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A theater instructor said, “I have students who perform a

children’s show in front of children. They could read

about what is appropriate to perform in front of chil-

dren, but until they experience that, they have no idea

what it’s like.” A professor in allied health said,

“Typically, [students] have been through pathology and

learned about developmental disorders. But many of

them have never worked with anyone with a develop-

mental disorder of any type before, so we go to the

Special Olympics summer games and they do screening

on some of the athletes.”

Benefits of service learning 

Why should faculty use service learning in their classes?

Faculty described three primary benefits that would be

absent from their classes without service learning. The

first two benefits accrued to students. One instructor

noted that participation in service learning can help a

student develop future academic and career goals. She

explained, “College is more than just academics. When

you [transfer to] other colleges, they’re going to look for

community service. And when you’re being interviewed

by a company, they’re going to look for a well-rounded

individual.” 

A second benefit mentioned by several faculty members

was that service learning allows students to identify their

biases and to replace those biases with accurate informa-

tion. One faculty member stated, “Without service learn-

ing, what the students may lack is understanding their

own biases, because they have a lot of different percep-

tions on communities. In order to be culturally compe-

tent, you really have to understand where you’re coming

from before you can change. I think that would not be

present without service learning.” 

Similarly, another professor explained that “oftentimes

students don’t realize that you have to respect and recog-

nize and realize and embrace everyone’s humanity and

that—as human beings—we all need each other. So the

students realize, ‘Well, if I just place myself in someone

else’s shoes, then I can kind of realize what they might be

going through.’ So that’s crucial, being able to realize our

humanity and see yourself in that person’s position.”

A final benefit accrued to faculty themselves. One

instructor explained, “I integrated service learning 

for the first time basically as a self-preservation tool. I

used to have a team of students in each class work on

research projects on a corporation, looking at the 

principles of management. And I got so tired of reading

semester after semester about [the same well-known

company. Now] I’m very pleased to have [new] results

in the classroom, but I’ll be selfish, too. My relationship

is better with my students. I get to know them better. 

I get to work with them on a closer level. And so you

really become a mentor for them as they learn these 

life skills.”

Value of service learning

Is there information that students can only learn through

service learning?

Overall, faculty mentioned that what is learned through

service learning is how to transfer and apply academic

learning. One faculty member responded that, “I think it

has to be engage[ment] within the community. Learning

takes place when the student is engaged with the subject

and the concepts, and the direct application in the com-

munity and the civic engagement.” A second participant

commented, “I think the great advantage of service

learning is that it’s realistic. It’s life itself happening. 

Life is a learning process: problems, solutions. . . . 

“We can give them all the book

knowledge they want, but if they

can’t use it when they leave here,

what have we given them?”
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The approaches to the problem evolve.” Another

instructor replied, “It’s understanding how to integrate

what they’ve learned in the service learning environment

and bringing that into the classroom.” 

“We can give them all the book knowledge they want,

but if they can’t use it when they leave here, what have

we given them?” reflected one professor. Through serv-

ice learning, another observed, students learn to be less

reliant academically on the instructor. She said, “Maybe

one of the things you can’t learn without service learn-

ing is that the teacher is not going to pour the knowl-

edge in. You have to do that work. You can know when

the papers and the tests are, but [in service learning

experiences] you have to genuinely transfer that learning

into some kind of scenario where the teacher isn’t in

control, you are.”  

Retention and persistence 

Do you think that service learning influences students to

stay enrolled in either your classes or college?

Respondents unanimously agreed that service learning

has this influence. Many faculty described specific situa-

tions in which they saw the service learning experience

influencing a student’s decision to stay enrolled and

come to class. One participant responded, “Definitely,

because it gives the students more of a sense of obliga-

tion once they’re really serious and passionate about it.”

She described one student who had many difficulties

distracting her. “But [service learning] kept her motivat-

ed. Without that, she might have dropped out because

she’d done this several times before.” 

Another participant agreed: “I have a student [who] had

similar issues. He was kind of drifting and kind of

immature. I know [service learning] had an impact on

him coming back this quarter.” One faculty member

reflected the student perception that service learning

motivates students to earn more advanced degrees. She

commented, “I know we’ve had several who have gone

on and are getting a master’s degree in public health. If

they had never been exposed to the public side of it, I

don’t think they ever would.”

IMPLICATIONS

Previous research on the connection between service

learning and academic learning has found mixed

results when the measure of academic learning is the

GPA. However, when using specific learning outcomes

attainment as a measure for academic success, the

results of this study on community college students and

faculty show support for the connection between service

learning participation and increased learning. Survey

analyses comparing the service learning students with

the nonservice learning students revealed that service

learners reported learning more than nonservice learners

in similar courses.  

Especially important in light of community colleges’

focus on student learning and career training, students

reported that the greatest learning gains were in the

areas of career and teamwork, and in academic develop-

ment and educational success. This may indicate that

service learning provides students with opportunities to

learn information that is important not only in acquir-

ing specific curricular content, but also in developing

“The great advantage of service

learning is that it’s realistic.

It’s life itself happening.” 

Faculty unanimously agreed that

service learning influenced students

to stay enrolled in college.
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skills beyond the curriculum that are necessary for their

academic development and preparation for professional

success.

In addition to the survey results, student and faculty

focus group participants provided a more intricate look

into what service learning may offer that is different

from other instructional methods.  Overwhelmingly,

students described the value of service learning in that

it provides varied, unique, and sometimes unexpected

opportunities for them to practice applying their newly

acquired academic knowledge to complex real-world sit-

uations and problems. 

Faculty affirmed service learning’s unique role in pro-

viding their students with application experiences

beyond what they would be able to provide through

simulations or case studies in class or through group

projects. Faculty mentioned the benefits that both they

and their students experienced when instructors were

not in control of the entirety of student learning during

service learning assignments.

Another aspect of service learning that students and fac-

ulty mentioned as beneficial beyond the classroom is its

focus on experiences with people and problems in their

communities. Engagement in service learning provides a

window for many students to meet and get to know

people whose life experiences are unlike their own.

Students and faculty reported the benefits that come

from confronting unconscious biases and prejudgments

and from facing unfamiliar situations. Often students

described that, before their service learning experience,

they had never previously interacted with people with

disabilities or from a different ethnic or socioeconomic

group. At times there was initial fear of the unknown,

but repeatedly students reported the compassion, the

passion, and the empathy they developed as they

learned others are “just like me.”  

Finally, because the student and faculty comments

emphasized the role that service learning plays in career

preparation, it is important to address this role further.

Repeatedly, students said that, because of service learn-

ing, they believed they were more prepared to be suc-

cessful in their careers from the first day on the job.

They saw themselves as more competitive in the job

market than new graduates who did not have service

learning experience. They believed that service learning

had provided them with situations through which they

could learn the skills and job knowledge that the typical

new employee needs time to learn before becoming

fully productive at work. Students repeatedly remarked

that service learning had provided them with confi-

dence in applying their new academic knowledge when

working in their chosen careers. Their service learning

experience confirmed for them that they would be suc-

cessful when working in their chosen profession after

graduation, when the formal support and aid of teach-

ers would be behind them.

LIMITATIONS

While the results of this study are encouraging, it is

important to note several limitations to its con-

clusions. First, while AACC provided guidelines for

Horizons grantee project directors to use when selecting

the nonservice learning comparison courses to survey,

project directors at each college made the decisions

regarding the service learning and comparable nonser-

vice learning courses to survey. The degree to which the

service learning and nonservice learning courses were

similar in instructor, course level, and academic content

cannot be determined definitively in this study.  

Service learners saw themselves as

more competitive in the job market

than those who did not have

service learning experience.
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Additionally, service learners reported taking, on aver-

age, two more courses than nonservice learners by the

time of the survey. These additional courses cannot be

ruled out as an explanation for service learners’ higher

learning outcomes scores. It is possible that students

who have taken more courses report learning more in

subsequent courses, regardless of service learning partic-

ipation. Whether two additional courses would be

enough to cause the differences between the two groups

cannot be determined through this study.

Finally, the level of faculty training and experience in

service learning was not assessed, nor was the quality or

length of students’ service learning experiences. These

variables may have affected the results in this study in

ways that cannot be determined.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY

To expand on the findings of greater learning out-

comes attainment by service learning students in

this study, further research is needed to investigate what

specific knowledge and skills are gained through service

learning that appears to affect most strongly students’

academic development and educational success. As serv-

ice learners scored highest on the acquisition of this

learning outcome, it is important to explore further

what is learned through service learning that influences

this outcome to the greatest degree.

Additionally, studies are recommended that can explore

the unique contribution that service learning appears to

provide in preparing students for the workforce. Since

community colleges offer many degrees and certificates

in career preparation programs, a large number of com-

munity college students will benefit from any instruc-

tional method that enhances both academic learning

and career readiness.

Finally, it seems important to continue to investigate

the perceptions of faculty regarding the enhancement of

academic learning. Faculty in this study described serv-

ice learning as having a value that was absent from

other instructional methods such as simulations, case

study analyses, and group projects. More detailed infor-

mation about the value of service learning appears war-

ranted from the faculty comments recorded in this

study.

CONCLUSION

The connection between service learning and com-

munity colleges would seem apparent in that a pri-

mary mission of both is to increase student learning.

Due to the centrality of this mission, increasingly col-

leges and universities are being asked to document stu-

dent learning in ways other than the traditional grade

point average. In a national climate of increased atten-

tion to accountability and learning outcomes assess-

ment, educators are spending significant amounts of

time developing measures of learning that are applicable

across disciplines and degree programs throughout the

institution.  

In this study, student learning was assessed in relation

to service learning participation through an end-of-

course survey. Enhancement of learning was detected in

the community college students who participated in

service learning, either as a course option or a require-

ment. Additionally, the voices of community college

faculty and students in this study validate the benefits

of the service learning pedagogy as an active, engaged

method of learning skills and knowledge that will be

important beyond graduation. 

Through this study’s results, those community college

faculty and students who have experienced service

learning appear to affirm that service learning is a key

strategy for student engagement and a valuable learning

tool for students across disciplines and academic

majors, while at the same time providing these students

with experiences that dissolve the classroom walls and

help launch them more solidly into their careers of

choice. 
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SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

Baton Rouge Community College
Baton Rouge, Louisiana

College of Alameda
Alameda, California

Laramie County Community College
Cheyenne, Wyoming 

Lorain County Community College
Elyria, Ohio

Portland Community College
Portland, Oregon

Queensborough Community College
Bayside, New York

Rogue Community College
Grants Pass, Oregon 

Tacoma Community College
Tacoma, Washington 

Trinidad State Junior College
Alamosa, Colorado

Western Piedmont Community College
Morganton, North Carolina 
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DISCIPLINES REPRESENTED IN THIS STUDY INCLUDE: 

• Accounting

• Adult Basic Education 

• Aquaculture

• Biology

• Communication

• Cosmetology

• Criminal Justice 

• Dental Hygiene 

• Education

• Engineering

• English

• Government

• History

• Management

• Massage Therapy

• Math

• Music

• Nursing 

• Office Systems Technology 

• Physics 

• Psychology

• Reading

• Sociology

• Spanish 

• Study Skills

• Theater 
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