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Utilizing Dental Student Feedback to Enhance 
Service-Learning 

 Student feedback is a valuable tool for educators and 
academic institutions.  However, the utilization of feedback 
varies by course, program, and institution.  For the evaluation 
of experiential learning, which takes students out of the familiar 
classroom setting and into the community, student feedback 
can be particularly meaningful.  This paper describes how 
collecting detailed and specific feedback from students in mid-
course evaluations, resulted in opportunities to enhance their 
experience of the service-learning program. The paper also 
proposes a model that can be followed by educators in other 
disciplines.  

Review of Literature 

Program Evaluation 

 In higher education student feedback is most commonly 
collected through standardized, formal, end-of-course 
evaluations that is often used for faculty promotion and tenure 
decisions (Centra, 1993).  A frequent criticism of end-of-course 
evaluations is that they can be influenced by students’ final 
course grades (Svanum & Aigner, 2011).  It has also been 
suggested that timing and mode of dissemination can influence 
students’ responses (Burton, Civitano, & Steiner-Grossman, 
2012).  These issues, along with low response rates, have 
implications for the validity of evaluation data (Jaquett, 
VanMaaren, & Williams, 2017).  Therefore, student feedback 
obtained through end-of-course evaluations may not directly 

Abstract 

This paper describes 
the use of mid-course 
feedback to modify the 
structure and enhance 
student experience for a 
service-learning (SL) 
program.   

Dental students 
completed mid-course 
surveys during four 
academic years, ranking 
their perceptions of level 
of preparedness for, 
and value of, the SL 
program components as 
well as suggestions for 
program improvement.  
Results were analysed 
for differences by 
academic year.  
Qualitative analysis was 
conducted for open-
ended questions. 
Students’ rankings 
varied by SL activity but 
were primarily positive 
for all academic years.  
Statistically significant 
increases in student 
value for specific 
program activities were 
observed in later years 
in response to course 
changes.  Over time, 
student 
recommendations 
changed from an early 
focus on logistics to an 
emphasis on program 
content and value.  
Actively seeking timely 
and specific feedback 
from students enabled 
course faculty to make 
changes that lead to 
improvement in 
students’ experience 
and a greater 
appreciation of the 
purpose of SL. 
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reflect course or teacher effectiveness and consequently, may not provide information needed 
to make substantive changes to course curricula (Combs, Gibson, Hays, Saly, & Wendt, 2008).  
Evidence indicates that faculty-developed and course-specific midterm evaluations may provide 
greater insight for making effective real-time instructional changes (Harris & Stevens, 2013).  It 
has also been suggested that mid-course evaluations may favorably impact students’ 
perceptions of the course, instructor, and teaching process (Keurzer, 1993), and are less 
influenced by academic performance (Svanum & Aigner, 2011).   
 
Service-learning 
 Service-learning (SL) is an experiential educational methodology that integrates 
community service with specific course instruction and guided student reflection.  An important 
characteristic of SL is continued evaluation and improvement (Yoder, 2006), with goals of 
enhancing students’ learning experiences, instilling civic responsibility, and addressing 
community needs (Hood 2009).  Students’ educational experience is enriched by allowing them 
to apply theoretical knowledge gained in the classroom to real world settings, thereby 
reinforcing didactic concepts.  SL also has the potential to increase professionalism and 
improve communication and critical thinking skills which are important educational 
competencies for the health professions (Hood, 2009; Aston-Brown, Branson, Gadbury-Amyot, 
& Bray, 2009).  Health professional students’ civic engagement can be fostered by SL through 
improving cultural competency and providing a better understanding of social determinants of 
health and health disparities (Hood, 2009; Bryant-Moore, Bachelder, Rainey, Hayman, 
Bessette, & Williams, 2018), and preparing students to “take an active role in promoting 
population-based disease prevention and health promotion activities” (Henshaw, 2006).  In 
addition to the benefits to students and the educational institution, SL strengthens communities 
by establishing partnerships with agencies or organizations that can help address the 
communities’ unmet needs (Yoder 2006).   
 
Background 
 Over the past several decades, both clinical and non-clinical SL experiences have been 
gaining in popularity in medical, dental, and allied health training programs (Henshaw, 2006; 
Yoder, 2006; Hood, 2009).  At Boston University Henry M. Goldman School of Dental Medicine 
(GSDM), the experiential learning curriculum includes a SL program for first year dental 
students, which began in the fall of 2008.  It is incorporated into a year-long, 7-credit 
introduction to general dentistry course (GD1).  Dental students develop and present oral health 
education to classrooms of elementary school children attending the Boston Public Schools 
(BPS), a longstanding partner of GSDM.  In addition to providing time for community-based 
rotations, the course provides the platform for faculty to provide foundational knowledge for the 
SL experience through lectures, workshops, and discussion.    
 The didactic coursework related to SL includes prevention, social determinants of health, 
health disparities, risk factors for oral disease, and oral health promotion/disease prevention, 
with a focus on how these concepts relate to BPS school children.  During a workshop, students 
are introduced to a lesson plan template and the structure of SL and are assigned the 
elementary school grade level they will teach.  Faculty describe specific SL program changes 
that have occurred based on student feedback from the previous year.  Then in pairs, students 
create an age-appropriate lesson plan and develop educational aids and activities to use during 
their teaching session.  Faculty provide written feedback for the students to revise their lesson 
plans.  This is followed by a 15-minute meeting where students receive additional feedback from 
faculty on drafts of their educational aids, planned classroom activities, and revised lesson 
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plans.  Students then present their finalized lesson plans to a small group of peers and faculty 
during a rehearsal session that is video-recorded.  Using the Blackboard management system 
(Huff, Kernier & Schollaardt, n.d.), the faculty and peer evaluations and video recordings are 
shared with the students.  Students review their feedback and videos and complete a self-
assessment in preparation for their culminating experience, presenting oral health lessons in the 
Boston Public Schools.  
 Evaluation of the SL program was initially limited because the original assessment 
consisted of a single question embedded in the formal year-end course evaluation.  This 
evaluation was designed by the GD1 course directors and administered by the GSDM Office of 
Academic Affairs.  Students completed this course evaluation at the conclusion of the spring 
semester, approximately 6 to 8 months after their SL experience.  The single question asked 
students to rate how confident they felt in developing and delivering an age appropriate lesson 
plan as: very much, somewhat, very little, not at all, and unsure.  While the responses to this 
question were consistently positive, the question was general, focused only upon student 
confidence, and did not encourage student feedback specific to the SL component of the GD1 
course.  Thus, SL faculty received little data for making SL program improvements.   

Methods 

Survey Instrument  

 To better measure students’ perceptions of, and experience in, SL, an expanded 
evaluation system was created which addressed each component of the SL program as well as 
its overall goals.  This new SL evaluation tool was piloted in 2014 for a sample of students and 
was fully implemented in 2015.  In the new system, program evaluation surveys were sent 
electronically to students immediately following their classroom presentations at BPS via an 
anonymous link. While students were allowed to skip individual questions, submission of the 
evaluation surveys was required within 48 hours  
 Surveys completed during four academic years from 2015-2018 were included in the 
analysis.  Responses could not be linked to individual students.  However, they were identified 
by academic year to assess change over time and because evaluation questions were altered 
slightly each year to reflect program development. 

  Quantitative Questions and Analysis 

 The students were asked to rank, on a 10-point scale, their perceived level of 
preparedness as they entered the elementary classroom (0=not at all prepared to 10=optimally 
prepared).  They were also asked to rank how valuable (0=not valuable to 10=extremely 
valuable) they found various aspects of the SL preparation process including creating a lesson 
plan, rehearsing lesson delivery, and faculty feedback.  Students were then asked to rank their 
agreement with three statements using a five point scale (1= strongly agree to 5= strongly 
disagree).  These statements included:  1. I enjoyed my experience in the classroom, 2. I am 
certain the students in my classroom learned, and 3. I have a solid understanding of what 
service-learning is.  
 Differences in means in student rankings were examined using omnibus ANOVA with 
Bonferroni corrected pairwise comparisons for each activity by academic year using SPSS 
version 25.  Data from the earliest survey year, 2015, was used as the baseline for comparison 
to other years.  In cases where a question was added to the survey later than 2015, comparison 
was made to the earliest year in which that question was included.  
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Qualitative Question and Analysis 

 The final evaluation item asked students to respond to the question “What feedback 
would you give the program as we strive to continue to make changes for future years?”  An 
open-ended question was included to convey to students that the faculty valued their feedback 
and to provide them with an unrestricted opportunity to share any thoughts they had about the 
SL program.  For the analysis of this question, four content experts from SL faculty individually 
reviewed each comment and developed a list of recurring themes.  These themes were then 
compared, and the categorization of themes was agreed upon.  To ensure consistency before 
final coding, each coder piloted the codebook using 20 random responses.  For final coding, 
one content expert served as master coder for all items.  The remaining content experts each 
coded one-third of the open-ended responses.  The coding results were evaluated by 
comparing the master coder’s response to those competed by the three additional coders 
individually, producing three Cohen’s Kappa’s per code.  The three Cohen’s Kappa results were 
averaged to determine the mean between the coders.  The mean Cohen’s Kappa determined 
the overall agreement of the coders.  Interpretation of Kappa scores less than zero was 
considered poor agreement, those from 0.0-0.2 were slight agreement, 0.21-0.40 fair 
agreement, 0.41-0.60 moderate agreement, 0.61-0.80 substantial agreement, and 0.081-1.0 
almost perfect agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977).  
 This SL program evaluation plan was reviewed by the institutional review board of the 
Boston University and determined to be exempt from human subjects’ research approval.  

Results 

Quantitative Results 

 Program evaluation surveys were completed by 468 first-year dental students.  The 
overall mean of the students’ ranking for perceived level of preparedness (n=365) upon entering 
the classroom was 8.53 (SD 1.14).  Pairwise comparisons indicated statistically significant 
differences in the means for this question by year (Table 1).  When compared to 2015 (8.07), 
the means of student rankings were significantly higher in 2017 (8.95) and 2018 (8.72). 

 

Table 1.  Student Rankings for Perceived Level of Preparedness, 2015-2018 (0=not at all 
prepared to 10=optimally prepared). 

Year (n) 2015 
(n=118) 

2016 
(n=105) 

2017 
(n=87) 

2018 
(n=83) 

2015-2018 
(n=365) 

Mean (SD) 8.07 (1.58) 8.54 (1.14) 8.9 
(1.43)* 

8.72 (1.28)* 8.53 (1.41) 

*statistically significant when compared to 2015 

 

Mean student rankings for perceived value of SL activities are shown in Table 2.  Among 
program components included during all four years, students consistently reported high (mean 
>8) perceived value for lesson plan development, faculty feedback on lesson plans, and a 15-
minute meeting with faculty. 
 There were no significant differences in means of student responses for value of any of 
the SL components between 2015 and 2016.  Two components were ranked as only moderately 
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valuable during that time, a home video rehearsal requirement, and faculty feedback on that 
video.   
 Statistically significant differences in means were noted for two components during 2017 
and 2018 when compared to earlier years; students’ perceived value of faculty feedback on their 
lesson plan (2017 only) and use of standardized nutrition and prevention learning objectives.  

Table 2.  Mean Student Rankings for Perceived Value of SL Activities, 2015-2018  

(0=not valuable to 10=extremely valuable). 

 2015  2016 2017 2018 

Lesson plan development 8.60 
(n=118) 

8.80 
(n=116) 

9.19 
(n=117) 

8.53 
(n=114) 

Standardized nutrition & 
prevention learning objectives  

  8.04 
(n=115) 

8.76** 
(n=118) 

8.67** 
(n=113) 

Faculty feedback on lesson plan 8.22 
(n=106) 

8.42 
(n=116) 

9.03*  

(n=117) 
8.76 
(n=114) 

At-home rehearsal & video 5.39 
(n=102) 

5.63 
(n=115) 

  

Faculty feedback on home video 5.49 
(n=104) 

   

Group rehearsal & video   9.16 
(n=117) 

8.68 
(n=114) 

15-min. meeting with faculty 8.93 
(n=111) 

8.90 
(n=115) 

9.23 
(n=117) 

8.96 
(n=114) 

E-mail communication with 
faculty 

7.92 
(n=109) 

8.07 
(n=114) 

8.65 
(n=116) 

8.55 
(n=114) 

*statistically significantly different compared to 2015  

**statistically significantly different compared to 2016  
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The means and standard deviations were calculated for students’ level of agreement with each 
of three evaluation statements by year (Table 3).  Means were consistently positive, ranging 
from 1.31- 1.64 (1= strongly agree) for all questions and years, however, there were no 
statistically significant means for agreement with the evaluation statements across years.  

 

Table 3.  Student Agreement with Evaluation Statements, 2015-2018 (1=strongly agree, 
2=agree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=disagree, 5=strongly disagree). 

 2015 
(n=121) 
Mean (SD) 

2016 
(n=116) 
Mean (SD) 

2017 
(n=117) 
Mean (SD) 

2018 
(n=114) 
Mean (SD) 

2015-
2018 
Mean 
(SD) 

I enjoyed my 
experience in the 
classroom. 

1.38 (0.64) 1.39 (0.27) 1.38 (0.68) 1.35 (0.78) 
1.37 
(0.67) 

I am certain students 
in my classroom 
learned. 

1.57 (0.64) 1.61 (0.56) 1.57 (0.81) 1.57 (0.66) 
1.58 
(0.67) 

I have a solid 
understanding of 
what SL is. 

1.38 (0.58) 1.36 (0.52) 1.35 (0.58) 1.31 (0.59) 
1.35 
(0.57) 

 

Qualitative Data 

 Nearly three quarters of the students (335/468) responded to the question asking for 
suggestions for program improvement.  The average inter-rater reliability score (Cohen’s 
Kappa) for the creation of the response codebook was 0.81, which is on the border of 
substantial agreement (0.61-0.80) and almost perfect agreement (0.81-1.0) as defined by 
Landis & Koch (1977). 
 Analysis of survey responses resulted in the creation of 12 major codes, some of which 
were further subdivided for a total of 35 codes and sub-codes.  These were ranked by relevance 
to program goals and potential for program improvements (Figure 1).  Many students 
commented about the value of the SL program, while others provided comments about working 
with faculty and about their experiences with the preparation required for presenting their 
classroom lessons.  These were categorized as the more relevant and useful comments 
because they highlighted areas of success and areas for potential improvement.  Comments 
regarding workload, scheduling, and working with partners were ranked lower because they 
were less amenable to program changes.  The least useful comments were those that were 
non-specific, either positive or negative, because they provided no means for making 
improvements.  An example of this type of comment was “SL was a great event.”  
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Figure 1.  Codebook: Suggestions for program improvement. 

Suggestions for Program Improvement – Resulting Codes 

1. Finds service-learning (SL) to be valuable 

2. Requests for additional SL opportunities  

3. Faculty related comments 

a. Calibration between faculty  

b. Communication with faculty  

c. Grading   

d. Working with teaching assistants  

4. Preparation related comments 

a. Lesson plan objectives & template  

b. Script of lesson 

c. At-home rehearsal (video) 

d. Faculty feedback lesson plan & teaching  

e. Requests for sample lesson plans   

f. Request for additional practice/preparation   

g. Elementary student behavior management  

h. Request videos of effective presentations   

i. Teaching aids & supplies 

5. Rehearsal related comments 

a. Ability to watch and learn from peers  

b. Ability to re-watch your own rehearsal video 

c. General positive comments about rehearsal  

6. Logistics related comments 

a. Info about school/classrooms/teachers    

b. Transportation 

c. Day of unexpected issues   

7. Scheduling related comments 

a. Close to exams  

b. Timing between SL components  

c. Length of presentations   

d. Timing within curriculum   

e. Time of day  of elementary school presentation 

8. Stress and workload related comments 

a. Last minute changes in age group assigned  

b. General stress/work burden of activity 

c. Grading of SL assignment   

9. Classroom presentation related comments 

a. Pre- and post- lesson questions  

b. Request to teach older kids 

c. General enjoyment, fun 

10. Working with peers 

11. Non-specific positive comments 

12. Non-specific negative comments 
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 Qualitative analysis revealed that, over time, there was a noticeable shift in student 
responses.  Thorough analysis revealed the following three major themes: 1. A change over 
time from comments related to the logistical operation of the program to more meaningful 
comments about program content, 2. Increased recognition of the usefulness of the rehearsal 
and video recordings, and 3. An increase in meaningful feedback aligned with program goals.  

Discussion 

 During the four years that the student survey has been implemented students have 
consistently indicated that they felt prepared to teach an oral health lesson when they entered 
elementary school classrooms.  They also consistently agreed that they enjoyed the experience, 
had an understanding of what SL is, and were confident the children learned.  However, the 
questions asking students to rank the value of specific components of SL and their suggestions 
for program improvement resulted in important programmatic changes (see Figure 2).  For 
example, based on feedback in 2015, students were provided with a list of standardized 
learning objectives to choose from when creating their lesson plans.  This addition allowed 
students to focus planning educational aids and in-class activities.  The system for video 
recording of rehearsals was also changed as a result of student feedback.  Initially students 
rehearsed on their own and submitted a video to faculty for comment.  Student value rankings 
and comments revealed that they did not find this activity to be helpful.  Following a change to 
small group rehearsals with immediate faculty and peer feedback, as well as a self-assessment, 
students indicated that the rehearsal was very valuable to their preparation.  The major themes 
extracted from student comments following program changes demonstrate the success of those 
modifications. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.  Timeline of Service-learning Program Changes as a Result of Mid-course Evaluation. 

Theme #1 - A change over time from comments related to the logistical operation of the 
program to more substantial comments about program content  

 Since SL takes place it the community, it is, by definition, complex to organize and carry 
out (Bringle & Hacher, 1996; Muwana & Gaffney, 2011).  During the 2015 and 2016 academic 
years, student comments were frequently focused on logistical operation of the SL program.  
For example, students commented on difficulties they encountered when traveling to and from 

2015 2016 2017 2018 

Eliminated faculty 
feedback at at-home 

rehearsal (video) 

Added standardized 
nutrition & prevention 

learning objectives 

Eliminated at-home 
rehearsal (video) 

Added group 
rehearsal and video  
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elementary schools.  Several stated that they felt disrupted by unexpected events during some 
of the school visits, such as a fire drill, or the class arriving late for their scheduled lesson.  
Students also noted that times and dates of SL were inconvenient to their class schedule.  
Some changes could be made in response to student concerns about these administrative 
details.  For example, public schools located closer to the dental school and thus requiring less 
travel time were prioritized for SL.  Many issues could not be modified because they involved 
the operation of public elementary schools.  Faculty were able to reduce the negative impact of 
these concerns upon students’ experience by coaching them and managing their expectations 
regarding the unexpected challenges they might encounter while at schools, and describing the 
role of each party in the SL collaboration (school administration, nurses, teachers, as well as 
school-based programs staff). 
 As a result, responses shifted during 2017 and 2018 away from logistics to more 
substantive issues, such as the desire for additional information about classroom set-up (Will 
children be seated at their desks or on a rug?, Will they have access to a white board?), and 
information about the children (Will they be bilingual?, Will any have special needs?).  Students 
also indicated that they would like to design more complex lessons and practice additional 
classroom management techniques.  Examples of the type of comments made more recently 
are; (I would like to) “be able to spend more time in the classroom, especially to answer 
questions (2017),” and (faculty should) “give (dental) students more training on how to deal with 
elementary school students (2018)”  
 Experiential learning faculty can utilize students’ feedback to become aware of concerns 
regarding program logistics that may otherwise remain unknown.  Sometimes changes can be 
made to reduce the distraction created by students’ perceived logistical burden.  When 
modifications are not possible, managing student expectations can reduce the negative impact 
of perceived problems.  When logistical complaints are addressed, student feedback becomes 
more thoughtful and more relevant to program content.  

Theme #2 -Increased recognition of the usefulness of rehearsal and video recordings   

 The use of video recordings is common when preparing students for oral presentations 
(Hamilton, 2011).  Students were initially required to practice presenting their lesson at home 
while recording a video that was submitted directly to faculty for comment.  It was also 
suggested, but not required, that students watch and learn from their videos.  In 2015 and 2016, 
numerous students requested that the video submission requirement be eliminated, while others 
noted that the “video was a little redundant and very different than the actual situation in the 
classroom.”  Student feedback also included suggestions for solutions, specifically opportunities 
to rehearse with peers, resulting in programmatic change.  The at-home practice requirement 
was replaced with a small group rehearsal session that was also video recorded.  The change 
required students to practice later in the lesson development process and in front of peers.  
Following rehearsal, students gave and received immediate oral and written feedback.  They 
were then required to watch their recording and submit a self-evaluation.  
 Student comments following this change showed greater appreciation for their rehearsal 
efforts, their videos, and the feedback received.  “The feedback and critique from faculty and 
other students was also very helpful seeing as we have never done this before!” and, “It was 
nerve wrecking to watch myself speak on a recording, but I felt it was the best way for me to 
improve my lesson.”  A thematic representation of the changes seen in student feedback on this 
topic is represented in the flow chart (Figure 3) below.    
 The change in the nature of student comments in this case can be explained by 
literature supporting peer-to-peer feedback as an educational methodology.  In some cases, 
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student peer review has been shown to be more impactful than teacher-provided feedback, and 
can have the additional benefit of proving students with a greater sense of accountability 
(Topping, 2009).  Ritchie (2016) reports that when self-assessment is added to peer and faculty 
feedback, the result is an even greater improvement in presentation skills.  The opportunity to 
give and receive peer feedback has also been shown to enhance the quality of students’ 
reflections (Wilkins, Shin & Ainsworth, 2009), which in turn enhances students’ ability to 
construct meaning and value from their SL experiences (Sturgill & Motley, 2014).  Therefore, SL 
faculty can enhance student engagement and performance outcomes by incorporating, 
wherever possible, multiple levels of feedback into students’ SL preparations.   
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Figure 3.  Change in Student Comments are the Result of a Programmatic Change (at-home 
practice and video to group rehearsal & video)  

 

 Student feedback that solicits ideas for improvement can be extremely valuable, 
especially when an activity or assignment is not having the desired impact on learning.  
Students can provide informed and creative suggestions for improvement based upon their 
experiences.  By being open to student input, by viewing students as collaborators, and 

"This experience is a great experience for 
everyone to have but I do not think the 
video is necessary to do." 2015

“If we have a mock presentation in front 
of the experts (instructors) then I feel like 
we would be better prepared and get 
constructive feedback.” 2015  

“I feel that video part of service-learning was 
unnecessary especially in such early time 
during planning.” 2016

"The lesson video was a little redundant 
and was very different from what the 
actual situation was in the classroom." 
2016 

“I thought the peer and faculty feedback after 
the rehearsal was essential in finalizing our 
lesson plans.” 2017

"The rehearsal and lesson plan definitely 
helped us in being prepared for the day of 
our presentation." 2017 

"I really enjoyed the rehearsal. Watching my 
classmates present gave my new ideas on how I can 
improve my school presentation." 2018

"Initially, the planning and rehearsing seemed almost 
repetitive or unnecessary but looking back it was 
100% worthwhile in preparing us for our presentation 
day. The feedback and critique from faculty and 
other students was also very helpful seeing as we 
have never done this before! " 2018

Change from 
at-home 

practice video 
to group 

rehearsal and 
video     
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therefore modifying student behavior and thinking, faculty can improve the experiential program 
structure (Fluckiger, Vigil, Pasco,& Danielson, 2010), ensuring student satisfaction and 
improved learning (Celio, 2011).   

Theme #3 -Increase in meaningful feedback aligned with program goals 

 Positive comments were provided by students throughout all four years of program 
evaluation.  However, during the later years, positive student comments were more insightful 
and revealed an understanding of the SL goals of enhanced learning, civic responsibility, and 
community service.  For example, comments shifted from superficial “Continue the program” 
and “It was great” in 2015 and 2016 to more meaningful “It … allowed you to explore how to 
communicate with different populations…” and “… it's a two way street of teaching and learning, 
we learned a lot as we taught” in the later years.  Other examples of goal-oriented comments 
specific included “I think that oral health promotion is such an important part of dentistry” and “… 
we are more than just professionals you see in a clinical setting.  It is really important for us to 
work on our interpersonal skills and to immerse ourselves in the diverse culture of the 
community that surrounds us.” 
 This situation is similar to that found with the first theme, where somewhat trivial 
comments were exchanged for more pointed suggestions for improvement.  SL faculty should 
recognize that changes that lead to greater enjoyment and engagement for students can, more 
importantly, also result in greater understanding and appreciation for SL program goals.  When 
distractions and complaints are reduced through thoughtful and responsive modifications, real 
value emerges.    

Conclusion   

 Before implementing a timely student evaluation of SL that focused on identifying areas 
for program improvement, course evaluation results, while positive, were limited to the fact that 
students felt confident planning and delivering classroom education.  By actively encouraging 
student feedback immediately following the SL experience, course faculty were able to identify 
and continue effective SL components and ascertain those areas that could be improved.  The 
changes made in response to students’ feedback led to enhancements in their experience, 
greater recognition of the purpose of SL, and increased attainment of SL goals.  The analysis of 
both quantitative and qualitative student mid-term survey results revealed that even a 
successful and popular program can be improved when students provide specific feedback.  SL 
faculty can use this model of student input to ensure that students feel like the experience is 
collaborative, are not distracted by minor administrative logistics, and internalize SLs’ important 
aims.      
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 Although small group dynamics pedagogy and 
service-learning pedagogy have individually been 
researched for a number of years, research has rarely 
attempted to understand the impact of layering these 
pedagogies. Even though many higher education service-
learning courses regularly utilize small group activities, few 
utilize, teach, and implement the vast literature and 
research that more robustly informs the field of small group 
dynamics. Although service-learning literature 
acknowledges that service-learning courses can be difficult 
for both students and teachers, the current service-learning 
literature does not consider how small group dynamic 
pedagogy may strengthen a service-learning course. In this 
study, we layered small group dynamic frameworks into a 
service-learning course to determine how weaving these 
two curricular strategies could strengthen outcomes. This 
study emphasizes theoretical applications of small group 
dynamics as a way to structure course design and enrich 
outcome realization. As faculty are increasingly utilizing 
pedagogical approaches that incorporate components of 
service-learning, understanding this intersection and the implications for student learning is 
essential. Integrating these bodies of research can establish a new direction where both are 
applied to more effectively develop course-related experiences.  

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Service-learning literature 

regularly recommends small 

group activities as a learning tool 

but rarely examines the use of a 

broader application of a small 

group dynamics framework into a 

service-learning course. In this 

research, we explore the 

integration of small group 

dynamics frameworks into a 

service-learning classroom; this 

pedagogical layering enhances 

the desired outcomes of service-

learning. This intentional layering 

aims to reinvigorate research and 

practice in the areas of curricular 

design, theoretical framing, and 

pedagogical approaches. 
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Theoretical Background and Rationale 

 

The Importance of Service-Learning for Students 

 Today in higher education, service-learning is considered an instructional approach that 
enhances learning and bridges gaps between the classroom and the community (Conley & 
Hamlin, 2009; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Fiske, 2001; Hickey, 2016; Yeh, 2010). Numerous studies 
have compared the outcomes of service-learning and non-service-learning courses: Students in 
service-learning courses see improvement in grades (Brail, 2016; Markus et al., 1993; Mpofu, 
2007; Strage, 2004), in written testing (Kendrick, 1996; Strage, 2000) and written work (Brail, 
2013; Osborne et al., 1998), in critical thinking skills (Ash et al., 2005; Conway et al., 2009), and 
in deep learning (Hahn & Hatcher, 2015). Importantly, several research studies have discovered 
that students in service-learning courses better understand course material than their peers in 
non-service-learning courses (Brail, 2013; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Steinke & Buresh, 2002). 

Additionally, as noted by Reeb and Folger (2013, p. 404), “Extensions of the self-efficacy 
construct make it even more pertinent to service-learning,” since self-efficacy improvements in 
one situation can “produce a transformational restructuring of efficacy beliefs… manifested 
across diverse realms of functioning” (Bandura, 1997, p. 53). The existing research that 
indicates that service-learning has the potential to improve students’ sense of self-concept and 
self-efficacy (Reeb, 2006; Reeb et al., 2010), their capacity to challenge assumptions, and their 
ability to recognize multiple perspectives (Astin et al., 2000; Simons & Cleary, 2006; Smith, 
2008; Stewart, 2008) is, therefore, important in a larger social context. 

Service-Learning by Design 

At their core, service-learning courses challenge the status quo of higher education 
teaching; service-learning courses involve learning processes that are “messier, more self-
critical, and more open-ended” than the learning processes that most students and instructors 
have encountered (Clayton & Ash, 2004, p. 61). Service-learning requires students to “connect 
theory and practice, to learn in unfamiliar contexts, to interact with others unlike themselves, 
and to practice using knowledge and skills” (Ash & Clayton, 2009, p. 25). Above all, this type of 
learning requires reflection that is grounded in the belief that experience does not exist solely in 
action, but also requires consideration and re-framing (Dewey, 1916). Because of the 
“messiness” inherent in service-learning, in order to design and implement a successful service-
learning course, the course instructor must attend to multiple pedagogical elements that 
consider the service-learning program design characteristics of management, application and 
curriculum, evaluation, placement quality, reflection, diversity, and community voice (Eyler & 
Giles, 1999; Gilchrist et al., 2003). To be successful, service-learning relies on the strategic 
alignment of course content and meaningful community engagement (Astin, et al., 2000; Conley 
& Hamlin, 2009; Cumbo & Vadeboncoeur, 1999; Gibson et al., 2001; Stukas et al., 1999; 
Vernon & Ward, 1999; Yeh, 2010).  

The Difficulty of Service-Learning 

Despite the documented benefits of service-learning, recent research has acknowledged 
the difficulty of instructionally creating and maintaining a strong service-learning course and 
framework. The quality of service-learning teaching - and therefore, service-learning itself - 
varies substantially (Hollander, 2010). This is partially due to the differences between traditional 
teaching and service-learning pedagogies: faculty are often challenged by the “knowledge, 
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skills, support, or motivation needed to engage” in the necessary changes between traditional 
pedagogical approaches and service-learning pedagogies (Pribbenow, 2005, p. 25). Both 
instructors and students must cognitively and purposefully push against a lifetime of educational 
experience that encourages and favors largely passive learning techniques and strategies 
(Złotkowski, 2007). Despite initial excitement, both students and instructors may be 
overwhelmed by the time and energy required for effective service-learning, often ignoring or 
misinterpreting the stark and fundamental differences between service-learning and traditional 
learning and teaching strategies (Butin, 2010; Clayton & Ash, 2004).  

Although reflection is a key component of any well-designed service-learning course 
(Eyler & Giles, 1999; Hatcher et al., 2004; Jacoby, 2015; Sturgill & Motley, 2014), quality 
reflection may be “the most challenging component” of service-learning (Ash et al., 2005, p. 50). 
These challenges largely stem from the difficulty in developing and implementing effective 
structures to guide reflection as well as meaningful strategies to evaluate and deepen the 
relationship between reflection and learning outcomes (Ash & Clayton, 2004; Ash et al., 2005; 
Rogers, 2001). Yet without them, student potential and growth cannot be fully realized. 

Curriculum development is not the only obstacle service-learning instructors face. On the 
whole, institutions have often focused on the “outcomes” of service-learning in an attempt to 
prove that service-learning is more than “curricular fluff” (Kiely, 2005a, p. 5). This institutional 
pressure is evident when considering that the vast majority of service-learning research has 
focused on measuring the impact of service-learning on students’ personal, civic, and cognitive 
development (Astin et al., 2000; Eyler, 2000; Eyler et al., 2001; Kiely, 2005a; Steinke & Buresh, 
2002). In doing so, research and institutions have often overlooked community and institutional 
impacts (Jacoby & Associates, 2003; Strand et al., 2003), learning processes (Kiely, 2002, 
2005b), theory development (Bringle, 2003) and service-learning values (Harkavy, 2004; Hecht, 
2003). However, as an instructional approach that focuses primarily on the development of and 
then reflection on a product (outcome of an experience) (Rutti et al., 2016), there is often little or 
no consideration given to the process components that make up that experience and influence 
the outcomes of a service-learning course. While outcomes may be important, their prioritization 
often results in lost opportunities to help students effectively recognize the role that the process 
played in developing an increased understanding of the materials, themselves, and their 
service-learning communities (Moely & Ilustre, 2014; Rutti et al., 2016; Warren, 2012).  

Gaps in Service-Learning Research 

 Key characteristics of service-learning have been designed to support learning 
experiences and community engagement (Eyler & Giles, 1999). Still, a gap between the intent 
of service-learning and the enactment of those characteristics in the classroom remains (Furco, 
1996; Mooney & Edwards, 2001). Opportunities for additional research exist to help us better 
understand how principles of service-learning intersect with other teaching pedagogies and how 
service-learning can more effectively support student learning and community engagement 
(Butin, 2005; Maddrell, 2014).  

Service-learning educators have repeatedly expressed concern about and a desire “to 
better understand, improve, and substantiate the theory, practice, and value of service-learning” 
(Kiely, 2005a, p. 5). But experience alone can be a problematic teacher (Ash & Clayton, 2009; 
Conrad & Hedin, 1990; Hollander, 2010; Hondagneu-Sotelo & Raskoff, 1994; Stanton, 1990; 
Strand, 1999). Left unchecked, experiential learning can allow students to “reinforce stereotypes 
about difference, to develop simplistic solutions to complex problems, and to generalize 
inaccurately based on limited data” (Ash & Clayton, 2009, p. 26). Weak or poorly-managed 
reflection can lead to “haphazard, accidental, and superficial” learning rather than integrative 
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and critical thinking, openness to new ideas, ability to adopt new perspectives, and problem-
solving skills that come from well-designed and intentional reflection (Stanton 1990, p. 185).  

Purpose of Our Research 

The purpose of this study is to address the aforementioned gap by examining the 
intersection of service-learning and small group dynamics through instructor design. Purposeful 
integration of fundamental principles of small group dynamics has the ability to develop 
students’ collaborative skills by providing opportunities to both practice and talk about group 
experiences, goals, and processes in various group and instructional settings. These 
components are designed to have a long-term, ripple effect on both the individual and on the 
group. This study emphasizes theoretical applications of small group dynamics as a way to 
address problems in course design and outcome realization, since these problems may detract 
from and even prove unfavorable to the service-learning approach. As faculty are increasingly 
utilizing pedagogical approaches that incorporate components of service-learning (Hollander, 
2010), understanding this intersection and the implications for student learning is essential.  

Research in the fields of service-learning and small group dynamics is well established, 
but, having largely developed in separate spheres, there is little literature from either side that 
takes into consideration the benefits of the other. Service-learning literature does regularly 
recommend the use of small groups as a means for facilitating activities in the classroom 
context; however, this is only the most superficial use of small group dynamic principles and is 
inadequate in comparison with a broader application of a small group framework. Strong 
integration of small groups provides an opportunity for deliberateness, as instructors are able to 
more effectively predict the needs of small groups in their classes, allowing them to enhance 
their classroom learning and to more quickly respond to assumptions and misconceptions. 
Integrating these bodies of research can establish a new direction where both are applied to 
more effectively development course-related experiences. This re-visioning points toward a new 
curricular approach where the components of service-learning and of small group dynamics are 
woven throughout the fabric of a course in order to apply the benefits of each to both classroom 
and individual contexts.  

To date, examinations into the integration of small group dynamics in the undergraduate 
service-learning context are primarily descriptive in nature and not empirically based. These 
descriptive accounts explore service-learning courses whose primary content stresses the 
learning and application of small group dynamic-based skills such as group communication 
(Krause, 2008; Littlefield, 2006; Minei, 2016). In these cases, faculty have devoted upwards of 
seven weeks of instructional time to teaching the skills underlying small group dynamics, leaving 
the second half of the semester to application of said skills to the service-learning initiative. 
However, faculty outside these small group dynamics content domains do not have the luxury of 
taking this much time just to set up the structure of an experience. If instructors could actively 
incorporate principles of small group dynamics throughout a service-learning course, students’ 
learning and community partnerships could greatly benefit. 

Small Group Dynamics 

Small group dynamics and the corresponding literature go beyond small group activity 
work. Small group dynamics “are the influential interpersonal processes that occur in and 
between groups over time. These processes not only determine how members relate to and 
engage with one another, but they also determine the group’s inherent nature and trajectory: the 
actions the group takes, how it responds to its environment, and what it achieves” (Forsyth, 
2019, p. 18). Small group dynamics additionally include interpersonal interaction, perception of 
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membership, structured relationships, mutual influence, and motivation (Johnson & Johnson, 
2013). By considering all of these factors, we can more fully consider how small group learning 
might be manipulated and used effectively in the classroom. 

The instructional benefits of collaborative learning - such as small group dynamics - 
have been well documented (Johnson et al., 2000; Laal & Ghodsi, 2012; O’Donnell & O’Kelly, 
1994; Springer et al., 1997; Terenzini et al., 2001). These benefits include increased academic 
achievement, a greater capacity to communicate and work through problems, an ability to 
consider and incorporate multiple perspectives in decision-making processes, and a more in-
depth understanding of course content (Oakley et al., 2004). The crux of this pedagogical 
approach requires an understanding of the basic components of small group dynamics as well 
as intentional integration of opportunities to develop related skills. Researchers and practitioners 
emphasize that if intentional collaborative methods like small groups are to be utilized 
effectively, attention needs to be placed on the structures and processes that are foundational 
to small group development (Oakley et al., 2004). It is, therefore, not enough to merely 
incorporate small group work into class projects or assignments; this pedagogical approach 
requires intentional integration and instructor guidance as students experience the often-difficult 
structures and processes of small group dynamics. 

Tuckman’s stages of group development is one of the most well-known and frequently 
applied theories in this field (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). Each of the five stages of group 
development is met by a distinct set of tasks and challenges that, on an individual level, 
describe general patterns of group members’ behavior and, on the group level, describe the 
structures and processes that affect the overall group experience (Forsyth, 2019; Tuckman & 
Jensen, 1977).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

JOURNAL OF SERVICE-LEARNING IN HIGHER EUCATION 
VOLUME 13   SUMMER 2021 

23 

 

Figure 1 

Tuckman’s Model of Five Stages of Group Development 
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Note. Adapted from Tuckman & Jensen (1977) and Wheelan (2005). 

 

Tuckman’s sequential stage model provides a valuable tool for researchers and practitioners. 
This model predicts the trajectory of all small groups and enables group members and faculty to 
anticipate when and how group-level structures and processes will emerge. This provides 
groups the opportunity to confront challenges in an informed and successful manner at every 
stage of the group’s development. Equally important, faculty can also gain a stronger 
understanding of the tasks and challenges encapsulated within each stage, enabling them to 
work alongside groups to better promote development and learning. Students who understand 
the relational aspects of learning, especially in small group settings, are able to more 
successfully use principles of structure and process to establish a context where rich learning 
can occur. Teachers who understand the relational aspects of learning, especially in small 
group settings, are able to support student learning by providing space where those 
relationships can form and by acting as advisors. 
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Students who understand the relational aspects of learning, especially in small group 
settings, are able to more successfully use principles of structure and process to establish a 
context where rich learning can occur. Teachers who understand the relational aspects of 
learning, especially in small group settings, are able to support student learning by providing 
space where those relationships can form and by acting as advisors. Service-learning classes 
have the potential to make coursework application in the real world by moving beyond 
textbooks, case studies, and examples to build capacities such that students can become 
agents of change. It is important to consider some of the effects of specific pedagogies and their 
related processes - such as small groups – in enhancing class material to better prepare 
students to engage in service learning. Moreover, student reflections on what and how they 
learn may provide insight into the influence of small groups as a practical instructional tool in 
such classes. 

 

Research Questions 

Informed by the above Theoretical Background and Rationale, this study examines the 
following research questions: 

1. Are student learning outcomes affected when a small group dynamics pedagogy is 
incorporated in a service-learning course as compared to when such a pedagogy is not 
included? If so, how and why? 

 

2. Do student reflections differ when service learning is taught in small groups as compared 
to when such a pedagogy is not included? If so, how and why? 

 

Methods 

The current study compares and contrasts the possible effectiveness of a small group 
approach on student learning outcomes. Thus, one of the sections continued to engage in the 
pre-existing, traditional service-learning course design (referred to hereafter as the TSL 
Section). The second section implemented an integrated service-learning/small group course 
design (referred to hereafter as the ISLSG Section) but maintained the objectives, content, and 
assignments of the original service-learning course. This analysis will assess the potential effect 
and outcome changes when these fundamental principles and features of small group dynamics 
are included.1 

 

Course Summary, Sample Size, and Student Demographics 

This comparative study is based on data collected during the fall semester of an 
undergraduate Human and Organizational Development course at a Research I University in 
the southeastern United States. Since its inception in 1991, the focal course - Health Service 

 
1 In some instances, this study may be considered a quasi-experimental design. The critical aspects of the courses 

(course content and course deliverables) remained consistent across sections. The primary variation in this study was 

the small group approach integrated into the ISLSG Section of the course. 
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Delivery to Diverse Populations - has utilized service-learning as a pedagogical tool to enhance 
learning objectives, strengthen community-university partnerships, and expose students to 
community-based health issues. The course aims to contribute to students’ understanding of 
those health and policy issues that affect diverse populations and help develop deeper 
understandings of social justice in health issues. The course incorporates various pedagogical 
approaches such as lectures and discussions, site visits, and guest speakers. Service-learning 
is a critical instructional component to: combine course content and community-based health 
delivery efforts; enhance students’ knowledge of self, their immediate and extended 
communities; and, facilitate the development of effective and engaged community participants. 

Forty-five (n=45) students enrolled in the two sections participated in the study; over 90 
percent of these students were classified as juniors and seniors. 35 students (78 percent) were 
female, 23 students (51 percent) were departmental majors, and 31 students (69 percent) were 
White. Seventeen students were enrolled in the TSL Section and 28 students were enrolled in 
the ISLSG Section. Each section was taught by a White, female full-time college professor, both 
of whom were individually supported by one female teaching assistant. One teaching assistant 
was a person of color, the other was White. In an attempt to unify efforts, build capacity, and 
support sustainability, the two sections shared a common service-learning initiative. However, 
there was a significant level of autonomy between sections, allowing each instructor to 
determine how he/she approached content delivery and management.  

This study is based on course-related activities designed for educational or teaching 
purposes; data were collected as part of class exercises to improve services and programs for 
students. As framed in the study’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) human subjects approved 
protocol, all student materials utilized in this study were collected after the conclusion of the 
course; final student course grades were assigned prior to the collection of student assignments 
for analysis. Steps were taken, in accordance with IRB study protocol, to ensure student 
privacy, and student participation was voluntary. These features were honored and protection 
was maintained as outlined in the Institutional Review Board (IRB) human subjects approved 
protocol. 

Data Sources and Collection 

Students worked with a community-based organization whose mission is to help build a 
more livable city. In each section, students were divided into teams of four and charged with 
completing two tasks. Task I included conducting bicycle and pedestrian counts and interviews. 
Teams monitored specific intersections to track levels of active transit. During multiple shifts, the 
teams tracked bicyclists, pedestrians, and vehicles to better understand community activity. 
They also conducted interviews with walkers and bikers in their assigned area about 
transportation challenges. Task II included research and report writing on active transit. The 
community partners asked students to develop research reports detailing the “best practices” of 
active transit demonstrated by major cities in the U.S. Each group reviewed a specific city to 
consider central influencers and gauge the transit effectiveness. Both sections shared the same 
service-learning initiative and community partner, but the course design diverged. Integrating 
small group features into the ISLSG Section meant including core features in this field of study 
and practice. Attention was given to group composition, room and seating design, and reflective 
journals to embed small group dynamics into course content and process. Each of these 
components is summarized below. 
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Group Composition and Room and Seating Design 

Several design elements were intentionally integrated into the ISLSG Section to both 
inform group membership and shape the groups’ ability to connect and address developmental 
demands as the semester progressed. Moreland (2013) suggests that groups may be more 
than the sum of their parts, but each part defines the whole. With this in mind, group 
composition emerged early as a key factor in the ISLSG Section. Small group research tells us 
that smaller groups will likely exhibit different structures and processes than larger groups; in 
turn, this size impacts areas such as norm development, role clarity and role conflict, social ties, 
and communication networks (Forsyth, 2019). Informed by this literature, we utilized groups of 
four for both class sections (Burke, 2011; Chou and Chang, 2018; Davis, 1993). Shared goals, 
interests, and motivations spurs group unity which allows members to work collaboratively and 
adjust as demands and features shift (Dion, 2000; Pociask et al., 2017). At the start of the 
semester, students completed a survey to explain why they were taking the class, their specific 
interests in health services, as well as any previous service-learning and/or small group 
experiences. They were later asked to highlight perceived skills, interests, and areas of desired 
development. Groups were first divided by shared professional interests in health services and 
then students were placed in groups of four based on varying talents, interests and experience. 
The goal was to provide both group commonality and variation to influence group cohesion. 
 Small group literature notes the benefits of sociopetal spaces or spaces designed to 
bring people together; how a group defines membership and distinguishes their space from 
other groups can strengthen group cohesion (Forsyth, 2019). Even more significant, these 
special efforts positively impact the groups’ ability to address structure- and processes-based 
conflict early in the formation stage of group development. Within the ISLSG Section, group 
space and member seating were considered at every stage of the course and were continually 
altered based on the course activity. During each session, the ISLSG professor developed a 
specific seating plan to align with the session goals. Also, round tables were used to provide a 
clear line of sight between members, enabling members to hear verbal communications and 
easily interact. In comparison, the TSL Section used long, rectangular tables already present in 
the classroom; the professor nor students physically altered tables or seating arrangements. 

Reflective Journals 

Some collected data were used to help manage and implement course design and 
included initial questionnaires to establish a baseline of understanding at the beginning of the 
semester and group composition, observations of each class by members of the research team, 
and student/faculty interactions. Data collected to analyze the course included course 
assignments and journal entries. Both sections required students to submit three reflective 
journals. Based upon small group development research (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977; Wheelan, 
2005), the reflective journal prompts focused on central issues during the forming stage or when 
transitioning into the storming stage of small group development; therefore, much of the 
attention was placed on the interplay between developing group structures and ensuing group 
processes which represent the source and nature of emerging conflict in the early stages of 
group development. The first reflective journal was intentionally assigned early in the service-
learning group process to prompt discussion and reflection on the role of stereotypes, biases, 
and assumptions in health care delivery to our own work in the service-learning initiative. Each 
student identified personal assumptions, misconceptions, and biases influencing the early 
stages of their group’s planning process. Students then had to develop a plan to redefine their 
group’s planning process with these reflections in mind. 
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The second reflective journal was assigned midway through the service-learning 
initiative when conflict around group structures (roles, norms, and communication networks) 
was expected to emerge. The prompt for this journal focused on the groups’ decision-making 
processes. Students identified how the structures unique to their group were possibly shaping 
group decision-making and discussed structural shifts impacting group cohesion and 
effectiveness. The final reflective journal was assigned at project conclusion. The journal prompt 
addressed the continual challenge of managing multiple and varied perspectives, considering 
member contributions and voice, and incorporating diverse member approaches. The ability to 
reflect deeply on what has occurred and then to consider what these insights mean for new, 
future experiences is a critical developmental feature for effective service-learning (Hatcher et 
al., 2004; Moely & Ilustre, 2014) and effective small group dynamics (Pociask et al., 2017). The 
third reflective journal aimed to address this cyclical necessity. 

[see Appendix A] 

Embed Small Group Dynamics into Content and Process 

The ISLSG professor intentionally incorporated and discussed the importance of small 
group dynamics into course content and content delivery. This included explaining the process 
of defining group composition and the rationale for class seating arrangements. Students were 
informed about how their initial survey information would be used to create small groups. This 
high level of transparency allowed students to consider how and why aspects of the course 
were designed and how these factors informed what they were learning. Like the TSL professor, 
the ISLSG professor provided feedback on the students’ reflective journals. And the ISLSG 
professor also offered extensive feedback and guidance on the small group dynamics that 
emerged in the reflective journal entries. This multilayered feedback approach aimed to 
encourage movement in student consideration of the role and impact of structures and 
processes on group function and effectiveness. Over time, these reflective journals revealed 
how group-level interactions and decision-making influenced their approach to aspects of the 
service-learning collaboration. Per Wilson, Goodman, and Cronin (2007), group members tend 
to attribute responsibility of group success and failure to individuals rather than considering the 
influence of group-level dynamics. This level of feedback assists students in understanding the 
role of the individual and the group in the group development process, bridging the gap between 
individual-based changes and group-based movement. 

Analytical Approach 

The data were based on students’ experiences and responses to the instructional 
strategies being implemented in both sections. Analysis came primarily from the three journal 
submissions throughout the semester. In addition to describing changes in students’ 
interactions, experiences, and commentary, content analysis was used to identify emergent 
themes and patterns based on exposure to small group dynamics. The data were systematically 
examined to broadly identify and categorize concepts and patterns. This process allowed us to 
identify and highlight frequently used phrases by students as they experienced the same 
service-learning project, but based on two distinct teaching/learning approaches. Thus, thick 
descriptions of student experiences in their own voices as well as comparisons and contrasts 
across groups were possible. Representative quotes were also identified. Validity and reliability 
are not common criteria for qualitative analyses; yet the multiple reviews of the data provide 
confidence in the regularly occurring emergent themes. Both emergent themes and 
representative quotes are provided in the next section. 
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Findings 

In looking at the patterns of participation of both the ISLSG section and the TSL Section 
we identified four specific areas of group engagement and learning that were especially affected 
by integrating strategies that are designed to support intentional, distinct and healthy 
development of groups in the class. These areas include: (1) group formation and relationship 
development; (2) decision making, planning and project design by groups; (3) communication 
and engagement in conflict within the group; and (4) awareness of and responses to bias. 

Group Formation and Relationship Development 

While the quality of group experience did result in more robust opportunities of 
communal learning, all aspects of the group experience for the ISLSG Section were not 
necessarily smooth. In engaging in the group formation process, some common bumps were 
present. For example, students talked about their discomfort as they divided themselves into 
sub-groups “based solely on a piece of behavior” or choosing to work with specific individuals. 
For example, Brook, a senior in the ISLSG Section, admitted making decisions about how to 
form collaborative sets because she “already had a relationship with her and knew that she was 
dependable and trustworthy.” These arguments aligned with the TSL Section students who also 
talked about choosing to work with specific people. For example, Christine, a junior in the TSL 
Section, chose to work with her partner “because I already knew [her] from previous classes 
and did not have to worry about sitting in a car with her for two hours to do an audit.” 

Effective or not, both sections identified these decision-making strategies for group 
formation as less than desirable, and both groups talked about possibilities for improving this 
process in the future. While these similarities did exist, the intentional group formation of the 
ISLSG Section led members to have early conversations discussing similar interests that initially 
served as a foundation for the group decision-making process and encouraged group members 
to identify common ground. Members of ISLSG groups talked about discovering “common 
thread[s],” “overarching themes,” and similar passions that were shared with other group 
members. Students used these conversations to learn whether, “each member would have a 
vested interest and [be] passionate enough about the topic” and found themselves using this 
information to inform how to make sub-group partnerships, many describing a choice of 
grouping based on “common interest” that would “complement each other’s strengths.” This 
process of discovery pushed the students to more deeply talk about their backgrounds, 
providing the students with more information that could inform their decisions. Additionally, 
some students responded to these conversations by expressing a new appreciation for their 
group members’ specific areas of interest. For example, Alston, a sophomore in the ISLSG 
Section, noted, “I made the assumption that all nurses were the same… I am now realizing that 
this is a bias that I have that does an incredible disservice to nurses.” 

While groups in the TSL Section did get to know each other over time, there were few 
clear conversations that were geared toward shared interests. Instead of using these 
connections as a foundation for decision making, decision making was largely based on the 
most efficient way to complete the task at hand. For example, when reflecting on assigned 
project tasks, Kelsey, a junior in the TSL Section, talked about “plann[ing] on counting 
individually then coming together after the two hours to compare the amount of walkers and 
bikers…” while Nichole, a sophomore in the same section, wrote about making “an intentional 
effort to delegate specific tasks to each member…” 
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Throughout the semester, ISLSG students referred to purposeful, structural groupings 
more often in their journal reflections. After controlling for the number of students in each class 
section, Journal #1 shows that ISLSG students discussed purposeful student-defined groups 16 
times more than TSL students, and ISLSG students discuss non-purposeful student-defined 
groups 3 times more. In Journal #2 and #3, both sets of students discussed structural groupings 
less, which illustrates the establishment of group relationships. These results show that 
although TSL students were relatively consistent in their lack of group formation discussion, 
ISLSG students discussed groupings most frequently during Journal #1. This trend is in line with 
early stages of group formation. The high frequency of ISLSG students’ comments regarding 
structural groupings illustrates a healthy understanding of and concern with small group 
development.  

From the analysis of the TSL Section, we saw that students were able to work together 
in efficient ways in order to complete the tasks that were assigned to them. However, by adding 
an intentional element of structured groups within the group formation process and providing an 
opportunity for students to reflect on their membership to that group, students in the ISLSG 
Section were able to build a foundation of commonality that informed the development of their 
project and their group experience through the semester. The students’ changes in language, 
discussed below, further emphasized these findings. 

 

Changes in Language 

Over the course of the semester, a marked divergence appeared between ways that 
students in the two classes were engaging in the service-learning component of the course. 
Overall, there was a general shift in the language and conversation patterns of the ISLSG 
Section, including a shift in the pronouns that they were using when talking about their work in 
the class. For the ISLSG Section, initial “I” and “me” statements tended to shift toward more 
“we” and “us” statements by the end of the semester. For example, Sara, a senior in the ISLSG 
Section, said, “we had to be honest with each other and actually tell each other which topics we 
thought were better…” while Madeline, a junior in the same section, said, “we were then able to 
discuss the pros and cons of each before making our decision.” Similarly, Monica, a senior, 
wrote, “[w]e chose our topic initially because we were all somewhat interested in the impact 
mental health had on the topic.” 

This differed from members of the TSL Section who were more likely to reflect on their 
experience from an individualized perspective. For example, Wenting, a senior, commented, 
“[s]ome of the procedures that I intended to do for the service-learning is that I would….” 
Similarly, Carly, a junior, wrote, “[w]hen I arrived at the intersection, I was unsure of my strategy 
of counting all the possible things I would have to…” and “I may have planned for the project 
differently if I had considered the possibility that he may not have cared about success on the 
assignment to the extent that I did.”  

The shift in language for the ISLSG Section also indicates a general shift in the students’ 
perception of the project and the way that they fit together as a group. For the ISLSG Section, 
the groups began to consider the experience of the project not just from a perspective of their 
own learning, but from the perspective of the communal learning that was taking place. From 
the TSL Section, we saw typical group interactions that indicated clear engagement with and 
benefit from the project, but from a much more individualized perspective that inhibited 
opportunities for the communal learning that the ISLSG section was able to experience. 
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Decision Making, Planning, and Project Design 

As time progressed and the students in the TSL Section and ISLSG Section engaged in 
more in-depth decision making and project planning, the group approaches became 
increasingly divergent. For the TSL Section, students talked about the importance of 
understanding topic content, but there was little consideration of the role that other group 
members would play in achieving this aim. More specifically,  

TSL students focused on individual orientation/planning 2.5 times more than their ISLSG peers 
in Journal #1 and 1.5 times more than their peers in Journal #2.  

For example, Jasmine, a senior in the TSL Section, wrote, “[i]f we end up working with 
immigrants/refugees, I will make sure that I do research on … I have some background on what 
draws immigrants from that country to Nashville…” while Stephanie, a junior in the TSL Section, 
said, “I plan to focus specifically on infant mortality and contribute my findings to the 
collaborative paper.” Comments like this were coupled with strategies for completing tasks that 
emphasized a division of tasks rather than collaboration; Stephanie followed up by saying, “I 
think it would be best if the three of us worked individually to research our specific subtopic, and 
then come together collectively to present our findings” and Jasmine followed up by saying, “If I 
know that illiteracy rates are low, I can ask every person if they would like me to fill out the 
information for them as they dictate it or they would like me to explain what the pamphlet is 
about…to them.” These comments indicated that group members were aware of each other as 
people who they needed to interact with and as people who needed information on a given 
topic, but the responsibility that they had for achieving the project outcome was one that was 
primarily the responsibility of the individual. TSL students rarely discussed intersections 
between their shared aims. 

In comparison, the ISLSG students were more likely to adopt strategies of decision 
making that were collaborative in nature. In Journal #1, ISLSG students focused on group 
orientation/planning almost 1.5 times more; in Journal #2, ISLSG students focused on group 
orientation/planning more than 2.7 times more; and in Journal #3, ISLSG students focused on 
group orientation/planning more than 1.8 times more than their TSL peers. Further, ISLSG 
students were 2.5 times more likely to comment on both individual and group decision making in 
Journal #1 while TSL students discussed decision making more frequently in Journal #3. This 
affirms that ISLSG students moved into group development more quickly than the TSL students. 

One ISLSG group described their process for initiating project tasks by saying, “after we 
hear of a project being assigned, we will stay for a moment after class to hold a short 
conversation about scheduling a meeting time to discuss the assignment and distribute roles.” 
While not all groups used a process that was as formal, other classmates like Bonnie, a junior in 
the ISLSG Section, talked about using strategies where everyone “seemed to end up with a 
section that they were happy to write…” Similarly, Sara, a senior, and her group used strategies 
to ensure that “other group members know about [decisions] and were in agreement with 
[them].” Whether collaborating in person, by email, over Google Docs, or some other strategy, in 
the case of the ISLSG Section, the aspect of this decision-making process that was especially 
important was that group members engaged in a process of determining what strategy was 
responsive to the needs of each of the members of their group. While not always successful in 
this process, this communal consideration was quite different from the TSL Section whose 
group members tended to focus primarily on what would work for them as individuals. 
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Communication and Engagement in Conflict Within the Group 

Conflict can be a healthy aspect of group development; when conflict is worked through 
in a meaningful way, the formation of group norms results (Maltarich et al., 2016). Although 
short, many of the teams in the ISLSG Section did have the opportunity to work through 
situations of conflict. In Journal #1, ISLSG students were 3.2 times more likely to discuss group 
roles - both individual and shared roles - than TSL students. By Journal #2, ISLSG and TSL 
students were equally likely to discuss individual roles; however, ISLSG students were nearly 
2.6 times more likely to discuss shared or cooperative group roles.  

As Tabitha, a senior in the ISLSG section, noted, the conflicts in the ISLSG section were 
often the result of “different ideas about what needed to be done and how it needed to be done,” 
or timing and engagement with deadlines. Some conflicts were also the result of opposing 
perspectives and ideas related project topics. The process of working through these conflicts 
was largely facilitated within the groups themselves. As they reflected on their work as groups, 
members of the groups discovered that conflict was happening because, as Tabitha noted, “the 
way we communicated with each other did not allow for everyone to voice their honest 
opinions,” in addition to an uneven workload and a general failure to listen to each other. 
However, as students discussed these frustrations, they were able to begin to, “recognize[e] the 
role that we played in the problem” and develop strategies for improving the group dynamic. By 
Journal #2, these healthy strategies for conflict resolution became evident. In Journal #2, ISLSG 
students were nearly 8 times more likely to discuss and demonstrate healthy conflict resolution. 

In contrast, the TSL Section discussed fewer conflicts, but also indicated more private 
desires and concerns regarding their group experience. In Journal #2, the TSL students were 
twice as likely to discuss and demonstrate unhealthy conflict resolution. For example, Holly said, 
“I told my partners that I did not have a preference regarding which paragraph I would be 
assigned…, I was secretly hoping it would be the relevancy paragraph because I felt the most 
comfortable writing that one.” Similarly, Stephanie, a junior, mentioned “hesitancy to speak up 
on issues that may be bothering us,” while Maggie, a junior, expressed the difficulty some group 
members had “express[ing] their true opinions.” 

Comments about remaining silent in the face of disagreement were much more common 
among students in the TSL Section and seem to have led to frustration. While conflict for the 
ISLSG Section was not easy, many groups were able to emerge with new strategies to more 
effectively engage with their group as they worked to complete their project. And although TSL 
students did begin discussing healthy conflict resolution in Journal #3, these findings further 
illustrate how the ISLSG Section moved into group development more quickly. 

Discussion 

For service-learning researchers and practitioners, the layering of small group dynamics 
upon service-learning offers a wealth of information. This information is crucial to understanding 
the possible avenues for utilizing complementary pedagogical approaches to strengthen the 
desired structures, processes, and outcomes of service-learning. Much of the student feedback 
about the joint course design revealed the presence of enriched and supported reflection 
practices, examination of student assumptions, consideration of individual- and group-based 
influence within collaborative efforts, and promotion of effective group processes (such as 
decision-making and conflict management) and group development. As surfaced in this study, 
integrating small group dynamics and service-learning pedagogies can provide practitioners an 
expanded opportunity for students to reflect not only on the content of a service-learning project 
but also on the process in which they are engaging.  
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Integrating small group dynamics into one section of a well-established two section 
service-learning course more intentionally shaped student considerations regarding small group 
factors as they inform and are informed by service-learning and course learnings. For students, 
having the opportunity to work through aspects of small group dynamics helped to shift their 
understanding of the content from a primarily individual perspective to a primarily communal 
perspective. The role of group development became a vital, informative feature to the student 
groups’ movement forward within the service-learning context. For this course, this shift in 
learning opened up opportunities for students to engage with the content of the course in new 
ways, taking on perspectives of their peers and challenging assumptions that they had 
previously established. In doing this, students were able to put into practice skills and 
dispositions - such as challenging personal bias - that were discussed as a theoretical part of 
the course curriculum. Supported through course design, students enrolled in the ISLSG 
Section were encouraged to surface group-level factors that challenged and enhanced course-
related learning and collaborative efforts.  

Figure 2 

Process of Integrating Small Group Dynamics and Service-Learning 

 

Note. Small group dynamics and service-learning share foundational features as well as 
overarching objectives. The differences between these pedagogies lie in their method: group 
dynamics prioritizes process and structure while service learning prioritizes outcome. By 
layering these pedagogies, our research found that certain desired processes were enhanced.  
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While the design of this course did require new pedagogical considerations, the new 
design did not detract from the service-learning content of the course and, in many ways, 
required that students delve more deeply into the knowledge and ideas presented in the 
service-learning curriculum. In drawing from both service-learning and small group literature and 
best practices, faculty can more effectively use service-learning in higher education. In fact, this 
study indicates that this sort of instructional strategy - one that purposefully emphasizes the 
processes required to achieve objectives and outcomes - has the potential to deeply enhance 
the student reflective process and strengthen collaborative efforts. However, this requires that 
course design look beyond superficial group work and aim to develop intentional opportunities 
for students to examine and understand the developing group dynamics and how these 
dynamics contribute directly and indirectly to the effectiveness of collaborative service-learning. 
This conceptual framework grounds new efforts in pedagogical design while underscoring the 
necessity of redefining the scope of research efforts through the examination of two separate 
bodies of literature. 

 

Conclusion 

Although research in the fields of service-learning and small group dynamics is well 
established, there is little work that takes into consideration how one might benefit and inform 
the other. However, this work suggests an opportunity to more deeply explore the role that 
group dynamics might play in the field of service-learning. With a shift of defining small group 
dynamics in its more comprehensive form - rather than solely small group activities - 
researchers and practitioners significantly widen the possibilities for inquiry and application. In 
this deeper framing, future inquiry can focus on how this pedagogical layering influences 
desired service-learning outcomes and explore how adjustments in these pedagogical 
approaches can impact course features.  

It is clear that continued research is necessary to examine how this expanding 
pedagogical understanding influences service-learning characteristics and stakeholder 
experiences. Given the limited size, scope, and focus of this study, we hope the theoretical 
framing, findings, and discussion presented in this article spur further inquiry to not only deepen 
the findings revealed here but to also emerge new understandings. Though we did not examine 
it as deeply in this article, a feature central to service-learning is effective collaborative 
engagement. In a recent review of service-learning in higher education literature, Salam et al. 
(2019) highlighted emerging challenges of delivering effective service-learning. According to this 
review (2019), researchers and academicians recognized that the inclusion of “third party 
involvement in service learning projects… is quite challenging to facilitate proper interaction 
between all three participants (i.e. students, instructors and community members), without a 
smooth communication channel” (p. 581). Such revelations illuminate the potential benefit of this 
pedagogical layering. Moreover, there are opportunities to explore the involvement of these key 
stakeholders (as community partners) in supporting and understanding principles of process 
and the benefits and challenges that result. Additional opportunities exist for integration of these 
ideas into other contexts such as pre-service teacher preparation, medicine, organizational 
dynamics, and community development.  

As service-learning courses steadily become entrenched in higher education (Hollander, 
2010) and continue to receive significant attention from both academicians and researchers 
throughout college and university communities (Salam et al., 2019), we are presented with a 
valuable opportunity to elaborate our understanding of service-learning course design. The 
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active exploration of pedagogical layering represents one such opportunity and may allow 
instructors, students, community partners, and institutions to better achieve service-learning 
goals. This design approach appears to create an environment of mutually beneficial 
interactions where the principles of small group dynamics support and are supported by the 
characteristic embedded in service-learning pedagogy. The active exploration of pedagogical 
layering represents a fruitful line of inquiry that may allow instructors, students, community 
partners, and institutions to better achieve service-learning goals.  
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Appendix A  

 

Reflective Journal Prompts 

In order to write effective responses to your journal prompts, it is first important to really take 
some time to think about what the prompts are asking. Each prompt includes multiple 
components that should be addressed. Consider how each component of the prompt connects 
and keep this in mind as you respond. While all aspects of the prompts should be addressed 
thoughtfully, each journal should be no longer than three typed pages. This will require 
careful use of words and organization of ideas.  

 

Journal Entry #1: Collaborative planning 

During the first few class sessions, our class has looked at biases and stereotypes from 
various perspectives (i.e., personal, historical). As you begin working on the service-learning 
components of the course, these biases and stereotypes shape how we work and plan with our 
group. As a member of your group you’re preparing to collect data for the service-learning 
project and started planning for the Health Topic Report and Organizational Review portion of 
the course. Now that you’ve completed these initial steps you have the benefit of hindsight in 
considering the effectiveness of your planning process.  

Think back to your planning process and describe it. What was your purpose for the plan 
that you developed? What were some of the things you intended to do? How did the plan 
function/work? From this process, what are some insights that you’ve drawn about the process 
of planning and how might those impact your approach to planning in the future? How did you 
observe biases and stereotypes influence (directly or indirectly) you, your group, and the 
planning process? 

 

Journal Entry #2: Collaborative decision-making 

  As a group, you’ve spent the last few weeks engaged in making a variety of collaborative 
decisions. What is your group’s current strategy for coming to a decision? How has your 
decision making process changed from the strategy that you adopted at the beginning of the 
semester to the one you are using now? What is something that is working when you approach 
the decision making process with your group and why is it working? What is something that is 
not working (or not working as well as it could) and why is it not working? As you consider the 
effectiveness of your decision making process, what is one thing that you can do now with your 
group to improve this process? How will you approach setting up a collaborative decision 
making structure in the future? 

Finally, consider the issues/topics we have been examining thus far in the course. 
Discuss how the content you have been studying influenced the decisions your group made 
(directly or indirectly). How did the content you have been studying impact the criteria you have 
used in making decisions in your group? Just select the content areas that resonate most with 
you and your group as you think about decisions made and discussion you have had.  



   

JOURNAL OF SERVICE-LEARNING IN HIGHER EUCATION 
VOLUME 13   SUMMER 2021 

43 

 

Journal Entry #3: Managing a collaborative experience 

  This semester you’ve had the opportunity to work with others who have many different 
perspectives about [life, the world, personal and professional purpose, etc.). Engaging with 
these many perspectives can be a challenge, especially when you are attempting to create a 
specific outcome to a problem or project.  

As you think back on your experiences this semester, what have you learned about the 
process of bringing many people, who share many, varied points of view together? What kinds 
of strategies might a group (and you within that group) use to manage multiple perspectives, 
and to ensure that everyone has a voice and is heard? What kinds of strategies might you use 
as you manage your own perspectives, particularly in situations where your perspective is in the 
minority? In cases where your perspective aligns with the majority, how might you engage with 
members of your group in a way where people with perspectives that do not align with the 
majority feel heard? 
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Introduction 

 The Liaison Committee on Medical Education 

(LCME) requires that allopathic medical school programs 

provide opportunities for service-learning and/or community 

service activities for students.1 The movement towards 

community involvement in higher education is aimed at 

fostering relationships between communities and health-

professional schools, preparing community-responsive 

physicians, and achieving social change.2 Since service-

related work is also considered on the American Medical 

College Application Service and the Electronic Residency 

Application Service Applications, for AOA designation, and 

on CVs, engagement can also greatly impact residency and 

career trajectory for students.3 While community service 

activities are required to be offered by medical schools, the 

institution of a required service-learning curriculum can 

have greater impacts for students, community partnerships, 

and advancement of medical education. Since the LCME 

also sets a curriculum standard which ensures instruction 

on topics regarding societal problems, cultural competence, 

and recognizing health care disparities1, a service-learning 

curriculum can address these necessary components of a 

medical curriculum as well.  

Service-learning projects are structured learning 

experiences that use a pedagogical approach to combine 

community service with planning (based on the assessment 

of community needs), preparation, engagement and 

reflection.4,5 The projects involve not only volunteering to 

Abstract 

Medical student 

engagement within their 

community fosters physicians 

that are better equipped to 

meet the needs of their local 

residents. Service-learning is 

an approach to community 

engagement that offers 

students the chance to 

prepare, engage, and reflect 

on service work. Additionally, a 

service-learning project 

supplements medical 

curriculum with experiential 

social awareness regarding 

topics that may not otherwise 

be taught in the classroom. A 

required 20 hour (minimum) 

service-learning curriculum 

instituted at a small public 

medical school thus 

demonstrates an effective 

method of medical student 

engagement within their local 

community that bridges gaps in 

medical education curriculum. . 

Over the course of a semester, 

students engaged in a project 

at their assigned institution, 

ultimately producing a 

deliverable to benefit their 

community far into the future. 

Students formally reflected on 

their experience, which 

demonstrated sentiments 

including strengthened 

community partnerships and 

enlightened perspectives on 

areas of social justice that are 

otherwise undertaught in 

medical curriculum. An 

unintended consequence of 

this curriculum also included 

additional research 

opportunities and academic 

writing opportunities for 

students in regard to their 

service-learning projects.  
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help the organizations with community-identified concerns, but these experiences provide a 

learning opportunity for students wherein they can reflect on their experiences and consolidate 

new insights.3 Students learn about the context in which the service is provided, the connection 

between their service and their academic coursework, and their roles as citizens. Ultimately, 

service learning may allow students to reconnect with their altruistic reasons for studying 

medicine, which can often be obscured by the rigorous science curriculum that underlies pre-

clerkship education. 

The traditional medical curriculum involving two years of didactic work must be carefully 

structured to incorporate advances in medical research as well as evolving insights related to 

social justice. Often, important topics such as autism identification, sex trafficking, LGBT sexual 

health, addressing the needs of caretakers, and other topics may be undertaught to medical 

students. Service learning projects offer a method of addressing gaps in medical education. For 

example, Florida reports a large percentage of human trafficking cases in the United States 

every year, however there were not many opportunities in our curriculum directed at teaching 

students how to recognize human trafficking cases and its clinical significance. Thus, by working 

on a service learning project with a local organization that educates the community about sex 

trafficking, students are then exposed to this important topic in medical education. Addressing 

gaps in medical education through service learning opportunities can thus supplement an 

evolving pre-clerkship curriculum. 

The institution of a required service learning curriculum at a small public medical college 

demonstrates an emphasis on the importance of service, engagement, and reflection for second 

year medical students. With this curriculum, students institute a project in a non-clinical, local 

organization for 20 hours over the course of a semester. The projects that students implement 

at their assigned locations are aimed at fostering a “deliverable” that the organization can 

continue using and benefit from after the students complete their required hours. Such 

deliverables may include medical education or mentorship. At the end of the semester, students 

write a reflective essay describing their experience and prepare a presentation regarding their 

organization for the entire medical school. The participating nonprofits organizations are also 

invited to attend this presentation and are invited to advocate for their organization in addition to 

describing how their organizations and their clients benefited from medical student participation. 

Given the heterogeneity and overall effectiveness of service learning curriculum within medical 

education,6 this paper serves as a model for effectively (1) recruiting appropriate organizations 

for participation (2) assigning students to selected organizations, (3) implementing a student-

lead project over the course of a semester and (4) reflecting on their experience. This model is 

further impacted by first identifying gaps that exist within a given institution’s curriculum, and 

then pairing with local communities that shed awareness on these topics. Together, this service-

learning curriculum represents a method of revamping the LCME requirement for 

service/volunteer opportunities for students while also furthering the requirement for students to 

address various topics of social justice.  

Methods 

The implementation of a service-learning curriculum can be divided into four important 

steps (1) Recruit organizations within the community to participate, (2) Present and assigning 

students to the participating organizations, and (3) Students engage with their designated 

organization over the course of the semester and (4) Student reflect regarding their overall 
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experience. From the first informational session to the final wrap up, the service-learning 

curriculum spans 12 months. Supporting these steps are medical education gap identification 

and the contracting of organizations that may help to supplement student awareness and 

education. Roadmap to Implementation demonstrates this process of implementing a service 

learning curriculum that best supplements medical education.  

Roadmap to Implementation: 

 

 

 

Goals: 

 

• Develop an understanding of the local community and their needs 
• Implement a project that addresses the needs of the non-profit organization/community 
• Gain knowledge of societal issues people of different populations face 
• Collaborate and communicate with an interprofessional group  

 

           Non-profit organizations related to social topics that would supplement student education 

in the community were researched. Their likelihood for hands-on student involvement as well as 

physical proximity of the organization to the school were also considered. As many medical 

students participated in volunteer work prior to matriculation, organizations with which students 

had previously volunteered with were included. Emails were then sent to the local non-profit 

organizations to explain the goals of the service learning project and gauge willingness to 

1
• Identify gaps in the medical education curriculum

2
• Research local non-profits and partners who can offer supplemental 

education

3
• Gauge willingness of organizations to participate

4
• Create and provide contracts to interested organizations

5
• Finalize participating organizations and present to students

6
• Assign students to organizations with randomized lottery system

7
• Students begin community engagement projects 

8
• Students write relfective essay and present their projects
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participate. Those that agreed to have medical student participation were asked to complete a 

community service- learning agreement:  

 

COMMUNITY SERVICE-LEARNING AGREEMENT BETWEEN 

FLORIDA ATLANTIC UNIVERSITY BOARD OF TRUSTEES AND  

[AGENCY] 

 

This Community Service-Learning Agreement (the “Agreement”) is entered into by 

Florida Atlantic University Board of Trustees, located at 777 Glades Road, Boca Raton, FL 

33431 (“FAU”), and [Agency], located at [           ] (“Agency”), each a “party” and collectively 

the “parties”.   

 WHEREAS, FAU conducts a medical education program (the “Program”) for students 

enrolled or seeking a medical doctorate degree (“medical students”) from the FAU Charles E. 

Schmidt College of Medicine (the “College of Medicine”), which program has received full 

accreditation by the Liaison Committee on Medical Education (“LCME”);  

 WHEREAS, as part of the 4-year M.D. curriculum, medical students are required to 

complete a Service-Learning Project with a local non-profit or community-based organization; 

WHEREAS, Agency is a non-profit or community-based organization that engages in or 

conducts [insert description]; 

 WHEREAS, the purpose of this Agreement is to provide educational and community 

service opportunities for medical students to complete their Service-Learning Projects and 

contribute to the effectiveness and improvement of the Agency’s operations while doing so; and 

 WHEREAS, FAU and Agency agree that this Agreement will be to their mutual benefit. 

 NOW, THEREFORE, the parties agree as follows: 

 

A. SERVICE-LEARNING PROJECT 
 

1. Each Service-Learning Project is intended to be a six month endeavor for the medical 
students during their second year of their M.D. curriculum.  Service-learning is a 
structured community service and learning experience that combines community service 
with learning objectives, preparation and reflection. 

2. The Service-Learning Project shall be developed, implemented and evaluated in 
collaboration with the Agency, taking into account the needs of the surrounding 
community.  It will, ideally, respond to community-identified concerns and attempt to 
emphasize the community service that is provided while simultaneously advancing 
learning objectives for the medical students.   Its goal is to extend learning beyond the 
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classroom, enable medical students to offer service through the application of 
developing knowledge and skills, and offer an opportunity for critical reflection on 
service-learning. 
 

3. M1 medical students will be assigned to their Service-Learning Projects during the 
spring semester in groups of two (2) to five (5) medical students to each Agency.  During 
the M2 year, the service-learning project shall, to the greatest extent practicable, be 
collaboratively designed with the Agency and implemented accordingly.  The Agency 
and surrounding community should, ideally, be able to continue using and benefiting 
from the project deliverable(s) (e.g., educational materials, website development, etc.).  
A final reflective essay shall be written by each group of medical students and shared 
within the College of Medicine. 

 

4. The Service-Learning Project shall NOT involve clinical care or the use of clinical skills 
by medical students.   

5. The Agency will not be required to provide any supplies or funding to the medical 
students.  The Agency shall provide access to its programs, personnel and facilities for 
purposes of facilitating the Service Learning Project.  The Agency shall retain ultimate 
responsibility for the operations of its program and its facility. 

6. Medical students will be responsible for their own housing, food, books, travel and 
related expenses while engaging in the Service-Learning Project.  No compensation will 
be paid hereunder to the medical students.      
 

7. Each medical student group shall have an FAU College of Medicine faculty advisor who 
shall be permitted to periodically visit the Agency as necessary for oversight and 
evaluation of the medical students. The Agency shall designate a representative to 
participate with the FAU faculty member in the planning, implementing, coordinating and 
evaluating the Service Learning Project. Conferences, as necessary, will be held to 
review and evaluate the medical students, review this Agreement, and resolve specific 
challenges that may interfere with the achievement of the objectives of the Service 
Learning Project.  Agency will provide evaluations and feedback on the medical 
students’ performance to FAU on forms to be provided by FAU.  FAU shall be ultimately 
responsible for the educational experience and evaluation of the medical students. 

 

8. Medical students shall be required to comply with the established rules and regulations 
of the Agency.  Any problem or disciplinary situations involving the medical students will 
be subject to FAU’s regulations, policies and procedures.  Agency will provide notice to 
FAU as soon as possible of any situation or problem that may threaten a student’s 
successful completion of the Service-Learning Project.  Additionally, Agency will keep 
FAU informed of any academic or disciplinary problems or matters affecting a medical 
student, as permitted under applicable law. 
 

B. GENERAL PROVISIONS 
 

1. Non-Discrimination: Discrimination against any individual involved in this program 
because of race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, disability, veteran’s status, 
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marital status, sexual orientation, or any protected basis is prohibited by Agency and 
FAU, and if practiced by either party shall be cause for terminating this Agreement. 
 

2. Institutional Policies and Regulations:  Agency and FAU shall inform medical students of 
the website (if applicable) or other location that sets forth each of its policies, rules and 
regulations. All medical students will be informed by FAU and Agency that they are 
expected to abide by their respective institutional policies, rules and regulations.  
 

3. To the extent applicable, Agency shall reasonably cooperate in the LCME’s evaluation, 
and other applicable accrediting body requirements, of FAU’s medical training program.  
 

4. Use of Name: Neither party shall use the name, logo, likeness, trademarks, image or 
other intellectual property of the other party for any advertising, marketing, endorsement 
or any other purposes without the specific prior written consent of an authorized 
representative of the other party as to each such use. Each party may refer to its 
affiliation with the other party in its catalog and in other public information materials 
regarding the Service-Learning Project and collaborations hereunder.  
 

5. Amendment and Assignment: Amendments to the terms and conditions of this 
Agreement shall be effective only upon the mutual written agreement of the parties 
hereto, signed by a person authorized to approve such amendments. Neither party may 
assign this Agreement or any rights hereunder without the prior written consent of the 
other party. 
 

6. Notice: All notices required in this Agreement will be provided in writing by either party 
and forwarded by certified mail, addressed as follows: 
 

If to FAU: Florida Atlantic University 

 Phillip Boiselle, MD 

Dean and Professor 

Charles E. Schmidt College of Medicine  

777 Glades Road, Bldg. 71 – Room 239 

Boca Raton, FL 33431 

 

If to AGENCY: [                   ] 

 

 

7. Independent Contractors: It is expressly understood and agreed that this Agreement is 
not intended and shall not be construed to create the relationship of agent, servant, 
employee, partnership, joint venture or association between FAU, the Agency and the 
medical students, but is rather an agreement by and between independent contractors, 
these being FAU and the Agency. 
 

8. Non-exclusive Agreement: This Agreement is non-exclusive and both parties have the 
right to enter into similar agreements with other institutions.  
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9. Compliance with Law: The parties specifically intend to comply with all applicable laws, 
rules and regulations as they may be amended from time to time. If any part of this 
Agreement is determined to violate federal, state or local laws, rules or regulations, the 
parties agree to negotiate in good faith revisions to any such provisions. If the parties fail 
to agree within a reasonable time to revisions required to bring the entire Agreement into 
compliance, either party may terminate this Agreement upon thirty (30) days prior written 
notice to the other party. Both parties agree to maintain the confidentiality of student 
records to the maximum extent required by law, including the Family Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act (“FERPA”). 
 

10. Severability: The provisions of this Agreement are severable, and if any provision of this 
Agreement is found to be invalid, void or unenforceable, the remaining provisions will 
remain in full force and effect. 
 

11. Waiver: The waiver of any breach of any term of this Agreement does not waive any 
subsequent breach of that or another term of this Agreement. 
 

12. Diplomas, Certificate and Other Documents: Neither the name of FAU nor the Agency 
nor the signature of its officials shall appear on the diplomas, certificates and other such 
documents that might be produced by the other institution without the written permission 
of the coordinator for the institution whose name is being invoked. 
 

13. Entire Agreement: This Agreement shall constitute the entire agreement and 
understanding between Agency and FAU as to the subject matter hereof and 
supersedes all prior discussions, agreements and undertakings of every kind and nature 
between them, whether written or oral, with respect to such subject matter. 
 

14. Governing Law and Term:  This Agreement shall be governed by the laws of the State of 
Florida and shall be effective for an indefinite duration commencing upon the date of the 
latest signature by the parties.  This Agreement may be terminated by either party by 
giving ninety (90) days’ written notice to the party.  Upon a termination, the parties will 
make best efforts to allow medical students currently involved in a Service-Learning 
Project at the Agency to complete such project.  FAU may terminate this Agreement 
immediately if it fails to maintain full or provisional accreditation with the LCME. 

 

IN WITNESS WHEREOF, the parties have caused this Agreement to be executed by 

their respective duly authorized representatives as of the last date signed below. 

 

[AGENCY]          FLORIDA ATLANTIC UNIVERSITY        

               BOARD OF TRUSTEES 

 

             

By: _________________________________      By:  __________________________ 

Name: ______________________________      Name:  Russ Ivy, Ph.D. 

Title:  _______________________________      Title:    Senior Associate Provost 
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Division of Academic Affairs 

Date:  _______________________________      Date:  _______________________ 

 

ACKNOWLEDGED BY CHARLES E. SCHMIDT 

COLLEGE OF MEDICINE 

 

 

By: _______________________________          By: _____________________ 

Name: _____________________________ Name:  Phillip Boiselle, MD 

Title:  _____________________________          Title:   Dean and Professor 

                                                                            Charles E. Schmidt College of Medicine 

Date:  _____________________________          Date:  ____________________ 

 

 

 

The agreement includes basic information about the service learning 

project’s guidelines, as well as, pertinent general provisions. Examples of accepted 

organizations included a local day center for adults with disabilities, a childhood cancer 

foundation, a memory and wellness center, a child development center, an after-school 

program, among others. 

Students attended a preliminary meeting during their MS1 spring semester where the 

participating organizations were presented and their requirements for involvement were 

explained. The requirements consisted of attending an initial meeting with their organization’s 

representative, dedicating a minimum of 20 hours to their designed project, and writing a 

formalized reflection essay after completing their project. Following the preliminary meeting, 

students ranked the available organization by preference and were assigned by a randomized 

computer lottery system. Based on their preferences, they were later assigned into groups of 2-

5 students per organization.  

During the MS2 year, each group of students met with their assigned organizations to 

discuss the needs of the organization and associated community. Together, they developed a 

project idea that the students could then implement over the course of one semester. The 

projects were to ideally culminate in a deliverable that the organization could continue using and 

benefit from after the students completed their 20-hour requirement. Examples of implemented 

projects include organizing and running a health fair and/or food and clothing collection drive, 

providing age-appropriate medical education, creating informational pamphlets and newsletters 

for the organizations, and advising, tutoring and serving as role models for disadvantaged 

youth. It is important to note that the designed project did not involve clinical care or the use of 

clinical skills by medical students. 

At the conclusion of these projects, each student group wrote a 500-word essay 

reflecting on their experiences, and how they feel these experiences will impact their future and 

the future of the population they served and will serve throughout their medical career. Students 

also presented their projects to an audience consisting of their peers, pre-medical students, 

faculty, staff, directors and other representatives of the participating organizations, and the 
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community at large. This presentation occurred the month following the completion of the 

service-learning project reflection essay.  

Results 

The results and effectiveness of the service-learning project was evaluated through a 

500 word reflective essay written by the medical students. A scoring rubric  was used to grade 

the reflective essay as a tool to assess the students’ efforts. The students were graded in their 

corresponding organizational groups. The rubric appraises the degree to which the students 

collaborated with the organization and community, applied knowledge learned in medical 

school, and actively reflected on their service experience.  

Service-Learning Project Scoring Rubric 

The Service-Learning Project is graded through evaluation of an essay.  Below are the 

expectations for key areas to address in each essay. 

 

 

 
Not meeting 
expectations 

Some deficits 
in activity 

Meets 
expectations 

Exceeds 
Expectations 

 
Collaboration 
with 
organization 
and 
community 

No 
communication 
with organization 
or community 
members with 
regards to 
project and its 
progress. 

Organization or 
community 
members are 
partially 
informed of 
project 
progress. 

Organization or 
community 
members act as 
consultants in 
the project 
development and 
are informed of 
progress. 

Organization or 
community 
members 
actively and 
directly 
collaborate in the 
project. 

 
Use 
knowledge 
learned in 
medical 
school in real 
world 
settings 

No active service 
experience. 

Application of 
knowledge 
planned, but not 
implemented. 

Some application 
of knowledge to 
benefit 
organization 
and/or 
community 
members. 

Direct application 
of skill or 
knowledge in 
service to an 
organization 
and/or 
community 
members. 



   

JOURNAL OF SERVICE-LEARNING IN HIGHER EUCATION 
VOLUME 13   SUMMER 2021 

53 

 

 
Active 
Reflection 

No reflection.  
Cannot 
appreciate 
impact of activity. 

Limited 
reflection, more 
of a summary of 
events. 
Can describe 
impact of 
activity, but 
unable to 
appreciate 
importance. 

Able to produce 
and share what 
was learned and 
applied with 
organization 
and/or 
community 
members.  
Reflection shows 
some 
understanding of 
importance of 
service. 

Describes deep 
understanding of 
the importance 
of service and 
the ability to 
make a 
difference. 
Student 
describes how 
the experience 
impacted them, 
and how it will 
impact their care 
of future patients 
and/or the 
community they 
will serve. 

 

These reflective essays also provide the opportunity for course directors to gain insight 

into how students spent their time at community sites, which could influence if these 

partnerships are sustainable for future classes.  

 From these reflective essays, a number of noteworthy sentiments were shared by 

students. Below are selected excerpts shared by students that demonstrate their expanded 

understanding of community needs and how it has impacted the way in which they hope to 

practice:  

 

• “It’s lessons like these that go beyond the scope of our standard curriculum to really 
teach us what is involved with caring for our patients and for members of our community 
in need.” 

• “Our experiences in service-learning through cooperation with Big Brothers Big Sisters of 
Broward County enabled us to more intimately connect with local communities and 
better understand their needs. We saw firsthand the importance of mentorships 
programs in learning institutions.  Through most of our education we learn knowledge 
and skills we will need to serve our future patients in a very specific way. This project 
helped broaden our horizons while serving our community.” 

• “Through this experience we learned about what happens outside of the hospital room 
after a diagnosis of cancer is made and a treatment given. We saw firsthand the 
emotional, physical, and economical strain that is placed not only on the parents but also 
on the other family members. It was surprising at first that, not only were the services 
offered at the foundation available for the child with cancer, but also for all their siblings 
as well. The emotional stress felt by the siblings was something that our group had not 
thought of prior to our experience. As physicians we will now be able to take the 
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information and lessons we learned through our volunteering experience and help better 
serve this patient population in the future.” 

• “We have gained significant experience and knowledge to utilize in providing better care 
for our future patients: We know that in order to effect positive change in a person we 
must first understand him or her. We have become especially well aware of the role of 
socioeconomic status and living conditions on a person’s health and on his or her 
access to care. The four of us will view our patients more holistically, taking into account 
the personal and societal struggles impacting their physical health and general well-
being.” 

• “We learned about different environments in the community instead of only seeing 
people in our environment as patients. We benefit because when we see our patients as 
people first and patients second, our bedside manner improves.” 

 

Additionally, a number of projects were enacted by students at their organization over 

the course of 5 years. 

• Creation of a pamphlet that outlines the updated names and locations of health and 
dental clinics in all of Broward and Palm Beach County offering free and much-needed 
services to the homeless.  

• Organization of a group dance session for adults with developmental challenges to 
promote social interaction, fun and exercise.  

• Development of hands-on lesson plans integrating “basic anatomy and physiology to get 
the students excited about science, while also exposing them to clinical medicine.” 

• Organization of a tour of the undergraduate school and medical school for at-risk youth 
to encourage an interest in science and medicine, as well as encourage better behaviors 
both in and out of the classroom. 

• Creation of a cookbook for children with diabetes including healthy recipes that are easy 
to make and of interest to children.  
 

While these reflections and organized projects are specific to our institution, the 

examples of strengthened partnership between local organizations and the medical school are 

evident. The service learning project proved to advance medical education to new bounds, 

fruiting many unintended benefits. 

Goals Achieved: 

• Developed an understanding of the local community and their needs 
• Implemented a project that addresses the needs of the non-profit organization 
• Gained knowledge of societal issues people of different populations face 
• Collaborated and communicated with an interprofessional group  

 

Unintended Benefits: 

• Developed lunch and learn sessions regarding Autism and Human Trafficking education with 
participating organizations to formalize supplemental education 

• Implemented adjustments to curriculum including adding LGBTQ discussion panel and 
standardize patients  

• Created research and presentation opportunities for students  
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• Conceptualized and honed skills taught in didactic lectures 
• Developed a foundation of how to become engaged with the local community that can be utilized 

during residency and practice  

 

 For example, certain groups sought to incorporate their service-learning projects and 

the knowledge gained from their community engagement into the medical school curriculum. 

Faculty, students, and a local non-profit organization collaborated to create a “lunch and learn” 

talk specific to human trafficking, in order to address the lack of formal instruction regarding this 

topic. Additionally, the LGBTQ community from the organization SunServe were invited to 

participate in formal panels and standardized patient activities to teach students how to best 

address their medical needs. These activities aimed at further expanding medical student 

awareness were made possible through the community partnerships established by service-

learning. 

Many students were also able to engage in scholarly activities after completion of the 

service-learning curriculum, including publishing research papers and presenting posters related 

to their organizations and projects. For example, a student who worked with the organization 

Autism After 21 created a research project that assessed how a 12 day residential program at 

FAU would affect self-determination in young adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder in order to 

develop sustainable employment.  

Discussion 

The variety of service-learning curriculums that exist within medical education reflect the 

broad range of community needs as well as the learning objectives students should achieve 

throughout their training.7 In this service learning curriculum for second year medical students, 

establishing partnerships and deliverable projects with community organizations results in long 

term benefits for both the organization and for students. Specifically, students are exposed to 

demographics, social challenges, and disparities within healthcare that may otherwise be 

neglected in a standard medical curriculum. In student reflections, the common sentiment of 

witnessing patient needs “first-hand” demonstrates how engagement within the community 

expands their primarily textbook-driven education that encompasses pre-clerkship medical 

education. 

The service learning curriculum requires a minimum of 20 hours of engagement, but 

after forming strong partnerships with these organizations, many students chose to extend their 

involvement through continued volunteer work and engagement in subsequent semesters. 

Expansion of these service-learning projects into supplemental learning opportunities also 

manifested in medical curriculum such as by developing “lunch and learn” seminars and series 

stemming from the work completed during the service-learning project. These opportunities 

further broaden the impact of the community partnership, as students who did not participate 

with their organization are still able to learn from them in a more formalized setting. Through 

these examples of meaningful involvement, students have also reported how their experiences 

have influenced their medical specialty decision. For example, students who were placed with 

youth organizations have oriented their passion for working in pediatrics. Additionally students 

whose projects served the disabled have established interests in exploring rehabilitation 

medicine, a field they may otherwise not have had much exposure to in standard medical 

education.  
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Another potential benefit of this curriculum lies in the option for students to engage in 

research and academic writing related to their projects. Presenting posters or publishing journal 

articles related to witnessed healthcare disparities is one way of advancing students’ academic 

research competencies. The option for students to submit a “letter to the editor” to advocate for 

their organizations also offers an option for further reflection. Two student groups have had their 

“letters to the editor” published in local newspapers, which spreads greater awareness about 

their organization to the greater community. It is known that service-related work is highly 

valued by residency programs, as altruism is a necessary trait in a physician. However, this 

additional aspect of academic writing related to their service work can add an additional benefit 

that may be valued by residency program and future career opportunities as well. Future 

service- learning curriculum may consider the possibility of beginning involvement on these 

projects during the summer between MS1 and MS2 year, thus allowing greater time to engage 

in research, academic projects, and scholarly writing related to their organization later in the 

semester. 

After witnessing these unmeasured benefits of service-learning curriculum impacting 

medical education, future programs may consider collecting quantitative measures to denote 

success of their service-learning programs. The service-learning curriculum also has the 

opportunity to analyze the long term effects on the participating medical students and how these 

projects have influenced their medical practice. The impact of this curriculum on community 

partners could also be assessed, such as by analyzing whether or not the projects implemented 

by students remain useful to the local organizations after years pass. This feedback would allow 

for further modification of the curriculum to better suit the community partners and medical 

students alike. 

Some students expressed dissatisfaction with being unable to attend events hosted by 

their organization due to curricular obligations, which demonstrates the challenge of balancing a 

medical education with other responsibilities. However, this service-learning curriculum’s design 

of incorporating 20 hours of service over the course of the semester allows greater flexibility in 

scheduling for both students and their organization. By having students schedule their service-

learning schedules autonomously, the option for engagement on nights and weekends is also 

possible. Incorporate a mandatory service learning project into medical school curriculum is thus 

not only possible, but adds an additional layer of depth to curriculum that is necessary 

for promoting well-rounded physicians.  
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The engagement of citizens in a democratic society 
is an ideal many modern societies aspire for in the 
enactment of their political, social, and educational 
programs, activities, laws, and policies. In higher education 
institutions, especially in the United States, teaching and 
learning have been one of the mechanisms through which 
active and democratic citizenship are exercised. Opazo and 
McIlrath (2019) posit “service learning is one such 
mechanism to achieve the ideals associated with the 
democratic citizen and the promotion of active citizenship.” 
(p.2) The concept of service learning in higher education is 
not new as it dates to the late 1800s with the social reform 
movements birthed by Jane Adams in the 1800s; and the 
education reform revolution spurred by John Dewey in the 
1900s (Flecky, 2011).  

Service-learning gained momentum in the United 
States’ educational system, in the 1980s, as a system for 
integrating experiential learning into the classroom 
experiences. Its primary aim was to engage students in 
active learning enterprise in schools and community 
settings.  De facto, colleges and universities in the 1990s 
launched service-learning programs to enroll students in 
course-based learning projects where they can apply 
academic knowledge to social and community concerns. 
Service learning has since become one of the hallmark 
instruments used in higher education institutions to 
accomplish a civic service mission and to fulfill a historical 
commitment to public good in a democratic society 
(Opazo, H., McIlrath, L., 2019).  
 The philosophy and practice of service learning in 
higher education institutions are aimed at achieving a 
variety of teaching and learning goals and objectives 

Abstract 

Service-learning is integral to 

most American higher education 

institutions’ mission in fostering 

community and civic engagement 

in a democratic society. Service-

learning designation courses are 

mechanisms used to link courses 

to communities and to integrate 

experiential learning into 

education. This exploratory study 

endeavors to investigate post 

service-learning course effects on 

student outcome indicators like 

connection of limited time 

community volunteering to 

academic course material; 

awareness of self and community 

needs; impacts on academic and 

career goals at a four-year public 

university in the United States. 

This research, which aims to 

boost the knowledge-based of 

service-learning designation 

courses’ impacts on students, 

theorized that to predict and 

measure the outcomes of service 

learning on students and courses 

the characteristics of student 

participants are critical indicators. 

The findings revealed that gender 

(female), age (older) and no prior 

community civic engagement 

students benefited the most from 

service-learning designation 

courses. The study highlights the 

significance of (a) diverse student 

characteristics like age and 

gender; and (b) experiential 

learning of younger students like 

freshmen and sophomores and 

those with no prior community 

service experiences in the design 

and development of service-

learning designated courses. 
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including: “improving students’ academic learning and educational success, to 
enhancing students’ personal development, to furthering students’ social and 
intercultural understanding, to strengthening students’ career development, to nurturing 
students’ civic responsibility and participation, to centering students’ ethical and moral 
compass.” (Opazo, H., McIlrath, L., 2019, p. 13) Notwithstanding, there remains some 
misconceptions of the term service learning with potential implications for how its effects 
and impacts on students, courses and faculty are determined.  

Opazo and McIlrath (2019) explained “the widespread misunderstanding of the 
term is due primarily to the fact that service learning is inherently a highly contextualized 
practice, [which] looks very different across institutional and community contexts.” (p.13) 
Thus, to contribute to the knowledge-based regarding the implications of service 
learning on students and course-based outcomes, this study investigated post service-
learning course effects on student outcome indicators like connection of community 
engage learning to academic course material; awareness of self and community needs; 
and impacts on academic and career goals at a four-year public university in the 
Southeastern region of the state of Massachusetts in the United States.  

The definition and analysis of the effects of service learning on student 
experiences and course-based outcomes are multifaceted and sometimes in 
incongruities. Some definitions focused on the connection service learning creates 
between educational environments and community settings. “It is a practice that links 
community service with learning activities and learning activities with community 
service.” (Opazo, H., McIlrath, L., 2019, p. 13) Expanding on this principle, Novelle et. al 
(2020) declared “service-learning is a pedagogical practice promoting active learning for 
students. Its overall goal is to connect classroom content to real-world experience while 
partnering and engaging with the community.” (p.3) Furthermore, Khan and 
VanWynsberge (2020) explained service learning as “a course-based, credit-bearing 
educational experience in which students (a) participate in an organized service activity 
that meets identified community needs, and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a 
way as to gain further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the 
discipline, and an enhanced sense of personal values and civic responsibility (p.2).  

Other concepts of service-learning highlight deeper ideals of civic and 
experiential engagement and learning. Flecky (2011) posit that service learning is “a 
philosophy of service and learning that occurs in experiences, reflection, and civic 
engagement within a collaborative relationship involving community partners,” (p.1) that 
centers on students, faculty, and community partners’ endeavor to conspire to specific 
educational and community feat. Therefore, it is “a form of experiential education in 
which students engage in activities that address human and community needs together 
with structured opportunities intentionally designed to promote student learning and 
development” (p.2).    
 To this study, service learning is conceptualized as “a pedagogy wherein 
students engage in providing a service to the community that is linked to the academic 
objectives of a course” (Rinaldo et al. 2015, p. 2). Notwithstanding, whether service-
learning fosters linkages between community and educational systems or serves as 
real-world laboratory for student civic engagement and public service, its impacts on 
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learning activities and course-based outcomes require further investigation and 
understanding.   

The effects of service learning on students and course-based outcomes have 
been studied in the past few decades with mixed results. Gao, G. et al. (2020) argued 
that service learning has positive outcomes on students’ academics like testing and 
applying classroom knowledge to community issues, test scores, attendance, critical 
thinking, and communication skills; personal growth such as self-confidence, moral 
character and personal competencies for life and career success; civic engagement and 
social responsibility. Culminating, S. Ellerton, et al. (2016), in a study to investigate 
post-service-learning differences between two control groups of community college 
students, found statistically significant positive impacts of service learning on academics 
and general education skills, such as writing and teamwork, for service-learning 
participants compared to their counterparts. They also uncovered a faculty perspective 
of “deep learning and skill development strengthen the contention that community 
college students receive many benefits from participation in service-learning” (p.19).  

Further research revealed some ongoing concerns with service-learning 
outcomes. Jones et al (2016) argued that although most students develop a high level 
of “community literate” insights during their service-learning, significant gaps were 
noticed in community literacy needs for students, academics, and professionals. 
Community literacy refers to “having the cognitive and social skills which determine the 
motivation and ability of [students], academics, and professionals to gain access to, 
understand, and use community knowledge and information that enable them to be 
“community intelligent.” Being “community intelligent” mitigates ways for students and 
faculty to promote and maintain good community engagement practices that reflect and 
respond to community contexts, needs, priorities and expectations” (Jones et al, 2016, 
p. 193).      

Thus, the lack of knowledge about “community intelligence” for students and 
faculty alike may have potential impacts on the outcomes of service-learning activities, 
learning goals and course-based objectives. Further investigations on the hidden effects 
of faculty and students’ lack of “community intelligence” are warranted to fully grasp the 
effects of service-learning activities on academics, civic engagement, and personal 
growth. Furthermore, Martin et al (2017), in a study that assessed the emotions 
experienced by faculty while teaching service-learning courses, reported on the 
emotional lows of some faculty teaching service-learning courses. These include some 
faculty “experiencing negative emotions such as frustration, anger, anxiety, and 
disappointment” caused by problems linked to service-learning course elements like 
logistics; unpredictability of community partnership; and difficulty collaborating with 
community partners. The ability to maintain “a constructive relationship with community 
partners in order to adequately perform service” is vital to students’ service-learning 
experiences and outcomes (Martin et al, 2017, p. 7). In effect, they posit that 
“understanding service-learning faculty emotions is important since they often relate 
directly to students’ classroom [service-learning course] experiences (p. 11). 

Therefore, faculty emotional predispositions, to deliver service-learning courses, 
are another aspect of community engagement course design and implementation that 
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concealed drawbacks on the impacts that service-learning activities may have on 
student outcomes. Expanding on Martin et al. (2017) concerns, Olson, and Brennan 
(2017) examined service-learning program design approach and documented 
challenges related to defining, planning, and assessing community engagement 
programs. They offered a “holistic program design approach to curricular-based 
engagement [that] uses concepts and principles from interactional field theory to frame 
curricular-based engagement as a venue for interaction and a means to achieve student 
and community development outcomes.” The aim of their study was to “help institutions 
of higher education rethink their role in local development and move them from a 
mindset of community engagement to one of community emergence” (p. 12). Olson and 
Brennan (2017) study offered a new concept of service-learning grounded in 
emergence versus engagement in community.  

The above studies highlight ongoing issues with service-learning that have 
significant implications for student outcomes. What about the students immersed in 
limited time community service volunteering hours embedded in service-learning 
required courses? Seider et al (2012), in a study that examined differential outcomes for 
American college students engaged in community service-learning involving youth and 
adults, argued that “college students engaged in adult-oriented service demonstrated 
larger shifts in public service motivation and belief in a just world than their peers 
engaged in youth-oriented service…even when the academic components of the Serve 
Program were identical for the two sets of students” (p.447-458). This study revealed 
that students who experience service-learning activities as meaningful and worthwhile 
are not always the ones who acknowledge gaining higher learning outcomes.   

Beyond the discrepancies between service-learning activity impacts and learning 
outcome gains on students, lays another issue related to the number of community 
service hours required for meaningful effects on participants. Berger and Milem (2002), 
in a study that investigated how community service involvement affected the 
development of undergraduate students’ self-concept, found that “higher levels of 
involvement in community service did not have a positive effect on student self-concept” 
(p.13). This was a surprising discovery, considering how previous research asserted 
high levels of benefits of service-learning on student experiences. Berger and Milem 
(2002) then argued that the number of hours devoted to service-learning, or “a certain 
threshold of effort,” is critical to the effects of service-learning on student outcomes.    

In brief, over the past almost two decades most research studies on service-
learning have argued the benefits of the experiences on student outcomes. Astin et al 
(2000), in a higher education report study on service learning, supported that service-
learning courses have positive effects on “academic performance (GPA, writing skills, 
critical thinking skills), values (commitment to activism and to promoting racial 
understanding), self-efficacy, leadership (leadership activities, self-rated leadership 
ability, interpersonal skills), choice of a service career, and plans to participate in 
service after college” (p. 4).  

The Bridgewater State University (BSU) service-learning programs aim to foster 
students, staff, and faculty connections to local and national communities especially in 
the Southeastern regions of the state of Massachusetts. The programs endeavor to 



   

JOURNAL OF SERVICE-LEARNING IN HIGHER EUCATION 
VOLUME 13   SUMMER 2021 

62 

 

promote students to become life-long engaged citizens in our regional, national, and 
global communities through courses and self-reflective service-learning activities that 
strengthen their personal and professional development in civic engagement. The 
university values service-learning as an effective teaching method that uses community 
service to help students gain a deeper understanding of course objectives. Service-
learning designated courses are thus considered high impact teaching practices 
designed to improve the success and retention rates of students (retrieved on June 20, 
2019 from https://www.bridgew.edu/student-life/community-service-center). The courses 
include, both first year and upper-level classes, requiring a range of 10 to 45 to over 200 
hours of limited time volunteering field work in each semester. The courses are vetted 
through an application process by a faculty board of members and identified through a 
course registration system. Faculty who teaches a service-learning designated course 
will be eligible to receive one additional faculty workload credit.  

The rationale for this study is to contribute knowledge to the discussion of the 
incongruities found in the literature review regarding service-learning impacts on 
students in higher education institutions. The paper investigates student outcomes post 
limited time required service-learning volunteering experiences in five service-learning 
designated undergraduate courses at BSU. Understanding what and how the students 
themselves viewed the process and experienced its direct effects might shed some light 
on the relevance and meaningfulness of service-learning embedded courses. The 
purpose was to develop an exploratory study to examine post service-learning 
designated course effects on student outcome indicators like connection of community 
engage learning to academic course material; awareness of self and community needs; 
and impacts on academic and career goals. 

 
Methods 

This study is a cross-sectional design. An online survey was created using 
Qualtric, consisting of demographics questions, questions about students’ service-
learning experiences, and student learning outcome indicators like connection of 
community engage learning to academic course material; awareness of self and 
community needs; and impacts on academic and career goals. The content of the 
survey questionnaire was developed based on literature review on common questions, 
which in the survey, examine service-learning course outcomes.  

Through registrar’s records five courses designed as service-learning embedded 
courses from the academic year 2017-2018 were identified. These courses require 
students to perform limited time (e.g., ten hours or more in a semester) community 
services volunteering for the course requisite. Faculty members who taught these five 
service-learning designated courses were asked to distribute the online survey link to 
students who completed these courses. Participation of the survey was completely 
voluntarily, and no identifiable information was collected. The online survey remained 
open for 8 weeks (from November 28, 2018, to January 14, 2019), and totally 113 
responses were recorded. However, the recorded 113 responses contain missing data 
and completed answers to questions range from 73 to 113. Data collected through the 
online survey software Qualtrics was exported and analyzed using SPSS.   

https://www.bridgew.edu/student-life/community-service-center
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Results 

Sixty-two percent of respondents were younger than 25 years old. Across the 
entire sample, three quarter of respondents (75.7%) were female and 23.3% were male. 
More than half of respondents were white (58.6%), followed by Black or African 
American (17.1%), Cape Verdean (10.8%), Hispanic/Latino(a) (7.2%), and other races.  

Although all five courses are social work courses, the Introduction to Social 
Welfare course is open to all majors. The largest percentage of respondents majored in 
Social Work (67.3%), followed by Psychology (14.2%), and a variety of other majors, 
such as Sociology, Political Science, Criminal Justice, and others. In terms of academic 
years, about half (52.4%) of respondents were seniors, 29.5% were juniors, 12.4% were 
sophomores and 5.7% were freshmen. Across the entire sample, there were about a 
slightly more transfer students (52.4%) than non-transfer students (47.6%).  

 
Table 1: Demographic Characteristics 

 Frequency Percentage (%) 

Age (n=103)   

     Younger than 25 64 62.1 
     25-29 20 19.4 
     30-34 
     35-39 
     40-44 
     45-50 
     Older than 50 

8 
7 
1 
2 
1 

7.8 
6.8 
1.0 
1.9 
1.0 

Gender (n=103) 
    Male 
    Female 
    Non-Binary 

 
24 
78 
1 

 
23.3 
75.7 
1.0 

Race (n=111) 
American Indian or Alaskan 

Native 
Asian 
Black or African American 
Cape Verdean 
Hispanic/Latino(a) 
White 
Azorean 
Brazilian 

    South American 

 
1 
3 
19 
12 
8 
65 
1 
1 
1 

 
0.9 
2.7 
17.1 
10.8 
7.2 
58.6 
0.9 
0.9 
0.9 

Major (n=113) 
Anthropology 
Criminal Justice 
Elementary Education 
Management 

 
1 
3 
1 
1 

 
0.9 
2.7 
0.9 
0.9 
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Political Science 
Psychology 
Social Work 
Sociology 

    Other 

6 
16 
76 
5 
4 

5.3 
14.2 
67.3 
4.4 
3.5 

Academic year (n=105) 
     Freshmen 
     Sophomore 
     Junior 
     Senior 

 
6 
13 
31 
55 

 
5.7 
12.4 
29.5 
52.4 

Transfer status (n=105) 
     Transfer students 
     Non-transfer students 

 
55 
50 

 
52.4 
47.6 

 
When respondents were asked if they participated in community service-learning 

experiences prior to the course, the answers were about half and half (Yes-49%, No-
51%). There were a considerable variety of community service respondents who 
volunteered with different community partners for the course including but not limited to 
Father Bill’s and Main Spring (13.1%), School on Wheels (10.1%), My Brother’s Keeper 
(9.1%), Gifts to Give (6.1%), Old Colony YMCA mentoring (5.1%), 100 males to college 
(3%), and others.  

 
Table 2: Service-Learning Experience  

 Frequency Percentage (%) 

Participated in Community Service 
before? (n=102) 

  

    Yes 50 49.0 
    No 52 51.0 

Type of community service 
volunteer with for the course 
(n=99) 

Father Bill’s and Main Spring 
Gifts to Give 
My Brother’s Keeper 
Old Colony YMCA mentoring 
School on Wheels 
Sharing the Harvest 
Others 

 
 
13 
6 
9 
5 
10 
1 
55 

 
 
13.1 
6.1 
9.1 
5.1 
10.1 
1.0 
55.6 

 
Overall, respondents evaluated post service-learning course effects on outcome 

indicators positively. 68.9% respondents indicated that the community services had 
influence their understanding of the relevance of the course material and information to 
everyday life “a great deal” or “a lot.” 83.8% respondents indicated that the community 
services experiences had influence their awareness of the needs of surrounding 
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communities “a great deal” or “a lot.” 74.3% respondents indicated that the community 
services experience had influenced their knowledge about applying learning to 
community issues “a great deal” or “a lot.” About half (51.3%) respondents indicated 
that the community services experience had helped change their thoughts about a 
career path “a great deal” or “a lot.” Similarly, 57.6% respondents indicated that the 
community service had influenced their decision about major choice “a great deal” or “a 
lot.” 58.9% respondents indicated that community services experience had impacted 
their thinking and feeling about finishing college or graduating “a great deal” or “a lot.”  

 
 
 

Table 3: Service-Learning Outcome Indicators 

 Frequency Percentage (%) 

Influenced understanding of the relevance 
of the course material and information to 
everyday life (n=74) 

  

A great deal 
A lot 
A moderate amount 
A little 
None at all 

30 
21 
18 
3 
2 

40.5 
28.4 
15.8 
2.6 
1.8 

Influenced awareness of the needs of 
surrounding communities (n=74) 

A great deal 
A lot 
A moderate amount 
A little 

    None at all 

 
 
40 
22 
9 
3 
0 

 
 
54.1 
29.7 
12.2 
4.1 
0 

Influenced knowledge about applying 
learning to community issues (n=74) 

A great deal 
A lot 
A moderate amount 
A little 

    None at all 

 
 
30 
25 
15 
4 
0 

 
 
40.5 
33.8 
20.3 
5.4 
0 

Helped change thoughts about a career 
path (n=74) 

A great deal 
A lot 
A moderate amount 
A little 

    None at all 

 
 
22 
16 
13 
13 
10 

 
 
29.7 
21.6 
17.6 
17.6 
13.5 

Influenced decision about major choice 
(n=73) 

 
21 

 
28.8 
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A great deal 
A lot 
A moderate amount 
A little 

    None at all 

21 
11 
6 
14 

28.8 
15.1 
8.2 
19.2 

Impacted thinking and feeling about 
finishing college or graduating (n=73) 

A great deal 
A lot 
A moderate amount 
A little 

    None at all 

 
 
25 
18 
20 
4 
6 

 
 
34.2 
24.7 
27.4 
5.5 
8.2 

 
Furthermore, to examine what demographic characteristics predict service-

learning course outcomes, a series bivariate analyses were performed between the six 
demographic variables and the six student outcome indicators. There was a statistically 
significant difference between gender regarding to the influence of community service-
learning experience on student’s decision about major choice (t (71) =2.15, p<.05). 
Female students indicated that the community service-learning experience had 
influenced their decision about major choice more than male students. Prior community 
service-learning experience impacted respondents’ thinking and feeling about finishing 
college or graduating (t (71) =-2.11, p<0.05). For respondents who had no prior 
experience, the impact of the community service-learning experience in the course on 
college completion was statistically stronger than respondents who had prior 
experience. Age was a strong predictor on student outcome indicators. Older 
respondents indicated statistically stronger impact from the community service 
experiences on their awareness of the needs of surrounding communities (r(74)=-0.24, 
p<0.05), on their knowledge about applying learning to community issues (r(74)=-0.26, 
p<0.05), and on their thinking and feeling about finishing college or graduating (r(73)=-
0.25, p<0.05).  

 
Discussion 

The results of this study, like in previous research, support the notion that 
service-learning activities in higher education institutions have impacts on students and 
course-based outcomes. The purpose of this research to measure the specific effects of 
service learning on three student outcome indicators: (a) connection of community 
engage learning to academic course material; (b) awareness of self and community 
needs; and (c) impacts on academic and career goals at a four-year public university in 
the Southeastern region of the state of Massachusetts in the United States revealed the 
following. Students who participated in course-based service learning programs 
received these specific benefits: (a) service learning activities influenced student 
understanding of the relevance of the course material and information to everyday life; 
(b) impacted student awareness of the needs of surrounding communities; (c) shaped 
student knowledge about applying learning to community issues; (d) changed student 



   

JOURNAL OF SERVICE-LEARNING IN HIGHER EUCATION 
VOLUME 13   SUMMER 2021 

67 

 

thoughts about a career path as well as influenced their decision about major choice 
and (e) affected their thinking and feeling about finishing college or graduating 
positively. These findings support some of the previous discoveries found in the 
research literature.  

This study did find three predictive indicators that were statistically significant in 
the measurement of the effects of course-based service-learning activities on student 
outcomes in this sample of four-year public university students: gender, age and prior 
community civic engagement. Female students indicated that service learning 
influenced their decision about major choice more than their male counterparts. Older 
students (i.e., > 21 years old) experienced the strongest positive effects of service 
learning across all indicators than younger fellows. Students with no prior experiences 
with community service volunteering acknowledged that the service-learning program 
shaped their thinking and feeling about finishing college or graduating more than those 
with previous community service civic engagement.  

These results point towards a potential theoretical framework for understanding 
how service-learning may impinge the experiential learning of students. This study’s 
theory argues that to predict and measure the outcomes of service learning on students 
and courses the characteristics of student participants are critical indicators for 
consideration. Meaning, to gauge future effects of service-learning designation courses 
on students, faculty and program administrators must account for participants’ gender, 
age and prior experience levels in community civic engagement. The implications of the 
findings for high impact teaching practices underline the importance in the design and 
the development of service- learning course designated content to focus attention on 
student diverse characteristics in addition to learning objectives and outcomes.   

In general, service-learning designated courses, at most traditional 
undergraduate postsecondary institutions, target upper-level undergraduate courses, 
i.e., junior, and senior status, which usually enroll older students (> 20 years old) and 
more females than males, especially in the social sciences. This study has uncovered 
that although older and female students are the most positively impacted by service-
learning course-based activities, the effects of the programs are not reaching a critical 
audience in our higher education institutions like the lower-level freshman and 
sophomore students. Furthermore, the traditional design, planning and implementation 
of service-learning designated courses might not always include an understanding of 
participants’ prior experiences with community civic engagement and its consequences 
on the program outcomes.  

This research found that the level of previous student experiences with 
community involvement is critical to the outcomes of service-learning. Students with no 
prior civic engagement in community service were found to benefit the most from the 
experiential learning. Thus, the development of service-learning designated courses 
might invite for a two-tiered approach whereby students with prior community service 
experiences, versus their peer counterparts, are given different roles and assignments 
to maximize their experiential learning and produce more meaningful outcomes of their 
course-based service-learning activities. The application of this study’s findings may be 
limited to social work and social science programs of study that utilize mandatory 
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service-learning designated courses to provide experiential learning and field education 
training to upper classmen in their majors.    

To conclude, this study offers some recommendations for potential ways some 
higher education institutions might conceptualize their high impacts teaching and 
learning practices through service-learning designation courses in the future: (a) the 
design and content of service-learning designated courses should go beyond the 
standard course learning objectives and outcomes to incorporate diverse student 
participant characteristics like age, gender and prior level of experiences in community 
service volunteering; and (b) service-learning programs could serve essential student 
development functions and opportunities especially for younger students like freshmen 
and sophomores who, as this study has shown, are least impacted by the experiential 
learning. In this vein, service-learning courses could be leveraged as academic and 
personal growth mechanism used to reach cohorts of first- and second-year students 
susceptible to low retention risks and who traditionally are not engaged in service-
learning course-based activities until their junior or senior year. These younger students 
could stand to gain some benefits in early involvement in experiential learning and civic 
engagement considering the long term positive outcomes of community service and 
learning on (a) student understanding of the relevance of the course material and 
information to everyday life; (b) awareness of the needs of surrounding communities; (c) 
knowledge about applying learning to community issues; (d) thoughts about a career 
path, decision about major choice and (e)thinking and feeling about finishing college or 
graduating.  
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INTRODUCTION 
University education provides an opportunity for 

students to build knowledge. Yet McHann and Frost 
(2010) suggest that a gap exists for students between 
knowing and doing. Doing – or applied learning – can 
be facilitated through experiences. Experiential learning, 
particularly with community partners, is considered a 
high impact educational practice (Kuh & O’Donnell, 
2013). With experiential learning, “[k]nowledge is 
continuously derived from and tested out in the 
experience of the learner” (Kolb, 1984, p. 27). Students 
apply knowledge they learn in the classroom to real-
world problems and situations. These experiential 
opportunities have benefit. Employers believe that 
requiring students to complete a significant applied 
learning project in college would improve both the 
quality of learning and the quality of graduates’ 
preparation for careers, and are more likely to consider 
hiring recent college graduates who have completed an 
applied learning or project-based learning experience 
(Hart Research Associates, 2015).  

Building experiences into the curriculum through 
service-learning and community engagement can better 
prepare students to enter the workforce, engage in 
civic-mindedness, and build problem-solving and critical 
thinking skills that can continue to serve them long after 
graduation. In addition, students provide reciprocal 
value to community partners through knowledge sharing 
and transfer in a mutually beneficial exchange. This 

Abstract 

Experiential learning pedagogies, 

including service-learning, can be 

used in the business classroom to 

connect theory and practice. An 

increasing body of literature 

demonstrates a trend toward 

service-learning integration into 

the business classroom and 

shows that service projects can 

potentially support learning 

outcomes for business students.  

Although this existing research 

suggests the potential benefit of 

service-learning for business 

students, the mechanism that 

connects service experiences to 

classroom learning in business 

has not yet been defined. 

Clarification on how service 

informs learning and how 

learning informs service is 

needed for meaningful 

integration of business 

curriculum and service. This study 

addresses this need by analyzing 

the connection between service 

and learning within the business 

classroom environment through 

three case studies: Long Term 

Care Management, Principles of 

Marketing and Sport Sales and 

Revenue Generation. Themes 

emerge from the systematic 

analysis of these case studies 

demonstrating how service and 

learning can be bridged within 

the business classroom 

environment through reciprocity 

and community voice. 
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pedagogy work shares early successes and future opportunities of three distinct 
experiential learning engagements in varied business courses in healthcare 
management, marketing, and sports sales.   

A Long Term Care Management course at a suburban public university 
integrated community and civic engagement into course design and outcomes. Through 
community and campus partnerships, students in this course experienced reciprocity in 
action while building civic and community identities.  

The Principles of Marketing course at an urban private university was adapted to 
integrate a community and civic engagement experience with the city’s Office of 
Nighttime Economy as a partner in three sections of the course in a way that immersed 
students in the community while supporting marketing course objectives, enhancing 
student learning and providing the community partner with valuable, needed marketing 
support.  

The Sales and Revenue Generation course at an urban, private, Catholic 
university was designed to integrate experiential learning as a means to achieve course 
outcomes with an academic unit partner, enhancing student understanding and 
application of professional selling while assisting university athletics with ticket sales. 

 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 
Experiential Learning as Business Curriculum Enhancement 

Existing literature supports experiential learning as an effective tool for translating 
learning outcomes from the classroom into practical knowledge and skills. This has 
been demonstrated within various business disciplines including business leadership, 
strategic management, sales and marketing. For example, Seattle University’s Albers 
School of Business and Economics houses leadership formation courses that integrate 
experiential learning designed to transition student knowledge and skills from classroom 
to practice by developing a banquet program to identify and honor community leaders 
(Bauermeister et. al., 2016). At Southern Arkansas University, a student-led strategy 
competition facilitated experiential learning as students from twelve participating 
universities interacted professionally and socially with corporate leaders, built mentors 
and networks, practiced interviewing and applied knowledge from the classroom within 
the setting of a business competition (Clark & White, 2010). A student consultancy in an 
upper-level retail marketing course, which involved the relocation of retail establishment, 
demonstrated benefits to students in achieving educational objectives for the course 
(Maskulka, Stout & Massad, 2011). In another example, a retail management course 
facilitated a class-led on-campus store, which helped to close the gap between practical 
work experience and in-class learning (Truman, Mason & Venter, 2017).  

Experiential learning is so beneficial because of the way that it imparts skills and 
knowledge upon the business student. Experiential learning improves the development 
of critical thinking and decision-making skills compared to classroom experiences that 
rely on more traditional pedagogies such as classroom lecture (DeSimone & Buzza, 
2013). Through active, hands-on experiential learning, business students can learn 
customer service skills that employers want, help them to recognize the relationship 
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between service and profit and learn unique perspectives of consumers (Gonzalez-
Padron and Ferguson, 2015). For example, an undergraduate marketing and sales 
course demonstrated that experiential learning can provide essential professional sales 
skills through structured experiential learning activities that improve critical thinking, 
communication, and real-time problem solving (Alvarez et. al., 2015). Student 
understanding of course subject matter is particularly enhanced for business students 
when they are engaged in analysis, synthesis & evaluation of the experiential learning 
project (Helms & Whitesell, 2017). The impact of experiential learning may be so strong 
due to its relationship with student cognitive engagement, which has demonstrated a 
positive relationship with group experiential learning (Winsett et. Al, 2016). 

Experiential learning also has the benefit of preparing business students for 
satisfying careers. Students who participated in experiential learning have gained 
confidence in choosing their business major and felt more engaged with their business 
student cohort (Maguire, 2018). Similarly, students who participated in experiential 
learning that involved role-playing for inside sales were more likely to view this area of 
business as a desirable career (Magnotta, 2018). 

The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) 
Accreditation has recognized the importance of experiential learning. Its standards 
include “the teaching and learning activities fostered by degree program curricula that 
highlight the importance of student engagement and experiential learning” as a “critical 
activity that help schools connect theory and practice.” (AACSB International – The 
Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business, 2018, p. 30.) 
 
Service-Learning as Experiential Learning for Business Disciplines 

Experiential learning can, but does not always, include service-learning. 
According to the Learn and Serve Clearinghouse, service-learning is “a teaching and 
learning strategy that integrates meaningful community service with instruction and 
reflection to enrich the learning experience, teach civic responsibility, and strengthen 
communities” (2010). Importantly, curricular service-learning is not equal to a 
community service option added to a course but instead provides a critical learning 
component to the goals of a course – which can be challenging because it requires the 
reformatting of norms, roles and outcomes of the traditional classroom (Howard, 1998.) 
Service-learning goes beyond traditional models of engagement in its integration with 
classroom pedagogy and service-learning projects must be integrated with the course 
on all key levels including learning outcomes, curricular development, assessment and 
community impact (Bringle & Hatcher, 2009).  

Service-learning enhances classroom learning in many ways. Business 
curriculum that incorporates service-learning – including areas such as accounting, 
finance, marketing, management and economics – enriches the student learning 
experience and translates classroom concepts into practice (Ayers, 2010). Students 
who participate in service-learning develop improved business workplace skills such as 
interpersonal skills, oral communication, written communication and leadership 
(Caseperz & Olaru, 2017). It can lead to an improved ability to work with others, 
increased openness to new ideas and solutions, and a likelihood of helping and 
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encouraging others (Carlisle et. al, 2017). Service-learning courses can also enhance 
student orientation toward service in general and can generate interest in promoting 
social change in areas such as poverty, unemployment, hunger, homelessness, crime, 
domestic violence, pollution, racial discrimination and disparities in health status 
(Bradley, 2014). Service-learning can lead students to develop philanthropic knowledge, 
skills, dispositions and behaviors that ultimately influence postgraduate choices in 
career, civic activities and family life toward a civic-minded orientation (Hatcher & 
Studer, 2015). Service-learning projects in business disciplines, such as marketing, can 
promote the development of authentic relationships for students and stakeholders as 
they work toward social change (Crutchfield, 2017). Through service-learning, business 
students can improve upon academic and personal skills related to their discipline while 
building civic competency as they set goals based on what they have learned, develop 
sensitivity and awareness, and improve critical thinking skills (Grotrian-Ryan, Ryan, and 
Jackson, 2016). 

Service-learning can also have an impact on a student’s tangible academic 
success. Students who participate in service-learning projects may see higher grades 
as a result of participation as compared to students who participate in standard 
pedagogy such as lecture (Brail 2016). Participation in service-learning can positively 
impact campus retention rates for first-year to second-year student transitions (Bringle, 
Hatcher & Muthiah, 2010). College students who participate in service-learning may 
also improve skills and understanding related to career decision-making (Coulter-Kern 
et. al, 2013). 

Service-learning partnerships involve measuring service-learning specific 
outcomes with tools that can include reflective journals, surveys, focus group 
responses, and interviews (Bettencourt, 2015). Student outcomes service-learning can 
create significant gains in learning in the outcome areas of attitudes toward self, 
attitudes toward school and learning, civic engagement, social skills and academic 
performance (Cielo, Drulak and Dymnicki, 2011).  

Students who participate in experiential learning, including service-learning and 
community engagement opportunities, may be more marketable. Employers believe that 
requiring students to complete a significant applied learning project in college can 
improve both the quality of learning and the quality of graduates’ preparation for 
careers, and are more likely to consider hiring recent college graduates who have 
completed an applied learning or project-based learning experience (Hart Research 
Associates, 2015). A study by The Economist and Lumina Foundation found that 
executives identified critical thinking and problem-solving, collaboration and teamwork, 
communication, job-specific skills, and adaptability, all of which can be enhanced 
through experiential learning, as the most important workplace skills (Economist, 2014). 
Additionally, nearly 90% of employers surveyed responded that, regardless of major, 
students should  “take courses that build civic knowledge, skills, and judgment essential 
for contributing to a democratic society” (Hart Research Associates, 2015, p. 4).  

Due to its potential impact on student outcomes, universities should support 
faculty in developing service-learning integration within business courses. Since 
service-learning course integration can be very complex in terms of reflection, flexibility 
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and commitment, universities should provide institutional resources for faculty 
development in service-learning (Carracelas-Juncal et. al., 2009). Whether an institution 
of higher education is committed so service-learning is typically indicated within the 
organization’s mission, promotion, tenure and hiring process, organization structure, 
student involvement, faculty involvement, community involvement, and campus 
publications (Young et. al. 2007). 

 
METHODS 

This paper seeks to analyze three business courses in terms of reciprocal 
partnerships and community voice to clarify the bridge between service and learning for 
business courses. Each course case study will be analyzed based on an established 
service-learning taxonomy, developed by a team from Indiana University Purdue 
University Indianapolis (IUPUI) in 2016. This taxonomy outlines six key service-learning 
attributes, the first of which is focused on reciprocal partnerships (Hanh, Hatcher, Price 
and Studer, 2016). This paper will examine this reciprocal service-learning attribute for 
the three courses identified - Long Term Care Management, Principles of Marketing, 
and Sports Sales and Revenue Generation - based on the three levels of reciprocal 
partnerships identified by the IUPUI taxonomy. The levels as identified by IUPUI are 
outlined as follows: 

• Level 1: “The Instructor contacts a community organization to host students 
and provides a brief overview of the course (e.g. learning outcomes, syllabus) 
and the purpose of community activities” (Hanh, Hatcher, Price and Studer, 
2016) 

• Level 2: “The instructor meets with the community partner(s) to discuss the 
course ( e.g. preparation/orientation of students, learning outcomes, 
syllabus,) and to identify how the community activities can enrich student 
learning and benefit the organization” (Hanh, Hatcher, Price and Studer, 
2016) 

• Level 3: “The instructor collaborates with and learns from the community 
partner(s) as co educators in various aspects of course planning and design 
(e.g. learning outcomes, readings, preparation/orientation of students, 
reflection, assessment) and together they identify how the community 
activities can enrich student learning and add to the capacity of the 
organization”  (Hanh, Hatcher, Price and Studer, 2016) 

For each course case study, a course description and objectives will first be 
introduced. Then, service-learning project integration will be described. The service-
learning attribute of reciprocity will then be analyzed based on the three levels of the 
IUPUI taxonomy. The role of community voice will be described as an integral 
component of these reciprocal partnerships to connect service and learning through 
each course. All three courses will then be described as part of a continuum of 
reciprocal partnerships and service-learning.  
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CASE STUDIES: BRIDGING SERVICE AND LEARNING WITHIN BUSINESS 
DISCIPLINES 

 
Long Term Care Management Course 

A Long Term Care Management course at a suburban public university 
integrates community service-learning into course design and outcomes. Through 
community and campus partnerships, students in this course experience reciprocity in 
action while achieving enhanced course objectives that incorporated community voice. 

 

Course description and objectives 

The purpose of the Long Term Care Management course is to examine the 
environment and management of long-term health care organizations in the United 
States. The course focuses on external and internal long-term health care 
environments, the organization and delivery of services, and the administration, 
management and leadership of long-term care organizations. Core objectives for this 
course were designed as follows:  

• Integrate concepts of long-term care theory and practice  

• Analyze historical, present and future long-term care policies  

• Describe key areas of long-term care including its structure and stakeholders  

• Recognize challenges in both the external and internal environments of long-
term care  

• Collaborate with peers to develop innovative long-term care governance and 
management solutions  

• Articulate how long-term care and fits within the broader picture of health care 
management  

• Define and explain the importance of long-term care quality  

• Apply long-term care management key concepts to long-term care problems 
and issues in practice  

• Practice and improve both written and oral communication skills including 
effective listening exercises  

• Incorporate ethics into the understanding and management of long-term care 
issues 

Integration of experiential service-learning project 

The course instructor worked closely with the university’s Office of Community 
Engaged Learning (OCEL) to incorporate a service-learning project into the course 
objectives. In addition to the aforementioned core objectives, the course instructor 
collaborated with the OCEL to develop outcomes directly related to service-learning:  
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• Describe how diverse life histories and experiences shape an individual’s 
personal values and choices. 

• Effectively work individually and in small groups to deliberate across 
differences to build intergenerational bridges and enhance mutual 
understanding.  

• Reflect on experience to acquire insights, derive personal meaning, and guide 
future action 

• Understand how to improve the quality of people’s lives through community 
service and learning 

• Understand how civic engagement relates to long term health care 
Students worked toward primary and service-learning course objectives while 

participating in a service-learning project in collaboration with community partners 
affiliated with a regional long-term care organization. The details of the service-learning 
project had been designed by the OCEL in collaboration with the existing community 
partners prior to being integrated with the course.  

The goal of integrating this service-learning project within the Long Term Care 
Management course was to provide Health Care Administration & Management 
students with practical experience within the nursing home environment while providing 
benefit to nursing home residents and other community partners. The design of this 
project was developed to meet these goals. Each student in the course was partnered 
with nursing home resident to write the resident’s life story. Students met with their 
assigned nursing home resident five times for one-hour sessions to interview their 
resident on the events that have shaped their lives. At the end of these sessions, 
students provided their assigned resident with a book that documented the findings of 
their interviews. This book ultimately reflected a narrative of the resident’s life story. 
While interviewing each resident, students also asked them about the dreams that they 
still wished to fulfil in their life and worked with the community partners to make those 
dreams come true if and when possible. 

As each student worked with their resident throughout the semester, they 
reflected on and discussed the lessons that they learned during their experience 
throughout the course. Community & campus partners, including the university Office of 
Community Engaged Learning helped to facilitate these reflections along with the 
course instructor. 

The role of reciprocity and community voice  

This course has been identified on the IUPUI taxonomy reciprocity attribute Level 
1: “The Instructor contacts a community organization to host students and provides a 
brief overview of the course (e.g. learning outcomes, syllabus) and the purpose of 
community activities” (Hanh, Hatcher, Price and Studer, 2016.) The instructor of this 
course met with both campus and community partners during the development of the 
service-learning project integration to share existing course outcomes and develop 
some outcomes specific to service-learning for the course. A major focus of the initial 
reciprocal relationship was on the campus partnership with the Office of Community 
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Engaged Learning since the project was initially developed by the OCEL as a co-
curricular program prior to course integration. The course instructor met with the 
campus partner, plus the community partner from the long term care facility, on a 
regular basis to share progression of the service-learning course and community 
objectives.  

Community voice was integrated into reciprocal communication about course 
objectives largely by proxy through the service-learning campus partner (OCEL,) 
however the course instructor engaged in stakeholder meetings with the various 
community and campus partners during the course of the service-learning project 
semester. The course will continue to incorporate community voice as this service-
learning integration evolves to enhance student learning outcomes and bridge the 
connection between the student’s service and learning. 

 
Principles of Marketing Course    

The Principles of Marketing course at an urban private university was adapted to 
integrate a community and civic engagement experience with the city’s Office of 
Nighttime Economy as a partner in three sections of the course in a way that immersed 
students in the community while supporting marketing course objectives, enhancing 
student learning and providing the community partner with valuable, needed marketing 
support.  

Course description and objectives 

The purpose of this Principles of Marketing course is for students to learn and 
apply fundamental marketing concepts to the business environment and utilize these 
concepts to identify markets and develop appropriate marketing plans. Course 
objectives for this course were developed as follows: 

• Observe social and ethical responsibilities of marketing in our economy. 

• Conduct, understand, evaluate and implement conclusions from marketing 
research. 

• Effectively evaluate the price, product, place and promotion perspectives of a 
given product or service. 

• Dissect markets into segments and select target market(s), justifying 
selections with research. 

• Complete a SWOT analysis resulting in strategic marketing mix direction. 

• Develop effective market positioning. 

• Develop, write and present a marketing plan. 

 

Integration of experiential service-learning project 

The course instructor worked closely with the city manager of nighttime economy 
to incorporate an experiential service-learning project into the course. A scope of work 
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and plan for deliverables was developed in collaboration with the community partner 
that addressed course objectives as well as aligned with undergraduate business 
program objectives. Specific project-related components and deliverables included: 

• Kick off meeting (orientation) with community partner 

• Secondary research related to service-learning and the community partner 

• Community partner neighborhood site visit and observation 

• Mid project presentations and progress reports 

• Strategic presentation of research, analysis and recommendations to 
community partner management team and written marketing planning report 
that includes (final format will be provided separately): 

• Situation analysis  

• Documentation and analysis of research findings including transferable best-
in-class examples 

• Summary review of observational research  

• Best practice examples demonstrating how other organizations have aligned 
behavior management with residential and business objectives  

• Summary review of potential marketing initiatives  

• Completed public service announcement (PSA) digital video 

• Recommendations for next steps 

• Identification and evaluation of feasible alternatives versus agreed to criteria 
for success 

• Bibliography of works cited 
 
Project alignment with undergraduate business program objectives included: 
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Table 1 
School of business program objectives aligned with experiential service-learning 
project  

 

BUSINESS PROGRAM 
OBJECTIVES 

EXPERIEINTIAL SERVICE-
LEARNING PROJECT CONNECTION 

• Work well with others and with a 
demonstrated appreciation of 
individual differences and a 
sensitivity to diversity 

• Team project format 

• Community immersion/involvement 

• Clearly communicate thoughts and 
ideas both verbally and in writing 

• Written project submissions 

• Written reflections 

• Multiple presentations 

• Apply information technology tools 
and techniques to meet the needs 
and expectations of the workplace 

• Use of Microsoft, Google, and iMovie 
tools 

• Analyze, integrate and 
communicate complex information 
to facilitate management decision-
making 

• Review of secondary research from 
scholarly sources, community plans, 
project-related artifacts 

• Completion of primary observational 
research; integration of research to 
provide evidence to support 
claims/recommendations 

• Apply theory and practice in solving 
organizational problems 

• Use of marketing theories and related 
business tools 

 

The goal of the experiential service-learning project within the Principles of 
Marketing course was to provide students with practical marketing experience while 
providing benefit to a community partner. Students, in teams, focused on specific 
neighborhoods, immersed themselves in the neighborhoods first through background 
readings and research to build familiarity and then through primary observational 
research in the neighborhoods. Solid research and grounding in the neighborhood 
helped prepare students to move forward with marketing components and develop a 
marketing planning report and client presentation. In addition to instructor feedback, the 
community partner provided formal assessments at midpoint and end of project term.  

 

 

 



   

JOURNAL OF SERVICE-LEARNING IN HIGHER EUCATION 
VOLUME 13   SUMMER 2021 

81 

 

The role of reciprocity and community voice  

This course has been identified on the IUPUI taxonomy reciprocity attribute Level 
3: “The instructor collaborates with and learns from the community partner(s) as co 
educators in various aspects of course planning and design (e.g. learning outcomes, 
readings, preparation/orientation of students, reflection, assessment) and together they 
identify how the community activities can enrich student learning and add to the 
capacity of the organization”  (Hanh, Hatcher, Price and Studer, 2016). The course 
instructor co-created the service-learning component of the course with the community 
partner. Community partner representatives collaborated with the course instructor to 
develop course materials and served as project facilitators, providing instruction both in 
and outside of the classroom. Community partner representatives provided resource 
materials, presented in-class orientation for the project, attended a midpoint review 
session, and attended a final project presentation session. They were also available to 
consult with student teams throughout the semester.  

Community voice was integrated into this service-learning project through the 
collaboration with the community partner, ongoing connection with the community 
partner and the primary observational research that took place in the community. 
Community interaction was a core component of the project, and student immersion in 
local neighborhoods facilitated service and learning.  

 
Sport Sales and Revenue Generation Course 

The Sport Sales and Revenue Generation course at an urban, private, Catholic 
university was designed to integrate experiential learning as a means to achieve course 
outcomes with an academic unit partner, enhancing student understanding and 
application of professional selling while assisting university athletics with ticket sales. 

 

Course description and objectives 

The purpose of the Sport Sales and Review Production course is to provide 
students with experience analyzing and developing skills essential to renewing existing 
sport customers essential to the revenue production and sales process commonly found 
in the sport business. In addition, students contribute to the university community by 
bringing alumni and students together for university sporting events. The course 
includes a study of sales, marketing, promotion and public relations strategies utilized in 
various aspects of the sport industry y, and sales of sport as a product and 
marketing of non-sports products using sport as a promotional tool. Learning goals for 
this course include the following: 

● Introduce students to the application of basic principles of sales and 
consumer behavior to the managed sport industry. 

● Gain appreciation for the revenue production function of a sport business 
operation. 
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● Demonstrate an understanding of sport business revenue streams and 
production tactics. 

● Demonstrate core competencies in analyzing and responding to sport 
consumer behavior.  

● Utilize messaging opportunities to effectively communicate with a sport 
business target market. 

● Distinguish between direct and indirect selling approaches applicable to 
existing sport business consumers. 

● Gain appreciation of sport sales psychology.  
● Understand the components of long-term relationship development between 

consumers and sport businesses. 
 

Integration of experiential service-learning project 

The course instructor worked closely with the university’s athletic department to 
incorporate an experiential learning project serving the university into the course 
objectives. In addition to the aforementioned core objectives, the course instructor 
collaborated with the athletic department to develop outcomes directly related to the 
experiential learning project:  

● Demonstrate relevant inventory proficiency.  80% inventory analysis score 
required. 

● Demonstrate understanding of assigned readings.  80% inventory analysis 
score required. 

● Demonstrate role-play proficiency through proper execution of role play 
scenario.  Clearance from instructor necessary. 

● Demonstrate mock call proficiency through proper execution of mock call to 
team representative.  Athletic Department representative approval necessary.   

● Demonstrate sales call proficiency.  Video/audio tape analysis and instructor 
approval required.    

● Demonstrate referral-seeking proficiency.  Video/audio tape analysis required.    
● Demonstrate sale closing proficiency.  Account payment required.    
● Demonstrate account management proficiency through proper account 

recording keeping, documentation, and reporting. 
 

The role of reciprocity and community voice  

This course has been identified on the IUPUI taxonomy reciprocity attribute level 
3: “The instructor collaborates with and learns from the community partner(s) as co 
educators in various aspects of course planning and design (e.g. learning outcomes, 
readings, preparation/orientation of students, reflection, assessment) and together they 
identify how the community activities can enrich student learning and add to the 
capacity of the organization”  (Hanh, Hatcher, Price and Studer, 2016). The course 
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instructor has co-created the service-learning component of the course with the 
university athletics department. Representatives from the community partnered with the 
course instructor to develop course materials and are part of the course teaching team. 
Community partner representatives presented in-class orientation for the project then 
attended other course sessions as the students practice and learn to make outbound 
sales calls.  

Community voice was integrated into this service-learning project, especially 
considering the relationship between the athletic department and the university 
community as a whole. In addition to generating revenue, the mission of the athletic 
department is to encourage community interaction - especially between alumni and 
students. Students in the Sport Sales and Revenue Generation course provide 
opportunity to bring the university community together by engaging alumni through 
outbound ticket sales calls. In addition, students in the course bring visitors into the 
university and city community by reaching out to opposing team fans to visit by 
attending a game. 

 
DISCUSSION 

There were many challenges before, during and after the development of 
integrated service-learning projects for each of the three courses studied. Lessons 
about developing reciprocity with community partners were found during the 
implementation of service-learning within each course. In addition, themes have 
emerged among all three courses that demonstrated the nature of reciprocity within 
service-learning as a continuum, as well as the importance of integrating community 
voice to bridge the gap between service and learning.  

 
Lessons Learned: Long Term Care Management  

Since the Long-Term Care Management service-learning project had initially 
been developed as a co-curricular voluntary university activity, it had not been 
specifically designed to meet course objectives when it began. The course instructor 
and community partners needed to work together closely to bridge the gap between 
service-learning co-curricular goals and service-learning curricular goals of the course. 
The course instructor will continue to collaborate with partners to bridge this gap 
through greater emphasis of community voice within learning outcomes. 

Second, as the service-learning project began in the course, there were 
challenges with communication among the various partners in the project including the 
course instructor, the campus partner (OCEL) and other partners in the community. 
Improvements in communication will be an ongoing effort as this service-learning 
course integration continues to develop into the future. There is a need for students to 
gain more insight into the role of community voice and reciprocal collaboration.  This will 
be achieved largely by improving class reflections to clarify connections between 
service and learning and the importance of community voice.  

Last, there is significant room for improvement in the service-learning course 
outcomes and assessment of these outcomes. The course instructor will continue to 
work with its partners to refine objectives for the course related to the service-learning 
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project and to identify appropriate assessment tools to measure progress toward these 
outcomes. Assessment will measure attributes across the IUPUI taxonomy with a focus 
on reciprocity and community voice. 

 
Lessons Learned: Principles of Marketing 

There were a number of challenges and lessons learned through the 
development and implementation of this integrated service-learning team project within 
this Principles of Marketing course. First, it is critical to develop a project scope that sets 
parameters, provides an overview of the community partner situation and challenge, 
and identifies key project elements including partner touchpoints, minimum research 
needs, deliverables, and required reflections. 

Second, it became clear during early project discussions with students that 
student baseline knowledge of the community partner was lacking. Assigning project 
pre-work to familiarize students with the client and the project was quickly added to 
facilitate familiarity and knowledge building. This should begin to build team 
collaboration, provide an overview of project, and facilitate critical thinking. Additionally, 
planning a project kick-off that functioned as an orientation can effectively introduce the 
client, provide an opportunity for student questions, and facilitate team collaboration and 
critical thinking. 

Finally, the course can be improved by further refining reflections in order to 
clarify both the understanding of how marketing course objectives were achieved 
through the experiential service-learning project and well as the value of reciprocal 
collaboration.  Reflections can be enhanced to help students gain more insight into 
reciprocal collaboration and develop student awareness of the impact of this project on 
both the community partner and the university community. 

 
Lessons Learned: Sport Sales & Revenue Generation 

The integration of service-learning within the Sport Sales and Revenue 
Generation course has been relatively smooth, although there are still some areas for 
improvement to connect service and learning for students in the course. First, 
reflections can be enhanced to develop student awareness of the impact of this project 
on the university community. For example, increased attendance at university sporting 
events enhances opportunities for alumni-student networking, exchange of ideas, and 
feeling of connectedness with the university community. Second, although reflections 
incorporate the partner athletic department at the beginning of the project, post-project 
reflections could also be enhanced incorporate stronger community voice. Third, a more 
formal feedback or assessment model could be incorporated into the course to 
incorporate community voice into assessment of the service-learning project outcomes. 
 
Emerging Themes: The Continuum of Reciprocity and Community Voice as 
Bridging the Gap between Service and Learning 

Two major themes emerged through the analysis of reciprocity and community 
voice within these three business courses.  
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First, as demonstrated by the application of the IUPUI service-learning taxonomy 
to the aforementioned case studies, reciprocal relationships within service-learning 
business courses are not one-size-fits-all and instead fall upon a continuum. A guideline 
such as the IUPUI taxonomy help course instructors to analyze where there may be 
gaps in various attributes of service-learning courses, but it is not possible to 
incorporate all of the nuances of service-learning in business within one comprehensive 
taxonomy. The nature of the partnership relationships within each of the three courses 
described demonstrates the diversity of these relationships and the various ways in 
which these relationships can continue to develop. 

Second, the “learning” component of course service-learning projects in business 
often relies on practicing business skills to meet course objectives. However, it is 
equally important for students to develop engage in the mission of the community 
organization and how it relates to their mission as business students. This can be 
accomplished by incorporating community voice into all aspects of the course, so that 
students make the connection between overarching community goals and mission with 
the service-learning project in which they are engaged. 

 
FUTURE RESEARCH 

There are many opportunities to pursue further research to inform reciprocal 
partnerships and community voice for business-related service-learning courses. First, 
the continuum of reciprocity within service-learning and the specific challenges that this 
continuum presents to business faculty can be further developed.  

Second, business courses have the opportunity to prepare students not only to 
generate profits for their future employers, but also to help students connect their career 
choices to ways that they can serve the community. In addition to the development of 
reciprocal relationships and community voice within service-learning, research on 
service-learning for business courses should also focus on how service-learning can 
develop civic identity and competencies for business students. This will help to prepare 
students for real-world problems that they will face in their future communities through 
both work and citizenship. 
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In today’s educator preparation programs (EPPs), it 
is sometimes difficult to find quality field placements 
required for practicum teaching experiences within 
partnering school districts. While schools may not always 
be willing or able to allow interns or preservice teachers into 
their facilities to practice professional skills, service-learning 
projects with nonprofit community partners provide a 
potential avenue for undergraduate students to gain 
essential skills in authentic contexts that reach beyond 
observation while addressing community-identified needs 
(Brannon, 2013; Hildebrand & Schultz, 2015; Leon et al., 
2019; Toronyi, 2020; Vavasseur, 2013; Williams & Lee, 
2020). Research on preservice teachers’ participation in 
service-learning has demonstrated impacts on their 
knowledge, confidence, bias recognition, and attitudes 
related to working with students from diverse backgrounds 
(Baldwin et al., 2007; Brannon; Chang et al., 2011; Conner, 
2010; Cooper, 2007; Kajner, 2013; Leon et al.; Toronyi). As 
preservice teachers gain experience with children from 
diverse backgrounds, they enter into their repertoire of 
teaching a variety of interactions with children who 
represent diverse ethnicities, religions, cultures, and 
socioeconomic backgrounds, which further prepares them 
to teach in classrooms with students whose backgrounds 
are different from their own. 

This study analyzes the reflections of 34 senior-level 
undergraduate preservice teachers upon completing a 
social-emotional literacy lesson with preschool-age children 
in crisis situations. This service-learning project was 
completed at a daycare center within a local homeless 
shelter serving children from six weeks old through high 
school age. The shelter had been in operation for over thirty 
years and at the time of the study the daycare center 
served approximately 60 children daily. Within the five years 
prior to this study, a new children’s center was established, 
providing after school care in addition to the existing 
daycare program with a mission of supporting parents 

Abstract 

This qualitative study examines 

service-learning reflections of 34 

preservice teachers enrolled in a 

senior-level educator preparation 

course at a public university in 

the southern United States. 

Participants reflected on their 

experiences with an early literacy 

service-learning project with 

children in crisis situations. The 

service-learning project fulfilled 

course objectives of exposing 

preservice teachers to a variety of 

causes of challenging behavior in 

young children in an effort to 

increase awareness and 

understanding of behaviors and 

situations that may arise in the 

elementary classroom. This study 

addressed the following research 

questions: (a) how do preservice 

teachers engaging in early social-

emotional literacy experiences 

describe the behavior of children 

in crisis situations, and (b) how do 

preservice teachers describe their 

own understanding, empathy, 

and openness following a service-

learning experience with children 

from diverse backgrounds?  

Results from this study indicated 

that preservice teachers’ 

exposure to children in crisis 

situations led them to increased 

awareness and understanding of 

challenging behavior in the 

classroom.  
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staying at the shelter as they sought and obtained outside employment. 
The purpose of this study was to examine the interactions and reflections of elementary 

education majors engaged in an episodic service-learning project with children in crisis 
situations in order to understand the impacts of the experience on preservice teachers’ 
understanding, empathy, and openness. The study investigated the following research 
questions: (a) how do preservice teachers engaging in early social-emotional literacy 
experiences describe the behavior of children in crisis situations, and (b) how do preservice 
teachers describe their own understanding, empathy, and openness following a service-learning 
experience with children from diverse backgrounds? 

This study is significant in that it analyzes how preservice teachers describe an episodic 
service-learning experience with children in crisis situations. Given that many types of service-
learning and field experiences exist in higher education institutions, which may engage students 
in the community for varying durations, research on a variety of service-learning and field 
experience contexts is needed to understand the role of episodic service-learning in educator 
preparation. 
 

Literature Review 
 
Service-Learning in Educator Preparation 

In educator preparation programs on college campuses, service-learning represents one 
way to infuse real-world experiences in surrounding communities into the curriculum. Giles and 
Eyler (1994) have pointed to John Dewey as a source of foundational theory for service-
learning, and his assertion that hands-on experience has a crucial place in formal education 
similarly provided the impetus for field experiences in educator preparation programs. Giles and 
Eyler highlighted four criteria that Dewey established for a truly educational experience: the 
experience must generate interest, be intrinsically worthwhile, present problems that spur 
investigation, and foster development over time. Dewey, then, provided the original argument 
for meaningful field experiences that reach beyond observation to engage students in authentic 
problem-solving. 

Numerous scholars of service-learning in educator preparation programs have argued 
the need for more meaningful field experiences and noted the value of service-learning as an 
authentic context for learning (Brannon, 2013; Hildebrand & Schultz, 2015; Leon et al., 2019; 
Toronyi, 2020; Vavasseur, 2013; Williams & Lee, 2020). Service-learning research has found 
wide ranging benefits for students across disciplines, from improved academic achievement 
(Celio et al., 2011) and critical thinking (Vogelgesang & Astin, 2000) to social and intercultural 
skills (Celio et al., Desmond et al., 2011; Kilgo et al., 2015; Vogelgesang & Astin; Wozencraft et 
al., 2014). A growing body of research supports the use of service-learning in educator 
preparation programs to build preservice teachers’ understanding of how the environment and 
community influence students’ experiences in schools (Nelson, 2013). Several studies have 
found service-learning to have long-term impacts on teachers’ attitudes and behaviors 
(Brannon, 2013). 

A particular focus of service-learning projects in educator preparation programs has 
been exposing predominantly white, female preservice teachers to the diversity of student 
backgrounds and experiences. Kajner and colleagues (2013) applied critical service-learning 
(Mitchell, 2008) to an educator training context to demonstrate how course concepts combined 
with intentional placements were used to raise preservice teachers’ awareness of inequalities in 
the classroom and community. Leon and colleagues (2019) found that a service-learning project 
designed to expose preservice teachers to children with disabilities was successful in 
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reaffirming their career choices and enhancing their sense of social responsibility, while Anita 
Toronyi (2020) used meta-synthesis of research on service-learning projects that engaged 
preservice teachers with English Language Learners (ELLs) to observe that intentional 
placements and class discussions that focused on a social justice perspective shifted preservice 
teachers away from deficit-model thinking and reduced their belief in stereotypes. Pre-service 
teachers also gained relationship-building skills and confidence about working with students 
from diverse backgrounds. 

A noticeable gap separates today’s preservice teachers’ lived experiences and that of 
the families and students that they may serve (Brannon, 2013). In Brannon’s study, preservice 
teachers' reflections indicated that they experienced fear of working with students and parents 
whose cultural backgrounds were different from their own, and that the source of this fear was 
their limited experience. Brannon posited that service-learning experiences embedded within 
teacher education can provide an opportunity for preservice teachers to confront these fears 
and biases and better understand the cultures and environments of students. Brannon has 
further argued for the inclusion of a variety of service-learning opportunities throughout the 
college experience in order to achieve a breadth of experiences outside the classroom and 
achieve long-term changes in teachers’ attitudes and behaviors (2013).    
 
Field Experiences in Educator Preparation 

Authentic field experiences are a valuable part of the preparation to be an educator. 
Educator preparation programs require specific field placement hours in order for preservice 
teachers to gain experiences with children prior to graduation and obtaining licensure. 
Preservice teachers require hands-on, practical experiences with children in order to gain 
expertise in their field, and participation in these experiences affects both teachers’ and 
students’ long-term success. According to an interview with Linda Darling-Hammond, teachers 
who are fully prepared remain in the profession at a higher rate than those less-prepared 
(Scherer, 2012). Darling-Hammond stated that teachers in the profession who have completed 
student teaching, been coached and observed in the field, and had opportunities to study child 
development and curriculum were less likely to exit the profession than those who did not have 
these opportunities (2012). 

Research on clinical field experiences has established their role in preparing future 
educators with experiences of teaching and learning in K-12 schools (Hamilton & Margot, 2019), 
as well as the common problem of educator preparation programs lacking meaningful field 
experiences (Vavasseur et al., 2013). As Vavasseur and colleagues have established, field 
experience hours are often composed primarily of observation rather than interaction with 
students, as educator preparation programs focus primarily on meeting the required number of 
hours for field experiences rather than the depth of the learning experience for preservice 
teachers. Authentic and engaging field experiences throughout educator preparation programs 
provide opportunities for preservice teachers to meet specific educator standards prior to 
graduation, thus making them better prepared for the profession. 

Universities with educator preparation programs and school districts cannot simply 
provide experience for preservice teachers without collaborating with the communities in which 
the schools serve (Zeichner et al., 2014). Field experiences that allow preservice teachers to 
work with children in authentic community contexts expose preservice teachers to a different 
perspective on children from diverse backgrounds in addition to the classroom encounters that 
allow them to practice what they are learning. Field experiences have become a necessary 
component of teacher preparation.  Preservice teachers engaged in high levels of field 
experiences gain practical knowledge and practice that prepares them for their career. Educator 
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preparation programs build their coursework and field experiences to align with national and 
state teaching standards for professional educators. One way that educator preparation 
programs work to achieve such standards is to provide a variety of experiences in pedagogy 
and methodology throughout their programs.   

One such set of standards, the Interstate Teachers Assessment and Support 
Consortium (InTASC) standards, were created to raise the level of learning in classrooms 
across the nation. The standards include (a) learner development, (b) learning differences, (c) 
learning environments, (d) content knowledge, (e) application of content, (f) assessment, (g) 
planning for instruction, (h) instructional strategies, (i) professional learning and ethical practice, 
and (j) leadership and collaboration (CCSSO, 2013). Educator preparation programs have 
modeled their programs to best prepare preservice teachers for meeting these standards when 
they begin teaching.   

The Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) has set forth 
additional standards that educator preparation programs seeking initial licensure must follow in 
order for their program to be nationally accredited. Such standards for K-6 include (a) 
understanding and addressing each child’s developmental and learning needs, (b) 
understanding and applying content and curricular knowledge for teaching, (c) assessing, 
planning, and designing contexts for learning, (d) supporting each child’s learning using 
effective instruction, and (d) developing as a professional (CAEP, 2018). 

While field experiences in educator preparation programs have changed over the years 
to meet standards such as those outlined by InTASC and CAEP, they remain tied to Dewey’s 
ideal of “intelligently directed development of the possibilities inherent in ordinary experience” 
(1938, p. 40). This belief in the value of authentic experiences within any type of education has 
played a foundational role in service-learning and other types of experiential learning and 
remains a theoretical force shaping multiple aspects of educator preparation programs. 
 
Social-Emotional Learning 

As part of their assignment for the course, preservice teachers researched and identified 
a piece of children’s literature that addressed one of the five social-emotional competencies as 
defined by the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL). Preservice 
teachers chose a book that could be shared through a read-aloud with a child in an effort to 
increase knowledge of one of these five components.   

CASEL (2021) defines social-emotional learning as learning that both children and 
adults need in order to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel 
and show empathy for others, maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions. 
CASEL wheel competencies include (a) self-awareness, (b) self-management, (c) social 
awareness, (d) relationship skills, and (e) responsible decision-making. CASEL supports all 
educators and policy leaders and enhances the experiences and outcomes for all PreK-12 
students. By incorporating social-emotional lessons with children, teachers can increase 
students’ ability to make appropriate behavioral choices that can improve the classroom 
community and behavior as a whole (Sorbet & Notar, 2020). 

Research has demonstrated increases in social and emotional skills, attitudes, 
behaviors, and academic performance by K-12 students participating in social-emotional 
programming in schools. Durlak and colleagues (2011) summarized results from 213 school-
based social-emotional learning programs in a meta-analysis that reviewed the follow-up effects 
of 270,034 students within grades K-12. The study reported gains by students who participated 
in these programs in social-emotional skills, attitudes, and positive behaviors and also 
demonstrated fewer behavior problems and lower levels of emotional stress. This study’s results 
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are currently utilized by CASEL to further strengthen the need for continued social-emotional 
programming in K-12 schools. A 2017 press release by CASEL further summarized a follow-up 
study of long-term impacts of SEL programs, noting that 3.5 years after a social-emotional 
learning intervention, participating students’ academic performance averaged 13 percentile 
points higher than their non-participating peers (Taylor et al., 2017, as cited in CASEL). 
 
Challenging Behavior in Children 

In order for preservice teachers to be able to be effective educators, they must apply 
multiple social-emotional skills to address challenging behavior in the classroom. Challenging 
behavior is defined by Kaiser & Rasminsky (2012) as a pattern of behavior in children that 
interferes with a child’s cognitive, social, or emotional development.  Challenging behavior is 
harmful to the child or others and puts a child at a high risk for social problems or failure in 
school. According to Kaiser & Rasminsky, challenging behavior may be exhibited by children in 
crisis situations, including those experiencing poverty, homelessness, foster care, abuse, 
neglect, or other situations beyond the child’s control. The ultimate goal of a classroom teacher 
is to build trust and establish a sense of community where the child feels safe and has 
consistency in his or her life.    

Preservice teachers who have experiences with children in crisis situations have the 
opportunity to increase self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, 
and responsible decision-making in the children they serve. In order to best understand 
challenging behavior in children in the classroom, preservice teachers must come to understand 
the underlying reasons for children’s behavior. Through authentic field experiences such as 
service-learning and other community-based projects, preservice teachers can gain the 
expertise necessary to support children from diverse backgrounds who may be exhibiting 
challenging behavior in the classroom.  
 
Alignment of Conceptual Framework 

This study is rooted in the idea that preservice teachers need authentic field experience 
to gain knowledge and expertise within their profession in order to acquire skills and best 
practices in the elementary classroom. Service-learning provides such authentic experiences 
while simultaneously serving a community-identified need. Educator preparation programs 
training preservice teachers to be able to understand a variety of diverse learners can benefit 
from service-learning to expand preservice teachers’ experiences beyond the classroom and 
make such experiences more intentional. Through this hands-on approach, preservice teachers 
interact with community members, increase their understanding of children’s diverse 
backgrounds, and gain expertise and experience with children for their profession. 
 

Methodology 
 
Population and Sampling 

This service-learning project was implemented within a required course designed for 
elementary education majors seeking a K-6 grade level teacher certification at a mid-size 
regional university in the southern United States. Elementary education preservice teachers 
enrolled in the course titled Guidance and Management of Children learn about why students in 
the elementary classroom may exhibit challenging behavior and the connection of behavior to 
crisis situations. Two sections of this course participated in the study, comprising all of the 
preservice teachers enrolled in a given cohort, and both sections met for one approximately 
three-hour class meeting per week for a 16-week semester. The course focused on addressing 
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challenging behavior through understanding the child’s situation and needs. This course was 
designed to enhance preservice teachers’ ability to be able to examine the cause of the 
challenging behavior demonstrated within the classroom and to determine if the behavior is due 
to the child experiencing a crisis situation.  

Preservice teachers enrolled in the elementary program who participated in this study 
complete two semesters of classroom management courses. Preservice teachers are first 
introduced to social-emotional learning and the five CASEL components during their first 
semester of their junior year. The course introduces preservice teachers to positive approaches 
to classroom management while incorporating social-emotional learning in the elementary 
classroom. Preservice teachers enrolled in the elementary program proceed to the course 
Guidance and Management of Children in their senior year. 

Also during their senior year, preservice teachers intern in field experiences twice weekly 
in an elementary classroom. During this time, they observe the significance of social-emotional 
learning and the impact that a positive classroom environment has on classroom management. 
The interns write a lesson plan addressing one of the five CASEL components within their 
morning meeting lesson. Preservice teachers begin to gain understanding of challenging 
behavior through hands-on and authentic experiences and begin to rely on research and best 
practices for supporting children who exhibit challenging behaviors. Preservice teachers learn 
that some challenging behaviors are the result of children dealing with crisis situations at home 
while some are not. Overall, the educator preparation program studied seeks to combine the 
academic study of classroom management with field experience to equip preservice teachers 
with best practices for approaching challenging behavior as well as empathy and understanding 
for children experiencing crisis situations who may exhibit these behaviors in the classroom. 
 
Participants and Demographics 

The participants for this study were 34 preservice teachers enrolled in a senior-level 
classroom management course required for their curriculum in K-6 grade level teacher 
certification at a state university within the southern United States. All 34 (100%) of the 
preservice teachers identified as female; 24 (71%) identified as white, two (6%) identified as 
African American, four (12%) identified as Hispanic, and one (3%) identified as American Indian. 

The community site visited by the preservice teachers in this study was a homeless 
shelter with an on-site daycare center in an urban area in the southern United States. The 
shelter had served the community for over thirty years and had established a children’s center 
to provide appropriate child care during the day for young children and after school care for 
school-age children. This childcare allowed parents to seek and obtain employment without the 
concern of their children’s care throughout the day.  The center enrolled children from a diversity 
of cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds. Some children at the center were living in the 
homeless shelter with their families, while some were children of employees at the center. No 
specific demographic information about the children was included in this study. Preservice 
teachers in the study visited the children’s center together on the same day and rotated 
amongst the classrooms. The preservice teachers in this course visited the center on one 
weekday during the hours of 9:00 am to 11:00 am and spent approximately two hours at the 
facility. 

Parents of the children at the center were familiar with the practice of community 
volunteers visiting the facility, and the facility maintained signed parent release forms on file for 
the children in each classroom and informed participants ahead of time of any children who 
were not allowed to participate or be photographed. Because the focus of this study was on the 
impacts of pedagogical practices for university students and no children were included as study 
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participants, the researcher received an exempt Institutional Review Board approval to collect 
and analyze data from student reflections. The approved IRB application #19-108 is currently on 
file with the university.   
 
Data Collection 

A convenience sample was used for this study. Preservice teachers enrolled in a 
service-learning course were the participants of this study. Hermeneutic phenomenology 
provided the qualitative design for this study, as it is focused on the subjective experience of 
specific individuals (Kafle, 2011). For the purposes of this study, only qualitative data from 
preservice teachers’ reflections were analyzed. The researcher used inductive coding, which 
relies on creating generalizations based on observations of a limited number of related 
experiences, to identify themes that emerged from the responses (Gay et al., 2012). 

The one-page reflection is common practice for preservice teachers to examine their 
own thoughts and beliefs coming into the field of education and align those to current research 
presented to them in their educator preparation programs. To complete the reflection included in 
this study, participants connected initial feelings of understanding, empathy, and openness, their 
insights from previous reflections and class discussions, and the service-learning experience. 
This study focused on the immediate responses of participants upon completion of an episodic 
service-learning  experience and the connections in-class learning about understanding, 
empathy, and openness. 

Throughout this course preservice teachers were encouraged to use thoughtful reflection 
to carefully identify their own thinking about their teaching practices regarding classroom 
management. Preservice teachers additionally reflected through discussions as a class and in 
small groups to determine best practices rooted in the research of classroom management 
theorists and behaviorists. Preservice teachers reflected often throughout the semester as they 
determined which rules, procedures, and expectations that they would put forth in their 
classrooms to best support and provide positive guidance to their students. The research 
questions for this study came from one of many reflective activities done throughout this course. 
This reflection was completed immediately following preservice teachers’ service-learning 
experience at the center. 
 
Instrumentation 

The preservice teachers participating in the study were asked to write a one-page written 
reflection of their experiences at the shelter upon completion of the service-learning experience. 
An initial component of the assignment was to research an area of crisis experienced by 
children, such as poverty, homelessness, foster care, abuse, neglect, or others, to gain 
familiarity with possible conditions that children may be experiencing. The second part of the 
assignment was to respond to a reflective question which asked the following:  

Write a 1-page reflective summary of your experience with this unit of study. Be sure to 
address not only what you learned through your research, but also how your interactions 
with children at the facility increased your level of understanding, empathy, and 
openness related to your previous assumptions and level of understanding of children in 
crisis. 

 
Service-Learning Project Studied 

To incorporate social-emotional learning objectives within this course, and to provide 
early literacy experiences to children in crisis situations, the researcher was awarded a small 
seed grant from the university to purchase the children’s literature for the children at the center. 
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Funds were secured in the amount of $250 to purchase age-appropriate children’s books 
focused on social-emotional learning incorporating the CASEL competencies of self-awareness, 
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making 
(CASEL, 2020). The picture books were chosen based on themes related to these five 
competencies. 

The preservice teachers who participated in this study visited the nonprofit community 
shelter in an urban area of the southern United States one weekday during the hours of 9:00 am 
to 11:00 am and spent those two hours conducting a read aloud activity.  Upon arrival at the 
shelter, the preservice teachers each received one of the newly purchased children’s books to 
use in the read aloud activity. Preservice teachers were divided into two groups during this visit. 
The day began with a briefing from the coordinator who gave background information on the 
families of the children in attendance and a tour of the facility.  

Upon completion of the tours, the participants completed a read aloud of their social-
emotional literacy picture books with the 3- and 4-year-old children assigned to them by the 
classroom teachers. During these interactions the professor of the course divided her time 
among the two preschool classrooms observing, assisting, and providing feedback on behavior 
management techniques to assist the preservice teachers as they completed the read aloud. 
The classroom teachers and staff assisted, monitored, and provided immediate feedback 
throughout the read aloud as well in an effort to support children’s engagement during the 
activity.   

Preservice teachers read the books to the children and discussed the overarching 
social-emotional themes within each book. Preservice teachers also made connections to the 
child’s feelings and emotions toward the book, connecting CASEL core competencies as they 
reread the child’s  favorite selections. Before closing the reading activity with the child, the 
preservice teacher modeled how to write the child’s name on the inside cover of the book and 
gifted it to the child. After the preservice teachers completed their read-alouds, they showed 
their appreciation for the children’s participation through giving the books to the children. The 
preservice teachers said their goodbyes and thanked the classroom teachers by offering them a 
classroom book as a donation.  

The preservice teachers concluded their visit by gathering into a multipurpose room for a 
debriefing with the coordinator and the professor. The coordinator thanked the preservice 
teachers for their service and partnership in conducting the activity and invited their continued 
engagement with the center. The professor then asked general questions to the preservice 
teachers about the read aloud activity and experience. The professor reminded the preservice 
teachers during the debrief to share about their experiences in more depth in their reflection 
assignment to be completed that evening. 
 
Analysis 

For the purposes of this study, only qualitative data from the reflections were analyzed. 
Each reflection was printed with the preservice teacher’s name removed and analyzed by the 
researcher. The researcher used inductive coding (Gay et al., 2012) to analyze the qualitative 
data and identify overarching themes across the 34 reflections submitted. The researcher 
created thematic memos with data supporting each theme during analysis of these reflections.   
 

Results 
 

This study presents results for two research questions: (a) how do preservice teachers 
engaging in early social-emotional literacy experiences describe the behavior of children in 
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crisis situations, and (b) how do preservice teachers describe their own understanding, 
empathy, and openness following a service-learning experience with children from diverse 
backgrounds? Of the reflections made by the preservice teachers, three themes emerged. 
These emergent themes were empathy, connections to literacy, and classroom management. 
 
Research Question 1 

The first research question asked how preservice teachers engaging in early social-
emotional literacy experiences described the behavior of children in crisis situations. Preservice 
teachers’ reflections indicated their belief or observation that the children were excited to have 
visitors to their classroom. One reflected, “I enjoyed reading to the children and I could tell they 
were all so excited to have all these visitors.  The child I read to was such a sweetheart and I 
hated leaving him.” Another reflection stated, “The little boy that I read to was the sweetest. He 
sat on my lap as I read the two books to him. He enjoyed every minute of it.” Participants from 
this study felt connections to the children and shared their perceptions that the interactions were 
positive experiences for the children. Preservice teachers observed that the children were 
attentive and appeared to enjoy having an adult read to them.   

Other preservice teachers noted that the children did not seem to be immediately 
engaged in the read-aloud activity. These preservice teachers noted times when they struggled 
to gain and maintain a child’s attention during the literacy experience. One reflection stated, 
“She reluctantly agreed after several prompts, yet she was not listening to the book as I read.” 
Another stated, “I was able to read to a little girl. She didn’t find as much interest in the books as 
she did in me.” Other reflections described the physical behaviors of the children; as one 
preservice teacher noted, “One child I was reading to did not want to come out from under the 
table at first…just needed a bit of encouragement.” Another preservice teacher recalled of a 
child, “While I was working with him, he was very squirmy and was not very interested in the 
book.” It was evident  in the reflections that some preservice teachers perceived the children as 
unengaged in the reading of the picture books based on their behavior, while overall the 
reflections demonstrated a belief that the children enjoyed the literacy activity. 
 
Research Question 2 

The second research question asked how preservice teachers described their own 
understanding, empathy, and openness following a service-learning experience with children 
from diverse backgrounds. Preservice teachers’ reflections included several responses 
connecting empathy to their experiences. Reflections noted that students in their future 
classrooms may come from a variety of cultures, experiences, circumstances, and family 
backgrounds, but they also connected that a teacher’s job is to ensure that the classroom is 
safe for all students. The preservice teachers noted that the trip to the shelter helped them to 
broaden their perspectives and deepen their knowledge of crisis situations and their role in 
children’s physical, social, and academic lives. Other responses explained the need for teachers 
to be responsive to students’ needs and feelings while at school.  

One preservice teacher reflected, “From this trip, I realized that you cannot just assume 
about a child’s home life based upon immediate interactions.” Another reflection stated, “This 
trip motivated me to be even more passionate and proactive with how I help students in crisis in 
my future classroom.” As another preservice teacher shared, “Overall, the field trip provided me 
with an opportunity to become aware of the fact that poverty and homelessness surrounds us, 
and it takes empathy and openness to understand those who may be in crisis.” These 
preservice teachers were able to draw upon these experiences to connect what was learned in 
class regarding children in crisis situations with the service-learning experience and realize that 
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children within their classrooms may come from a variety of backgrounds and home 
circumstances. Preservice teachers in this study were able to increase their own social-
emotional skills of social awareness as they were made aware of children in crisis and 
behaviors that may arise due to these situations. 

Preservice teachers in this study perceived that the children were not in control of their 
home situations. One preservice teacher wrote, “These students do not get to choose the 
situation they’re in, and their parents don’t have total say either, so we must be open to working 
with these students and cheering them on.” Another reflection stated, “I used to ignorantly think 
that being homeless was a ‘choice.’ In my young mind I wondered, ‘Why won’t they just get a 
job?’ But all along, it was so much deeper than that.” After this community project, some 
participants in this study perceived that homelessness could happen to anyone at any time. 
Preservice teachers within this study came to the realization that the crisis situations that 
children experience are not always visible in the classroom, and that children have limited 
control of their home situation. These preservice teachers gained insight into possible causes of 
challenging behavior due to crisis situations and they were able to add this knowledge and 
authentic experience to their repertoire from which they can pull as classroom teachers. 
 

Discussion 
 

During this service-learning project, preservice teachers gained authentic field 
experiences with young children while providing social-emotional literacy experiences.  These 
preservice teachers explored the connections between children experiencing crises such as 
poverty and homelessness and challenging behaviors exhibited in the classroom. Most 
preservice teachers have very limited interactions with the community and families that they 
serve in their classrooms (Brannon, 2013). Immersing preservice teachers in service-learning 
opportunities can challenge their preconceptions and add to preservice teachers’ professional 
knowledge.  

In addition to the answers to this study’s research questions, two themes emerged from 
the analysis of the qualitative data from the reflections written by the preservice teachers. 
Themes present within the preservice teachers’ reflections of their experiences at the homeless 
shelter were empathy and literacy. The reflections showed the theme of empathy as students 
described their own feelings when interacting with students in crisis situations. Reflections also 
highlighted the literacy experience itself and aspects of early literacy development. Preservice 
teachers used both of these themes to discuss classroom management principles. 
 
Empathy 

Developing the theme of empathy, preservice teachers’ responses included descriptions 
of their feelings that the children were victims of circumstances beyond their control, as well as 
expressions of commitment to the children’s wellbeing. One reflection stated, “Overall, I’m really 
glad I got to experience this and dive deeper into a very real problem that I know as a teacher I 
will need to stay educated on to do my best by my students and protect their well-being.” 
Another preservice teacher reflected that the children did not ask to be born into a crisis 
situation. This reflection points to the idea that preservice teachers within this experience 
observed that childrens’ behaviors are connected to circumstances beyond their control. 
Preservice teachers connected that they would be teaching children from “all kinds of 
experiences, circumstances and backgrounds. Extreme poverty, along with homelessness, 
abuse and neglect, foster care and natural disasters have a huge impact on these kids and their 
development.”  Preservice teachers expressed the belief that the experience broadened their 
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perspectives on children in crisis situations and also connected how crisis situations played an 
active role in the child’s development. 
 
Interactive Literacy Experiences 

Literacy was a second theme that emerged from the reflection data collected.  
Preservice teachers reflected that they enjoyed the experience of reading to the children and 
expressed a belief that the children were also excited to spend time with the preservice 
teachers. One preservice teacher wrote, “The children cling to visitors and enjoy being read to. I 
did not expect this.” Another preservice teacher reflected on the experience of reading to the 
children stating, “I read to a child that did not show any signs of behavior issues and was very 
engaged and interested when reading the book.  He made comments about the funny parts, 
and knew what the front, back, and spine of the book was.” Preservice teachers in this study 
expressed the perception that the literacy read-aloud activity was an enjoyable experience for 
the children involved, sometimes revealing their own sense of surprise at the children’s 
enjoyment.   

Preservice teachers in this study also reflected on the children’s reactions to receiving 
their own books following the activity. The reflections additionally indicated the belief that the 
children were excited by the sense of ownership of the book. One reflection recalled, “Once I 
told him that he would get to keep these books and that they now belonged to him since his 
name was in them, his face lit up with the biggest smile. He was so excited to have something 
that belonged to him and only him.” Another reflection was similar stating, “Her face lit up when 
we wrote her name in the books and told her she was going to be able to keep them for herself. 
She told us thank you multiple times and gave us a lot of hugs when we had to leave.” 
Preservice teachers in this study experienced a variety of emotions as they gifted their books to 
the children and gained many internal rewards from this opportunity that they can carry with 
them into their professional journey. 
 
Connection to Classroom Management 

The academic curriculum for the service-learning course studied was rooted in guidance 
and management of children. The curriculum and aligned objectives for the course address the 
diversity of backgrounds and behaviors that children bring to an elementary classroom. The 
objectives in the course also seek to increase preservice teachers’ understanding of children in 
crisis situations and the impact of these crises on their behavior in the classroom. The 
preservice teachers’ reflections provided evidence of connections between course content 
related to crisis situations and an episodic service-learning experience with children living in a 
homeless shelter.  

One preservice teacher indicated that classroom management required being open to all 
students, “not only with how I will teach them, but how I care for them as well.” Other reflections 
on the experience further indicated an awareness that teaching children in crisis situations 
would require intentional effort from a teacher. One reflection stated, “As an educator, I 
understand it is important to reach the different needs of your student in regards to learning 
styles. In the future, I plan to integrate social-emotional skills throughout my lesson and conduct 
morning meetings that’ll be specifically planned to counsel the students in need.” Another 
preservice teacher reflected, “The idea brings me back to the quote, ‘the child is not giving you a 
hard time, he’s having a hard time.’ I will remember this when I have students who are living in 
crisis in my future classroom.  I now know better ways to help them cope, be successful, and 
feel supported in my classroom.” Preservice teachers gained insight through this experience as 
they came to realize that children’s behavior may be a direct result of their life’s journey and 
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beyond their control. Preservice teachers learned that as educators they will have to assess the 
whole child in order to provide engaging lessons that meet educational as well as social and 
emotional needs.  

Reflections also indicated that some children did not show any signs of challenging 
behavior. As one preservice teacher wrote, “I read to a child that did not show any signs of 
behavior issues and was very engaged and interested when reading the book. While I was in 
the classroom, I did see and hear some things that allowed me to make connections to my 
research and to what we have discussed in class.” Reflections such as this demonstrated the 
preservice teacher’s realization that not all students in crisis situations or from a particular 
background may exhibit challenging behaviors. Takeaways such as these may decrease the 
preservice teacher’s reliance on stereotypes and make them more aware of the biases they 
bring to the classroom as they engage in field experiences.   
 
New Strategies for Preservice Teachers and Educator Preparation 

Through this service-learning project, preservice teachers began to formulate their own 
individual philosophies of management and guidance of challenging behavior in the elementary 
classroom while coming to understand that the children they will teach come from many diverse 
backgrounds and experiences. As an episodic service-learning experience, the project did not 
provide preservice teachers with the opportunity to repeatedly reflect and apply new strategies; 
however, preservice teachers used metacognitive strategies throughout their own classroom 
learning, service-learning project, and reflection to develop new ways of thinking about 
children’s behaviors. Analysis of preservice teachers’ reflections on their experiences confirmed 
the findings of other studies of service-learning in educator preparation programs, particularly 
those that found impacts on preservice teachers’ openness, confidence, and commitment to 
working with children from diverse backgrounds (Leon et al., 2019; Toronyi, 2020). 

This study also supports the value of educator preparation programs using service-
learning experiences in community settings to place preservice teachers in authentic contexts 
for understanding children’s diverse backgrounds. Preservice teachers in this study broadened 
their perspectives of children in crisis situations and gained a more nuanced understanding of 
the relationship between crisis situations and behavior. Preservice teachers who might 
otherwise have responded to challenging behavior through discipline may instead focus on 
helping children to cope with challenges and succeed in the learning environment. 
 
Limitations and Future Directions for Research 

As this study used analysis of written reflection data collected at a single point in time 
following a service-learning experience, results reflect preservice teachers’ perceptions of their 
own empathy rather than a measurement using a survey instrument before and after the 
experience. Additionally, because all preservice teachers in the cohort were required to 
participate in the same service-learning experience, preservice teachers’ reflections cannot be 
compared with others who did not participate in the experience. While this study can provide 
insight into the experiences of one group of preservice teachers, additional research taking a 
comparative approach is needed to more fully understand the relative impacts of various types 
of service-learning and field experiences. One such opportunity would be to compare the 
reflections of preservice teachers engaging in different lengths of service-learning experiences 
with children in crisis situations. Additionally, further longitudinal study is needed to understand 
how service-learning experiences may inform preservice teachers’ pedagogy and classroom 
management once they have entered the profession, particularly compared with preservice 
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teachers who did not participate in service-learning experiences engaging with children in crisis 
situations. 
 

Conclusions 
 

Preservice teachers are called to the profession to teach the whole child. At a time when 
teachers are expected to wear many hats, one such hat is one of understanding and empathy in 
order to best provide students with a safe learning environment at school. Immersing preservice 
teachers in field experiences with children from diverse backgrounds, including children in crisis 
situations, offers preservice teachers authentic opportunities to gain practice and expertise in 
serving a variety of childrens’ diverse needs. Engaging with children exhibiting challenging 
behaviors due to crisis situations prior to the first year of teaching will provide the new teacher 
some basic skills necessary to be able to best support and manage all learners in their 
classrooms.  

The preservice teachers involved in this service-learning project witnessed first-hand 
how children within their classrooms may be dealing with situations beyond their control that 
may cause some of them to exhibit challenging behavior. Preservice teachers’ reflections in this 
study indicated that an episodic service-learning experience with children in crisis situations 
increased their own empathy and understanding of children they may teach in their future 
classrooms. This experience added to the preservice teachers’ repertoire of initial reactions and 
responses toward children in the elementary classroom who exhibit challenging behavior due to 
crisis situations and helped preservice teachers to recognize new strategies for better 
understanding and responding to these children.  By providing service-learning projects that 
incorporate early literacy experiences with children in crisis situations, educator preparation 
programs can provide preservice teachers with first-hand encounters in guidance and 
management of children prior to their first year of teaching.  

Service-learning projects such as these that provide learning opportunities for children in 
crisis while simultaneously engaging preservice teachers in the areas of diversity, classroom 
management, and instruction are an important component of educator preparation. When 
preservice teachers are prepared for their experiences with intentional classroom instruction 
and critically examine them through guided reflection, episodic service-learning projects can 
increase preservice teachers’ empathy and awareness of the sources of challenging behavior in 
the classroom. Experiences such as these remind us as educators that all children, regardless 
of their life experiences and the behaviors they use to cope, may be just as excited to engage in 
learning activities as other children in the classroom. Service-learning projects, when 
intentionally designed, provide preservice teachers with a window into children’s life 
experiences and allow them to enter into their profession with more empathy and 
understanding. Preservice teachers in this study gained insight into the crisis situations that 
children may face and realized the importance of a positive learning environment where all 
children can feel supported and thrive.  
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