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Why Districts, Schools, and Classrooms Should Practice Service-Learning
Source: RMC Research Corporation, January 2003. Updated June 2007.
Service-learning should be practiced in schools because it yields so many simultaneous benefits. It is what many educators consider a
"value-added" approach because it helps multiple participants from schools and communities and has multiple benefits for each. This fact
sheet highlights some key reasons why districts, schools and classrooms should practice servicelearning.
Service-learning leads to student engagement and incorporates research on effective instruction
Research shows that students who participate in high quality service-learning experiences typically become more engaged in learning as
shown by increased attendance and motivation to learn. This is because service-learning incorporates much of what is known about
effective instruction. Service-learning is an interesting and meaningful activity that relevant to students' lives and involves cognitive, social,
and affective components of learning. It provides an opportunity for every student to be successful and it helps students learn how to
transfer the knowledge and skills they acquire into real life settings.
Service-learning can help students to improve academically
Research shows that when service-learning is designed in particular ways, students show gains on measures of academic achievement,
including standardized tests. The academic benefits of service-learning come when teachers explicitly tie service activities to standards
and learning objectives, and when they design instruction that maximizes learning. For example, servicelearning that involves tutoring
typically results in learning for both of the individuals who participate, and many studies show that the tutor actually learns as much if not
more than the person being tutored. Service-learning that includes environmental activities often yields student gains in the content areas
of math (e.g., measurement and problem solving) and science (e.g. prediction and knowledge of botany) if these knowledge and skill areas
are explicitly woven into the experience. The academic gains come because students have greater opportunity to explore, engage in
dialogue for understanding, and become more engrossed in the tasks.
Service-learning helps students improve higher order thinking skills
In addition to acquisition of core knowledge and skills, some researchers found that many service-learning tasks help students to improve
higher order thinking skills such as analysis, problem solving, decision-making, cognitive complexity, and inferential comprehension
because they are exposed to relevant tasks that require them to use these types of skills. This benefit can be realized if teachers play an
active role in facilitating dialogue and understanding of more complex tasks. For example, if students are providing service to the
homeless, they are more likely to improve higher order skills if teachers facilitate a discussion of the roots of homelessness and its
economic costs and benefits. If students are working with seniors, designing instruction that promotes dialogue about history and seniors'
experiences with war and peace, for example, helps students learn about the relations between personality and social/economic/political
forces.
Service-learning fosters the development of important personal and social skills for young people
Studies show that service-learning has strong effects on several areas related to character, reduction of risk behaviors, and promoting an
ethic of service. Service-learning, for example, has been shown to promotes responsibility, trustworthiness, and caring for others - all of
which are positive character traits. Character development occurs because students are often given responsibility for outcomes in service-

learning settings and are more likely to engage in interdependent tasks and joint productive activity. They learn not to let each other down
or to disappoint those being served. They also often develop bonds with adults other than parents and teachers, providing them with
another source of guidance that they occasionally use for advice.
Many studies show that young people who engage in service-learning are less likely to engage in risky behaviors such as smoking,
unprotected sexual relationships, and drug use. One researcher who conducted an examination of all of the programs associated with
reduction of teenage pregnancy found that participation in service-learning was associated with fewer teenage pregnancies than any other
practice at the high school level. While it is not clear why this is the case, researchers speculate that service-learning both provides
something to do especially during after school hours, and gives students exposure to alternative career pathways to pursue. Young people
who participate in service-learning are also more likely to acquire an ethic of service and to continue volunteer work as they get older.
Service-learning helps young people develop stronger ties to their schools, communities, and society
Most service-learning activities help bond students to school because they become more motivated to learn. Service-learning can also
establish a sense of civic responsibility to the school, community, and society. For example, students who help neighbors participate in the
census learn why it is important that every citizen be counted. Students who help with voter registration learn about how democracy works.
Students' civic engagement and responsibility is more likely to occur when teachers provide instruction that helps students see the explicit
link between their activities and governance or other social or political institutions.
Young people who engage in service-learning often come to believe that they can make a difference in their schools, communities, and
society. They participate in service activities that often have an observable outcome, and they experience personal efficacy. For many
young people, service-learning provides one of the few venues where they can participate and be successful on a regular basis. This
experience can be empowering in a very positive way, showing that prosocial contributions are the best pathway to success.
Service-learning promotes exploration of various career pathways
Through their service-learning experiences, many students come into contact with adults in careers that would otherwise remain hidden to
them. For example, students may meet social workers, architects, a variety of service workers, scientists, park rangers, government
workers, and others who work in community agencies during their service experience. This is the first time many young people are
exposed to individuals in these types of careers. This exposure, in turn, can translate into higher or more varied career or job aspirations.
Service-learning is associated with positive school environments
Service-learning is currently practiced in about a third of all public K-12 schools in the United States. Studies of schools in which servicelearning is practiced schoolwide show that servicelearning at many sites has served to reinvigorate teachers, stimulate dialogue on
teaching and learning, and develop more caring school climates. Many teachers who practice service-learning are often passionate in their
support of its practice. These teachers feel that service-learning has changed the way they teach and made learning more fun and
productive. An additional benefit of service-learning, documented often in the research, is the reduction of discipline referrals and negative
behavioral incidents in schools and classrooms when students are engaged in servicelearning.
Research shows that while initially teachers felt that service-learning was more work for them, over time they believed that the extra work
declined significantly and that the benefits outweighed the costs. Particularly as teachers gave increasing responsibility for planning,
action, reflection, and assessment to the students, they found that students began to take more ownership, learn more, and become more
responsible. When teachers had help from a servicelearning coordinator or from the students themselves, the teachers felt that servicelearning was no more time consuming for them than any other instructional activity and that the learning outcomes were better.
Service-learning is associated with more community support for schools
Communities derive many benefits from service-learning. The service activities in which the students engage often are designed to
address a specific community problem or meet a particular need, and often serve to build the capacity of the community organization.
Community members who interact with the young people frequently say that they change their perceptions of youth, seeing them as
assets and resources that contribute to the community in positive ways. There are also a number of cases where service-learning was
directly associated with more support for the school in the form of increased number of school volunteers and passage of tax levies in
support of schools.
Most of the benefits of service-learning described here do not come about without explicit attention to service-learning design and
implementation. In particular, the quality of the reflection activities and their connection with explicit learning goals tied to standards, the
skills of the teachers in facilitating understanding, and the degree to which students are given choices in planning, implementing, and
assessing their learning are most highly associated with beneficial outcomes.
Bibliography

Akujobi, Clifford, & Simmons, Robert. (1997, Winter). An assessment of elementary school service-learning teaching methods: Using
service-learning goals. NSEE Quarterly, 23(2), 19-28.
Allen, J. P., Kuperminc, G., Philliber, S., & Herre, K. (1994). Programmatic prevention of adolescent problem behaviors: The role of
autonomy, relatedness, and volunteer service in the teen outreach program. Journal of Community Psychology, 22, 617-638.
Alliance for Service-Learning in Educational Reform. (1995). Standards for school-based and community-based service-learning program.
Alexandria, VA: Close Up Foundation.
Andersen, S. M. (1998). Service-learning: A national strategy for youth development. A position paper issued by the Education Policy Task
Force, Institute for Communitarian Policy Studies, George Washington University.
Anderson, V., Kinsley, C., Negroni, P., & Price, C. (1991, June). Community service-learning and school improvement in Springfield,
Massachusetts. Phi Delta Kappan, 72, 761- 764.
APCO Associates. (1999). Perceptions: Understanding and responding to what people think about service-learning. Battle Creek, MI: W.K.
Kellogg Foundation.
Barber, Benjamin. (1993). A mandate for liberty. In S. Sagawa & S. Halperin (Eds.), Vision of service: The future of the national and
community service act. Washington, DC: National Women's Law Center and American Youth Policy Forum.
Benard, Bonnie. (1990). Youth service: From youth as problems to youth as resources. Portland, OR: Northwest Regional Educational
Laboratory.
Berkas, Thomas. (1997, February). Strategic review of the W. K. Kellogg Foundation's service-learning projects, 1990-1996. Battle Creek,
MI: W. K. Kellogg Foundation.
Bhaerman, Robert, Cordell, Karin, & Gomez, Barbara. (1998). The role of service-learning in educational reform. Raleigh, NC: National
Society for Experiential Education and Needham, MA: Simon and Shuster, Inc.
Billig, Shelley H. (2000, May). Research on K-12 school-based service-learning: The evidence builds. Phi Delta Kappan, 81(9), 658-664.
Billig, Shelley H. (2002, August). Support for K-12 service-learning practice: A brief review of the research. Educational Horizons.
Billig, Shelley, & Conrad, Jill. (1997). An evaluation of the New Hampshire service-learning and educational reform project. Denver, CO:
RMC Research.
Billig, Shelley, Jesse, Dan, Calvert, Lee, & Kleimann, Kristin. (1999). An evaluation of Jefferson County School District's school-to-career
partnership program. Denver, CO: RMC Research.
Billig, Shelley, & Kraft, Nancy. (1998). Linking federal programs and service-learning: A planning, implementation, and evaluation guide.
Lancaster, PA: Technomics Publishers.
Blyth, Dale, Saito, Rebecca, & Berkas, Thomas. (1997). Quantitative study of service-learning. In A. Waterman (Ed.), Service learning.
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers. Cited in Perry, J. (1999). The Grantmakers' Forum Community and National
Service Research Task Force report. Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana.
Boyte, H. C. (1991). Community service and civic education. Phi Delta Kappan, 72(10), 765- 767.
Butera, Gretchen, Phillips, Ruthellen, Harper, Stacey, & Pae, Holly. (1999, April). The lessons of energy express for service-learning.
Morgantown, WV: West Virginia University. Paper presented at the American Educational Research Association Annual Meeting, Montreal,
Canada.
Cairn, Richard. (1992, Spring). Another way of learning. Generator, 22-23.
Civic Literacy Project. (2000, February). Standardized test scores improve with service-learning. Bloomington, IN: Civic Literacy Project.
Conrad, D., & Hedin, D. (1991, June). School-based community service: What we know from research and theory. Phi Delta Kappan, 743749.
Corporation for National Service. (1990). National and Community Service Act of 1990.
Council of Chief State School Officers. (1994). The service-learning planning and resource guide. Washington, DC: Author.
Council of Chief State School Officers. (1996, August). Connecting school-to-work initiatives and service-learning. Washington, DC:
Council of Chief State School Officers.

Courneya, J. (1994). An evaluation of the Native American school's water quality testing program. In M. Neal, R. Shumer, & K. Gorak,
Evaluation: The key to improving service-learning programs. Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota Department of Education and the University of
Minnesota.
Dean, L., & Murdock, S. (1992, Summer). The effect of voluntary service on adolescent attitudes toward learning. Journal of Volunteer
Administration, 5-10.
Duckenfield, M., & Swanson, L. (1992). Service-learning: Meeting the needs of youth at risk. Clemson, SC: National Dropout Prevention
Center.
Eccles, Jacquelynne, & Barber, Bonnie. (1993, January). Student council, volunteering, basketball, or marching band: What kind of
extracurricular involvement matters? Journal of Adolescent Research, 14(1), 10-43.
Eyler, Janet, & Giles, Jr., Dwight. (1999). Where's the learning in service-learning? San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers.
Follman, Joseph. (1998, August). Florida Learn and Serve: 1996-97 outcomes and correlations with 1994-95 and 1995-96. Tallahassee,
FL: Florida State University, Center for Civic Education and Service.
Ford, Lynne. (1995). Active citizenship today: Final evaluation report. Cited in J. Perry (1999), The Grantmakers' Forum Community and
National Service Research Task Force report. Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana.
Furco, Andrew. (2001). "Is service-learning really better than community service?" A study of high school service program outcomes. In A.
Furco, & and S. H. Billig (Eds.) Service- learning: The essence of the pedagogy. Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publishers.
Furco, Andrew. (1996). Service-learning: A balanced approach to experiential education. In B. Taylor (Ed.), Expanding boundaries: Serving
and learning. Washington, DC: Corporation for National Service.
Furco, Andrew, & Billig, Shelley H. (2001). Service-learning: Essence of the pedagogy. Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publishers.
Goodlad, John. (1998, May). Schools for all seasons. Phi Delta Kappan, 670-671.
Hamilton, S. F., & Hamilton, M. A. (1994). Opening career paths for youth: What can be done? Who can do it? Washington, DC: Youth
Policy Forum.
Howe, Harold. (1997, April 2). Acting and understanding what service-learning adds to our academic future. Education Week, 56.
Kingsland, S. F., Richards, M., & Coleman, L. (1995). A status report for KIDSNET, year one, 1994-1995. Portland, ME: University of
Southern Maine.
Kinsley, Carol. (1997, October). Service-learning: A process to connect learning and living. In Service-learning: Leaving footprints on the
planet, National Association of Secondary School Principals Bulletin, 1-7.
Kinsley, Carol. (1997b). Elementary school programs. In R. Wade (Ed.), Community service learning: A guide to including service in the
public school curriculum. Albany NY: State University of New York Press.
Leming, James. (1998, Autumn). Adding value to service-learning projects. Insights on Global Ethics, 7.
Loesch-Griffin, D., Petrides, L. A., & Pratt, C. (1995). A comprehensive study of Project YES - rethinking classrooms and community:
Service-learning as educational reform. San Francisco, CA: East Bay Conservation Corps.
Melaville, Atelia, Berg, Amy C., & Blank, Martin J. (2006). Community-based learning: Engaging students for success and citizenship.
Washington, DC: Coalition for Community Schools.
Melchior, Alan. (1999). Summary report: National evaluation of Learn and Serve America. Waltham, MA: Center for Human Resources,
Brandeis University.
Melchior, Alan, & Bailis, Lawrence Neil. (2001). Impact of service-learning on civic attitudes and behaviors of middle and high school
youth: Findings from three national evaluations. In A. Furco, & S. H. Billig (Eds.), Service-learning: The essence of the pedagogy.
Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publishers.
Morgan, William, & Streb, Matthew. (1999). How quality service-learning develops civic values. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University.
National Service-Learning Cooperative. (1998, April). Essential elements of service-learning for effective practice: Organizational support.
St. Paul, MN: National Youth Leadership Council.
National Youth Leadership Council. (2006). Growing to greatness 2006: The state of service-learning project. St. Paul, MN: Author.

O'Bannon, F. (1999). Service-learning benefits our schools. State Education Leader, 17, 3.
O'Donnell, L. et al. (1999, February). The effectiveness of the reach for health community youth service learning program in reducing early
and unprotected sex among urban middle school students. American Journal of Public Health, 89(2), 176-181.
Owens, Thomas, & Wang, Changhua. (1997). Community-based learning: A foundation for meaningful educational reform. Portland, OR:
Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory.
Pickeral, Terry. (1998). An evaluation of six K-12 service-learning programs in Oregon and Washington.
Ridgell, Charles. (1994). Students' perceptions before and after student service-learning. Cited in J. Perry (1999), The Grantmakers'
Forum Community and National Service Research Task Force report. Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana.
Rolzinski, C. (1990). The adventure of adolescence: Middle school students and community service. Washington, DC: Youth Service
America.
Sandler, Linda, & Vandegrift, Judith. (1994). Students serving Arizona: 1994 Serve-America evaluation report. Cited in J. Perry (1999), The
Grantmakers' Forum Community and National Service Research Task Force report. Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana.
Santmire, T., Giraud, G., & Grosskopf, K. (1999, April). Furthering attainment of academic standards through service-learning. Presented
at the National Service-Learning Conference, San Jose, CA.
Sax, L. J., & Astin, A. W. (1997, Summer-Fall). The benefits of service: Evidence from undergraduates. Educational Record, 25-33.
Scales, Peter, & Blyth, Dale. (1997, Winter). Effects of service-learning on youth: What we know and what we need to know. Generator, 69.
Shaffer, B. (1993). Service-learning: An academic methodology. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Department of Education. Cited in R.
Bhaerman, K. Cordell, & B. Gomez (1998), The role of service-learning in educational reform. Raleigh, NC: National Society for
Experiential Education and Needham, MA: Simon and Shuster, Inc.
Shumer, Robert. (1994). Community-based learning: Humanizing education. Journal of Adolescence, 17(4), 357-367.
Sigmon, Robert. (1994). Serving to learn, learning to serve, linking service with learning, Council for Independent Colleges report.
Skinner, Rebecca, & Chapman, Chris. (1999, September). Service-learning and community service in K-12 public schools. Washington,
DC: National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education.
Stephens, Lillian. (1995). The complete guide to learning through community service, grades K-9. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon
Publishers.
Supik, Josie. (1996). Valued youth partnerships: Programs in caring. San Antonio, TX: Intercultural Research and Development
Association.
Switzer, G., Simmons, R., Dew, M., Regalski, J., & Wang, C. (1995). The effect of a school-based helper program on adolescent selfimage, attitudes, and behavior. Journal of Early Adolescence, 15, 429-455.
Toole, James. (2001). Civil society, social trust, and the implementation of service-learning. In A. Furco, & S. H. Billig (Eds.), Servicelearning: The essence of the pedagogy. Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publishers.
Toole, James, & Toole, Pamela. (1992). Key definitions: Commonly used terms in the youth service field. Roseville, MN: National Youth
Leadership Council.
Weiler, Daniel, LaGoy, Amy, Crane, Eric, & Rovner, Abby. (1998). An evaluation of K-12 service-learning in California: Phase II final report.
Emeryville, CA: RPP International with The Search Institute.
Westheimer, Joel, & Kahne, Joseph. (2000). Report to the Surdna Board-D.V.I. New York, NY: Surdna Foundation.
Yates, Miranda, & Youniss, James. (1998). Community service and political identity development in adolescence. Journal of Social Issues,
54(3), 495-512.
Yates, Miranda, & Youniss, James. (1996). A developmental perspective on community service in adolescence. Social Development, 5,
85-111.
Yates, Miranda, & Youniss, James. (1996b). Community service and political-moral identity in adolescents. Journal of Research in
Adolescence, 6(3), 271-284. Cited in J. Perry (1999), The Grantmakers' Forum Community and National Service Research Task Force
report. Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana.

Youniss, J., McLellan, I. A., & Yates, M. (1997). What we know about engendering civic identity. American Behavioral Scientist, 40, 620631.
© 2007 Learn and Serve America's National Service-Learning Clearinghouse. Photocopying for nonprofit educational purposes is
permitted.
Keywords:
Service-learning
K-12
Service-Learning

Printer-friendly version

KNOWLEDGE NETWORKS

Send by email

Veterans and Military Families | Education | Disaster Services | Healthy Futures | Environmental Stewardship

|

Economic Opportunity | Performance Measurement | Member/Volunteer Management | Capacity Building | AmeriCorps
Senior Corps | VISTA | NCCC | MLK Day | Social Innovation Fund

OTHER TOPICS

Criminal History Check | Financial Management | Inclusion | Marketing and Media | Mentoring | Out-of-School Time
Recruitment | Service-Learning | Tutoring | More

QUICK LINKS

Online Courses | Practices and Program Examples | Samples from the Field | Online Library | Calendar | Videos
Conference Materials
HOME

| ABOUT THE KNOWLEDGE NETWORK | SITE MAP | PRIVACY INFORMATION | ACCESSIBILITY

INFORMATION

|

|

|

