPORTUNITIES THATY
ARE HELATED BUT NOT FULLY INTEGRATED, WITH
THEIR FORMAL ACADEMIC STUDIES. STUDENTS
PERFORM THE STRVICE AS A PART OF A PROGRAM
THAT 1S DESIGNED PRIMARLY TO ENHANCE 51U
DENTS' UNDERSTAMDING OF A FIELD OF STUGY.
WHRL ALSO PROVIDING SUBSTANIAL EMPHASIS ON
THE SERYICE BEING PROVIDED.

¥ield education plays an important rolc en many scrvice or1-
ented professional programs such as Social Welfare, Educa-
tion, and Public Health, In some of the programs, students
tnay spend ap to two Years providing u scrvice to a social ser-
vice agency, 3 school, or health agency. While stroag inten.

tions t0 benefit the recipients of the service are evident. the
focus of ficld education programs tends to be on maximizing
the student learning of a tield of study. For cxample, stu.
dents in Rducation programs may spcnd up to onc year as
student teachers to hone their teaching skills and learn more
about the teaching process. Because of their long-term com-
mitment to the scrvice ficld, students do consciously consider
how their service bencfits those who receive it. However, the
program’s primary focus is still on the student teachers” lcam.-
mg and their overall benefit.

SERVICE-LEARNING

SERVICE-LEARNING PROGRAMS ARE DISTINGIUHSHED FROM OTHER
APPROACHES TO EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION BY THEWR INTENTION T0
EQUALLY BFNEFIT THE PROVIDER AND THE RECIHENT OF FHE SERVICE
AS WELL AS TO ENSURE EQUAL FOCUS ON BGTH THE SERYICE BENG
PROYIOED AND THE LEARNING THAT 15 OCCURKING,

To do (i3, service-learning programs must have sorne aca-
-demic comext and be designed in such a way that ensures that
both the service enhances the learning and the learning en-
hanccs the service, Unlike a field cducation program in which
the service is performed in addition W & student’s coumses, 3
wrvice-leaming program intcg rates service into the course(s).
For uxample, a pre-micd student iv a cowrsc on the Physiclogy
of the Aging might apply the theorics and skills lestned
that course (o providing mubility assistance to senjors at the
local semior citizen center. While the program is infended (o
provide a much necded service to the seniors, the program s
also tntended to help the student better understand how men
and women age differently, how the physical aging of the body
affects mability, and how seniors can learn to desl with di-

WHILE STRONG INTENTIONS TO BENEFIT THE RECIPIENTS OF THE SERVICE
ARE EVIDENT, THE FOCUS OF FIELD EDUCATION PROGRAMS TENDS TO BE

ON MAXIMIZING THE STUDENTYS LEARNING OF A FIELD OF STUDY.

minishing range of motion and mobility. In such 4 program,
the focus is both on providing a much necded service and on
student learning. Consequently, the program mientionally
benefits both the studemt who provides the service and the
seniors for whom the service is provided. It is this halance
that distinguishes servicg-learming from ail other experiential
cducation progratns,
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