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WHOM DOES SERVICE LEARNING REALLY SERVE?
COMMUNITY-BASED ORGANIZATIONS’
PERSPECTIVES ON SERVICE LEARNING*
One of the major selling points of service-learning courses is their potential to
mutually benefit communities, universities, and students. Although a great
deal of research reports numerous pedagogical and personal benefits for students—from improved grades and increased civic engagement to increased
understanding and appreciation of diversity—there is relatively little research
on the impact of service learning on the community. To understand when and
how service-learning courses benefit the community, we conducted in-depth
interviews with representatives of local community-based organizations that
have worked with service learners. We report on the primary benefits and
costs associated with service-learning courses. We identify three types of
obstacles to successful service-learning courses: issues related to student
conduct, poor fit between course and organizational objectives, and lack of
communication between instructors and organizations. We develop practical
guidelines for addressing these obstacles and for ensuring that service learning
fulfills teaching and learning goals and provides valuable service to community-based organizations.
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1

Selected recommendations from Liberal
Learning and the Sociology Major Updated, by
McKinney et al. (2004), page iii: Recommendation 11: Departments should encourage diverse
pedagogies, including active learning experiences, to increase student engagement. Recommendation 12: Departments should offer community and classroom based learning experiences that develop students’ critical thinking
skills and prepare them for lives of civic engagement. Recommendation 13: Departments
should offer and encourage student involvement
in out-of-class (co- and extra-curricular) learning opportunities.
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across the country. Campus Compact, a scribing practical guidelines for designing
national organization supporting collabora- and implementing service-learning courses
tions between community organizations and that maximize benefits for CBOs.
universities, reports that 98 percent of their
nearly 1,100 member colleges and universi- SERVICE LEARNING AND SOCIOLOGY
ties offer service-learning courses (Campus
Compact 2008). They also report that over Although research on service learning apthe last five years member institutions have plies to instructors of all disciplines, we
increased their service participation by 60 believe it is particularly relevant for teaching and learning in sociology. First, as
percent (Campus Compact 2008).
As service-learning courses become more mentioned above, disciplinary leaders have
prevalent, it is increasingly important to explicitly advocated the use of activeensure that they are mutually beneficial to learning pedagogies, such as service learnboth universities and communities (Lewis ing. Second, well-designed service-learning
2004). One of the major selling points of partnerships can achieve public sociology
service-learning courses has been an im- goals by extending or producing accessible
plicit assumption that they enhance student and useful sociological knowledge. As Milearning and provide service to the wider chael Burawoy (2005) noted in his 2004
community. As Bushouse (2005) writes, ASA Presidential Address, “Service learnservice learning is often championed as a ing is the prototype: as they learn, students
“win-win-win situation for the university, become ambassadors of sociology to the
students, and community” (p. 32). Indeed, wider world just as they bring back to the
a great deal of research reports numerous classroom their engagement with diverse
pedagogical and personal benefits for stu- publics. As teachers we are all potential
dents. These include improved grades and public sociologists” (p. 10). Service-learnDeliveredenby Ingenta
to :
ing partnerships
thus have the potential to
learning, increased civic engagement,
West
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University
hanced job skills, and greater appreciation serve both pedagogical and public goals of
Mon, 20 Jul 2009 20:30:43
for diversity (see Mooney and Edwards the discipline. Third, many of the CBOs
that partner with service-learning courses
2001, for a review and sources).
While the benefits for students are well have missions that include the service of
documented, little systematic research has disadvantaged groups and the amelioration
investigated the impact on community-based of social problems. Sociology as a disciorganizations (hereafter called CBOs) (Cruz pline is well positioned to provide relevant
and Giles 2000). However, in order for knowledge and conceptual and theoretical
service-learning courses to meet their in- tools for understanding both social problems
tended goals—addressing community needs and the experiences of marginalized populawhile giving students hands-on practical tions. Finally, service learning is an excelexperience and encouraging civic responsi- lent way to introduce students to sociologibility—we must consider the evaluative cal concepts, such as the sociological imagicounterpart: Does service learning offer real nation, and to encourage students to apply
these concepts to real life situations (Breese
benefits to CBOs?
To begin to address this issue, we con- and Richmond 2002; Fritz 2002; Mobley
ducted in-depth interviews with representa- 2007). As Fritz (2002) writes, “sociology
tives of CBOs about their experiences with and service learning seem to have been
service learning. In this paper, we present made for each other. Sociologists look for
our findings on the benefits and costs of creative ways to introduce students, whatservice learning for CBOs and highlight ever their majors, to the world around
three common obstacles to successful ser- them, and service learning provides that
vice-learning courses. We conclude by de- opportunity” (p. 67).
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SERVICE LEARNING
AND COMMUNITY IMPACTS

Existing research on community impacts
focuses on the costs and benefits of service
learning to CBOs and their clients.

Costs of Service Learning for CBOs
Existing research also indicates that CBOs
experience predictable sources of dissatisfaction with service-learning courses and
students. The most common are complaints
of students’ unreliability and lack of motivation and commitment (Gelmon et al. 1998;
Vernon and Foster 2002; Vernon and Ward
1999). In one study, community representatives viewed the lack of commitment as
particularly problematic because of the disappointment this caused their young clients,
who depended on the university students
(Vernon and Foster 2002). Additional challenges reported by CBOs include frustrations with short term commitments, scheduling hassles, unprepared volunteers, and
the time needed for training (Vernon and
Foster 2002; Vernon and Ward 1999).

Benefits of Service Learning for Community Based Organizations (CBOs)
Nearly all research on the community perspective reports some benefits for CBOs
and generally indicates that benefits outweigh costs (Driscoll et al.1996; Ferrari
and Worrall 2000; Gelmon et al.1998;
Ward and Vernon 1999). Community agencies value the skills, commitment, fresh
perspectives and energy of student service
learners (Edwards, Mooney, and Heald
2001; Ferrari and Worrall 2000; Gelmon et
al. 1998; Vernon and Foster 2002; Vernon
and Ward 1999). Highly motivated and
RESEARCH GOALS
creative students inspire staff, offer new
ideas to improve organizational operations, Service-learning courses, which combine
and provide additional human resources that community involvement with classroom
help community agencies expand their ser- instruction, originate from a long and rich
to of
: experiential learning practices
vices. Additionally, CBOs reportDelivered
benefitingby Ingenta
tradition
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from campus resources such as faculty ex- designed to encourage public scholarship
Mon, 20 Jul 2009 20:30:43
pertise, potential board members (e.g., fac- and civic responsibility (Boyer 1990;
ulty, administrators), grant opportunities, Dewey 1938). From its inception, service
and libraries and other facilities (Leiderman learning was intended to address the needs
et al. 2003). Perhaps most importantly, ex- of both students and the wider community
isting studies describe important benefits for (Sigmon 1979). Yet, in practice the focus
the clients of CBOs and the advancement of has most often been on the interests of the
their missions (Leiderman et al. 2003, university and students (Cruz and Giles
Schmidt and Robby 2002; Vernon and Fos- 2000). Too little is known about how serter 2002). As a case in point, Schmidt and vice learning impacts CBOs and the wider
Robby’s (2002) evaluation of a youth tutor- community. We argue, along with others,
ing program indicated that elementary stu- that it is paramount for service-learning
dents’ math and spelling scores increased as courses and the research on this pedagogy
a result of the tutoring provided by service- “to reflect both the original goals of service
learning students. In a separate interview and learning” (Vernon and Ward 1999:30).
study, community representatives of youth
While there has been increased scholarservices organizations reported that college ship on service learning in recent years,
service-learning students often connected research on community impacts remains
well with their young clients, acting as im- sparse and limited. The voice of CBOs is
portant role models, and helping to improve largely absent in the service-learning literathe youth’s grades and self-esteem (Vernon ture. Those studies that do incorporate the
and Foster 2002).
CBO perspective generally investigate only
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specific types of service learning or an indiencounter in working with service
vidual course or program. For example,
learners?
Bushouse (2005) conducted phone inter4. Ultimately, what can instructors do to
views with 11 CBOs about their experiences
more effectively serve CBOs?
with three sessions of a single graduate
course. Similarly, Edwards, Mooney, and
RESEARCH METHOD
Heald (2001) collected 39 surveys of CBOs
that had experiences with a single student The data for this study consist of in-depth
volunteer program and Schmidt and Robby interviews with representatives of 20 differ(2002) evaluated a single, although exten- ent community-based organizations located
sive, youth tutoring program. While these in Monroe County, Indiana. All of the orstudies are insightful, the scope of service- ganizations had past and present experiences
learning courses at universities is much with service-learning courses and students
broader, encompassing activities as diverse from Indiana University, a large public unias collaborative research projects, special versity, located in Bloomington, a small city
program creation and implementation, grant- in South Central Indiana.
writing, and program evaluations, offered
across multiple disciplines and courses. In a Sample Selection
critique of service-learning research, Furco The director of the Office of Service Learn(2003) argues that the field has been limited ing at Indiana University assisted us in seby its inability to contend with this diver- lecting the organizations for the study.
sity. He therefore advocates conducting First, we identified local organizations that
multi-site, multi-program studies that cap- were currently and historically the most
ture a range of service-learning impacts: involved with service-learning courses. Sec“By gathering the same or similar informa- ond, to create a diverse sample, we selected
Delivered
by Ingenta
to :
tion from various sites, researchers
may be
organizations
that address a variety of issues
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better able to observe and analyze impact and populations and avoided choosing mulMon, 20 Jul 2009 20:30:43
patterns across a wide range of situations or tiple organizations that focus on the same
programs” (p. 24).
general issues.
Our own research seeks to address these
We contacted the Executive Director of
limitations by collecting and analyzing per- each organization first via phone, and when
spectives from a diverse array of CBOs necessary by email. All organizations conwith diverse missions and whose experi- tacted agreed to participate in the study. We
ences include many different service- selected interview respondents based on the
learning courses across different disciplines. Executive Director’s assessment of who had
Our main goal is to continue to advance this the most experience and interaction with the
important, but nascent line of inquiry, in- service-learning students. We interviewed
vestigating CBOs’ experiences with a vari- 13 executive directors, four volunteer coorety of service-learning initiatives. While dinators and three program directors. We
researching the general experience of com- conducted all interviews from February to
munity-based organizations, we solicited July of 2006. Interviews ranged in length
practical advice on measures instructors can from 30 minutes to two hours and averaged
take to better serve CBOs. In sum, the fol- about 50 minutes.
lowing questions guide our research:
For this study, we broadly define service
1. What types of experiences (positive learning as a pedagogy that combines serand negative) do CBOs have with ser- vice and learning objectives. We asked revice-learning courses and students?
spondents to talk to us about their experi2. How does service learning benefit ences with students who are involved in
CBOs? What are the costs for CBOs?
their organization through service-learning
3. What common challenges do CBOs classes. Many of our respondents were
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quite knowledgeable about service-learning English speakers, school-age children and
pedagogy. For those requiring clarification, youth, the elderly, the infirm, domestic
we defined service learners as those who animals, and the general public. The organiprovide service to their organization to ful- zations also vary greatly in size. The smallfill a requirement for a particular course. est organization has only two paid employWe eliminated internships and projects that ees, and the largest, a hospital, over 2000.
clearly lacked a service component from the Organizations also vary in terms of the
sample.
number of volunteers and service-learning
There is considerable variation in the students they employ. Organizations redefinitions of service learning in scholarship ported partnering with anywhere from 1 to
and in practice. We decided to employ a 100 service-learning students at any given
broad definition for several reasons. First, time. The broad range of service-learning
CBOs do not necessarily know what goes activities the organizations are involved in
on in the classroom, nor are they always includes mentoring, tutoring, food preparaprivy to the service and learning goals of tion, program development and assessment,
classes. Second, academic service-learning event planning, marketing, and survey redefinitions are often normative in that they search, among others. Courses were affiliincorporate best practices (e.g., service ated with many different disciplines includlearning requires opportunities for struc- ing sociology, law, marketing, computer
tured reflection (Nurse and Krain 2006) or science, and education, to name a few.
“successful” outcomes (e.g., service learning aims to produce a more just society Analysis
(Marullo 1996)). Since we were interested Interviews were transcribed and entered into
in how service learning is carried out in the ATLAS.ti, a qualitative analysis software
community and how it affects local organi- package which facilitates the creation and
Deliveredtoby Ingenta
zations, we thought it counterproductive
storagetoof: notes, memos, and codes. We
West
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limit our interviews only to those courses used
both inductive and deductive analytic
Mon, 20 Jul 2009 20:30:43
that meet stringent academic guidelines and techniques. Interviews were coded based on
follow best practices. Our findings, there- findings from previous research and based
fore, point out potential problems with both on emergent themes. In the following repoorly-executed and well-executed service- view of findings we report on the most
learning courses.2
prevalent and consistent themes.
The Sample
Our sample consists of representatives from
20 CBOs (See Table 1). These organizations serve a diverse array of client populations, including disabled children and
adults, low-income families, victims/
survivors of domestic violence, non-native

CBOs’ Experiences with Service Learning
In this section we discuss our findings in
three key areas: the primary benefits and
costs of service learning for CBOs and the
common challenges CBOs encounter in

2
Employing a broad definition also reflects
current institutional practices at Indiana University. In educational materials for community
partners, the Office of Service Learning (OSL)
offers a similar definition of service-learning-”students will help provide a service for your
organization as part of an academic
course” (Indiana University OSL 2008)--that is
separate from a discussion of the elements of
successful service-learning classes. And, al-

though OSL staff offer expert guidance on service-learning course design, the university does
not require instructors of courses with official
service-learning designation to consult with or
gain approval from the Office of Service Learning. Further, there are instructors of courses
with service-learning components who do not
apply for the official designation. It is very
likely, therefore, that not all service learning
courses fit strict definitions.

FINDINGS
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Table 1. Community Organizations Sample Characteristics
Nature of Community Organization
Academic services for children with disabilities
Family resource center
Hospital
Homeless shelter
Therapeutic horseback riding
Food pantry
Low income childcare
Support services for people with disabilities
Low income legal services
Transitional housing for victims of domestic violence
Animal care and control
Animal welfare advocacy
Boys and girls after school club
Youth tutoring and mentoring
Community recreation center
Low income pre-school
Family resource center
Homeless shelter
Parks and recreation

Number of Service Learners Each Semester
1-2
2
2
2-3
2-10
3
6
7-10
10
15-20
18
20-30
20-30
20-35
23
30
40-50
40-50
100

working with service learners.
less immediate, aspects of their work or
Benefits for CBOs. According to our create opportunities to pursue new projects.
Delivered by Ingenta to :
participants, the principal advantage
to University
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When they’re [service learners] good, they’re
working with service learners Mon,
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like unpaid staff. . . . So it can be very benefitance they provide in the form of labor and
cial in that way more man hours and things
resources. This extra help translates into a
like that to get things done. . . . They can also
range of benefits. Service learners often fill
do projects that I don’t have time for, which is
volunteer slots needed to keep programs
a very big benefit especially when I was trying
running. One organization director notes,
to do it all by myself.
“We wouldn’t be able to have our programs
without them. We simply would not be able In doing the work of paid staff, service
to do what we do without them. That’s truly learners also free up organizational rethe bottom line.”
sources to be used in any number of proThe extra help can increase the number of ductive ways. This is particularly important
people organizations can serve and enhance for small non-profit organizations with
the quality of services. For example, the small budgets or unsteady funding streams.
director of an organization that serves chilA lot of times we’re scrambling around to get
dren emphasizes the importance of increassome more money so we can run some more
ing the adult-children ratio in the classroom:
In child care, the more bodies the better, in
general, as long as they’ve got a clue about
what they are doing. Because individual attention in classrooms is gold.

The assistance provided by service learners
can free up staff time to attend to important,

programs, but what service learners do is they
eliminate the need to pay qualified people to
do all of these things ‘cause service learners
are very qualified people and they’re available
because most of them don’t have families. We
would have to pay a huge amount of money to
get that kind of semi-professional work to run
a program. So they just multiply grant money
a hundredfold.
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Many of our participants noted that even
short-term partnerships can have long-term
benefits. For example, some students continue their service to the organization beyond the course requirements as regular
volunteers, interns or staff.

Finally, these partnerships can provide
organizations access to university resources
(e.g., technical expertise, connections to
faculty with shared research/occupational
interests) and open the door to other types
of beneficial collaborations.
Costs for CBOs. As has been reported in
A lot of our service learners stay after they’re
previous research, service-learning partnerdone with service learning, which is really
ships may also have substantial costs for
exciting, you know, because they obviously
CBOs. In our interviews with community
are getting something from it. And so the good
representatives, costs generally fell into two
ones that we get that aren’t just doing it for a
categories: risks to the organization and
class, but they really enjoy the experience and
investments of resources that do not yield
do stay.
tangible returns for the organization.
CBOs working with vulnerable populaIn some cases, students assist in recruitment
tions
are particularly concerned with proby encouraging other students to volunteer.
tecting
those they serve from harm. A few
Service learners may also become organizaparticipants
shared examples of poorlytional advocates who educate others about
prepared
service
learners failing to treat
the mission of the organization, enhance
clients
with
respect
or breaching confidentipublic awareness about related social issues
ality
agreements.
Some
organizations serve
and generally increase publicity about the
clients
that
require
continuity
and trust in
organization.
relationships.
When
unreliable
students fail
CBOs appreciate that service learners
to
show
up
or
follow
through,
they potenbring fresh, outsider perspectives and new
tially
do
serious
harm.
ideas to the organization.
Delivered by Ingenta to :
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you know we sit at our computer and . . . we
just don’t have the time or the energy to stop
and be creative and think of new ideas. And
by integrating service learners into what we’re
doing as a department, they bring that.

In some cases, service learning helps
bridge the “town-gown” divide. Students
learn about the community beyond the university’s walls, and community members
discover that not all college students fit
negative stereotypes (e.g., self-absorbed,
disconnected from the community, apathetic).
I think it benefits the community because the
community has an idea that the students all
they want to do is party. They go downtown.
They get drunk. I mean it’s so stupid…but
that’s such a small percentage of the students
who are here. And to have service learners
walking around in this town and to have people talk about what they’re doing and having
them interact with families and kids shows a
whole different side of the university to the
community.

and so comes at 4:00 and they’re freaking out
15 minutes beforehand “Oh my gosh he’s not
here yet, he’s not here yet,” and you’re just
praying, “Oh please walk through that door on
time.” And usually they do but there’s a lot of
them that do not and they do not realize the
harm that they’re inflicting on the kids.

Another participant voices a similar complaint:
Here our kids are crushed when people stop
coming and . . . we’re working with a population exclusively of kids who’ve witnessed and
experienced family violence. Their sense of
rejection is so heightened. So when volunteers
say, “Well I’m done with my hours . . . I
won’t be back.” That can be really hard for a
kid.

Some CBOs have strict licensing requirements or confidentiality conditions tied to
their funding. If service learners do not
comply with agency policies, they put the
organization at risk of losing much-needed
resources. Participants also shared concerns

PERSPECTIVES ON SERVICE LEARNING
about another risk to CBOs: misrepresentation. Some service-learning projects include
a public presentation in which students assume the role of organizational representatives. Inaccurate portrayals of programs,
procedures, staff or clients can damage an
agency’s reputation or undercut their
broader mission.
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If there’s no exchange, no benefit to the nonprofit other than getting just overrun by students, it’s more of a hindrance than anything
else.

When do the costs of service learning
outweigh the benefits? Our respondents
indicated a number of common problems
that lead to “costly” experiences. Though
there are a wide range of problems that ocIf they’re turning in a final project that they’re
cur at various stages of service learning,
presenting to the class, we’d just like to make
they all lead to one or both of the two types
sure that they’re not disclosing identifying
information. A number of times we’ve had
of costs detailed above: risks to the organistudents who have written articles in the IDS
zation and resource drain. We grouped
[Indiana Daily Student (newspaper)]…
these challenges into three general areas:
There’ve been some really, really wonderful
student conduct and commitment, courseones and we appreciate the exposure. There
organization fit, and communication.
have also been some that are just filled with
Challenges: Student conduct and commisstatements or mistruths about the things
mitment. Although respondents emphasized
that are going on.
that most service learners turn out to be
Partnering with service-learning courses can assets to their organizations, they also ideninterfere with the ability of CBOs to carry tified common concerns about working with
out their missions. Although respondents these students. A significant challenge in
cited relatively few instances of severe dam- working with service learners is a lack of
age, it is important to recognize that CBOs professionalism. CBO representatives expressed
must manage risks when working
with serDelivered
by Ingenta
to :frustration with service learners
who do not have a strong work ethic. AlWest Virginia University
vice learners.
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all described experiences with students
All of our respondents described
second
set of costs: the draining of organizational who were unwilling to work hard, unable to
resources. They shared frustration with ser- take initiative or seemed unconcerned with
vice-learning partnerships that require in- producing quality results. Several organizavestments of their time, energy or other tions shared concerns about unprofessional
resources that do not pay off. As one com- communication; they described students
who would aggressively pursue contact,
munity partner reported:
demand accommodation on short notice, or
It doesn’t necessarily save you a lot of work. I
attempt to contact clients directly without
mean it’s good for them because they’ll get the the organization’s consent.
experience, but it may actually be more taxing
for you.

Staff devote considerable time to orientations, trainings, preparation of job tasks,
and service-learner supervision and support.
Organization staff are also asked to deliver
presentations to classes or provide regular
input on service-learning projects. Time
investments are not viewed as problematic
if there is sufficient payoff for the organization; however, when not mutually beneficial, service learning is a drain on community agencies’ limited resources.

I’ve also had students that had certain things
that I thought were very rude or insulting by
the way that they’ve done something or
phrased something or demanded something of
me in order for them to get their project done.

Several of the CBOs that work with people who have very different life experiences
than typical Indiana University students
found that some service learners were not
prepared to confront issues related to poverty, race, mental illness, substance abuse,
or homelessness. This lack of awareness or
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insensitivity to clients’ experiences created
challenges for some of our respondents.
Organizations are willing to help students
learn about these issues, but they propose
that additional preparation in the classroom
could prevent the offensive and sometimes
hurtful behavior they have witnessed.

ments and is not necessarily tied to personal
goals, students sometimes seem less invested in the organization or its broader
mission than volunteers. Several respondents linked shallow commitment to reliability and accountability issues.
Challenges: Course-CBO fit. Organizations vary considerably in size, mission,
It’s always a nice thing to be able to go to the
goals, services provided, and types of serclass and explain to them before they choose
vice recipients. It is not surprising, then,
[our organization] what we do here and what
that they also vary considerably in their
the kids are like. . . . I don’t sugarcoat things
needs. When service-learning goals do not
when I go in there. I let them know that it’s
complement agency needs, organizations’
going to be difficult sometimes. And that’s
investments of time and energy are less
really helpful I think for the students and for
likely to pay off. For our respondents, these
us because then they know what they’re get“poor fit” partnerships are another signifiting into a little bit more.
cant challenge in service learning. We idenAlmost all of the respondents struggle tified two general types of service-learning
with unreliable students who do not show needs: program-oriented and projectup for shifts, miss appointments, or fail to oriented. CBOs with program-oriented
follow through on tasks or projects. In some needs tend to have established programs
instances, this is merely an inconvenience. that need positions filled. They prefer to
This becomes a more serious issue, how- incorporate service learners into their everyever, when clients are disappointed or im- day routines (e.g., after-school tutoring,
meal preparation, and client intakes) and are
portant work is not completed.
Delivered by Ingenta
to : to accommodate those students
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needing to complete a set number of service
I would say the biggest annoyance is the serMon, 20 Jul 2009 20:30:43
vice learners that are inconsistent. They need
hours. CBOs with project-oriented needs
it for a class but then they don’t show up or
tend to have specific, one-time projects that
they’re flaky and we’re counting on them.
need to be completed rather than ongoing,
And I don’t do something myself or I have it
defined needs. They might need assistance
all laid out and they don’t show up and I’m
with event-planning, grant-writing, advertisscrambling to do it. . . . So that’s probably my
ing, or administering special projects. Not
biggest complaint is if they’re irresponsible
all organizations in our study fell neatly into
and don’t follow through. . . . Last semester it
these categories; some had both types of
happened all the time.
needs.3
Another participant observes:
We see people who come to volunteer who
maybe lack the commitment that our volunteers who come out of that really un-tethered
sense of volunteer duty. We’ve had some frustration with people who are not as committed,
they don’t show up regularly for their shifts,
they’re late all the time, and I think that’s it.
This is not a meaningful issue for them.

Like many representatives of CBOs we interviewed, this respondent questions service
learners’ level of commitment and motivation. Because service is driven by require-

3
A previous study by Bushouse (2005) found
that CBOs prefer “transactional” over
“transformational” service-learning partnerships
because they have lower economic costs and
higher benefits. These distinctions are based on
a continuum of university-community partnerships developed by Enos and Morton (2003).
Transactional partnerships involve a fairly superficial level of interaction, such as one-time
events and short term projects or appointments.
Transformational partnerships are longer term,
involve greater interdependence, and eventually
“invite the possibility that their joint work is
likely to transform them both” (Enos and Morton 2003:30: As quoted in Bushouse 2005).
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Almost all respondents mentioned struggling to accommodate poor fit partnerships
that rarely produce mutually-beneficial results. Sometimes service learners approach
organizations with specific project objectives that may or may not correspond with
organizational form or needs.
You’ve got people coming with different agendas and different goals that don’t really match
up with what your mission is . . . . But the
biggest disadvantage is getting the point across
that you don’t have all needs at all times, that
you have evolving needs that one semester you
might be focused more on one area of your
non-profit and there’s no room for that in the
current program.
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here enough that they feel a part of it or do
they feel like they just come and do their thing
and it’s like going to another class or something like that?

Some partners believed that longer-term
commitments produced service learners who
were better able to support the organization.
Several respondents mentioned the importance of semester-long service for developing service learners’ comfort with the work,
the clients, and the organizational culture.
Well first of all service learners are only here
for . . . you know a certain period of timefifteen hours or whatever is the requirement
for the class. And so that makes it difficult to
develop the relationship, you know, the ability
to work on your own. They’re just finally
feeling comfortable with it when they leave.
They become more reliable and effective as a
volunteer if they stay longer than their time.

Poor fit sometimes has less to do with the
type of need and more to do with the duration of service. Many of the servicelearning classes at Indiana University require a minimum number of service hours.
This creates problems for CBOs when, after Concerns about time commitment are also
completing their mandatory hours in the linked to the desire to educate students
first several weeks of the semester, students about the nature of community engagement,
emphasizing
that it is a relationship rather
Delivered
by Ingenta
to :
end their relationships with the
organizaWest Virginia University
than
a
single
act
or finite experience.
tions. CBOs seem to have adjusted
workMon,to20
Jul 2009 20:30:43
Challenges:
Communication.
During our
ing with the academic calendar and most
interviews,
we
repeatedly
heard
versions of
emphasize that they prefer semester-long
the
following
stories:
commitments. This clearly relates to concerns about making sure that organizational
Usually what happens is we have people who
investments in service learners pay off. Reare volunteering with our programs, we don’t
spondents also wanted to ensure that stueven know they’re part of a class, and then
dents were with the organization long
they bring us a sheet and they say “Can you
enough to fulfill the learning objectives of
sign off and say I’ve done my twenty hours?”
the course and get a broader sense of the
community partner’s mission and operation.
And:
Are they here enough to really be able to
grasp what’s going on? Are they here enough
that I’m not gonna have to spend too much
time showing them things over and over
again? Is it going to be worth it? . . . Are they
Like Bushouse, we find that certain organizations, with specific programs already in place
tend to prefer “transactional” relationships with
service learners. However, unlike Bushouse, we
also identify “project-oriented” CBOs that are
better equipped to deal with and tend to prefer
more “transformative” service-learning partnerships.

That’s why I’d like to see it in writing ahead
of time because students will come in and
they’ll misunderstand maybe the goal, they’ll
skew it maybe, or they just won’t even think
to tell you…They have to think about the fact
that we get contacts from people totally out of
context. We have no idea what class they’re in
or what’s going on. I almost never know the
course number and only about a third of the
time do I know the professor’s name.

These descriptions are indicators of a
serious potential obstacle to successful ser-
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You know I really like to meet the instructor
vice-learning courses; CBO representatives
before I start getting phone calls from students
we spoke with often have little to no comwanting to do projects. If I know what the
munication with instructors. Many of the
instructor wants their students to get out of the
challenges service learning poses to CBOs
experience and I know what the course is
are tied to the instructor’s inaccurate asabout I can provide a better learning experisumptions or lack of information about an
ence for the students and be more prepared.
organization’s culture, basic operation, or
You know this whole thing is about reciprocneeds.
ity. . . . I feel a certain obligation to be a proIf service-learning course instructors do
fessional mentor for students.
not have a clear sense of what their students
Some partners expressed the desire to
will encounter at a particular organization,
fail to clearly communicate service-learning have a more formal role in evaluating stuterms and goals to students and/or CBOs, or dents. This would, they propose, increase
rely on students as the sole conduit of infor- service learners’ sense of obligation or willmation between the instructor and the CBO, ingness to accept responsibility. Since much
they are unable to adequately prepare the of the service-learning process takes place
students for service. CBO representatives beyond the classroom, partners are able to
brought up a number of issues related to give instructors a more holistic picture of
student preparedness. In most cases where students’ efforts and accomplishments.
In some cases, CBOs find it useful to
readiness is an issue, organizations encounter students with inaccurate or nebulous continue communication with instructors
expectations. Several organizations with beyond the completion of the serviceyouth-directed programs recalled students learning experience. They can provide inwho assumed their service entailed playing structors with potentially valuable evaluawith children and were disappointed or even tions of the course and suggestions for futo :
ture projects.
A few CBO representatives
perturbed when they learned theDelivered
organiza-by Ingenta
West
Virginia
University
tion was assigning them to other, less “fun” also expressed a desire for feedback from
Mon, 20 Jul 2009 20:30:43
tasks. Some service learners are unable to the instructor. They wanted to know if the
articulate what they want to do with the goals of service learning are achieved, and
organization or lack a clear sense of the if not, how they could better facilitate stugoals of service learning (i.e., why they are dent learning.4
there). Many of our respondents shared
I never hear from instructors whether they’ve
related frustrations:
Why is there a service-learning component in
this class? In other words, what do they want
their students to get from it? So that when the
students come here, I’m clear, they’re clear,
and maybe we can accomplish something. You
know I’ve had students come—like the students who come and say “I don’t care. I’ll do
anything.” . . . What is the point of them being here?

Clear and consistent communication is not
only important for sharing crucial information about the organization. If they understand the general goals of the course and the
specific objectives of the service-learning
component, CBOs are better equipped to
support students’ academic and civic development.

felt the activities met their course objectives…
It just would be nice to know whether they
thought what happened was beneficial or if
they thought that would be something they
would want to do again in the future or if they
thought that if so and so such and such was
tweaked you know it might be more useful.

Service learning is a joint venture. Successful partnerships require much more than
good intentions; they require true collaboration. In descriptions of what constitutes a
solid foundation for service-learning rela4

It is important to note that a few respondents
acknowledged that, although they embrace the
idea of co-teaching, the reality of doing their job
with limited resources makes it difficult to invest the required time and energy.
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tionships, respondents returned time and
time again to the importance of communication with course instructors.
I think just understanding overall what we
want, what we expect is very important so that
they can relay that to their class and kids don’t
just show up at the organization completely
blind. . . . If the professor knew what we were
about, once again it just kinda makes that relationship much better and then maybe they’re
going to beef it up a little bit as a student if
they know that their professor is vested in the
organization.
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versity-community partnerships (Leiderman
et al. 2003). We therefore offer recommendations for instructors that lay a foundation
for greater parity and true reciprocity. We
focus on practical recommendations, based
on respondents’ suggestions, to address the
challenges discussed above.

1.Partner with CBOs to Develop the Service Component of Courses5
Recent research consistently highlights the
importance of collaborative planning (e.g.,
Leiderman et al. 2003; Rajaram 2007). Our
findings indicate that this essential guideline
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
bears repeating. Instructors should partner
MAXIMIZING SERVICE IN
with CBOs to develop the service compoSERVICE LEARNING
nent of courses.6 Visiting the community
organization and establishing open commuWhile our study findings—and therefore our nication well before the course begins is
recommendations—focus on logistics, the essential. Early contact should involve inchallenges CBOs commonly encounter structors’ attempts to get a sense of the ormight reflect incompatibilities between insti- ganization and incorporate its needs and
tutional research and teaching models and capacities into course design. According to
service-learning practices that support posi- our respondents, instructors’ inadequate
tive outcomes for CBOs. Research universi- knowledge of their organization leads to
Delivered
by Ingenta
to : and even costly service-learning
unhelpful
ties, like Indiana University, are
rooted in
West
Virginia
University
the traditional models of researcher as pro- partnerships. The service component should
Mon, 20 Jul 2009 20:30:43
fessional expert (Reardon 1998; Whyte, be mutually beneficial, maximizing student
Greenwood and Lazes 1989) and teacher as learning and community service. Pay speknowledge expert (Howard 1998). These cial attention to issues of “fit” discussed in
models center power and control in the the challenges section above. Our findings
hands of the academic/instructor. In con- suggest that CBOs often have a strong preftrast, service-learning pedagogies increas- erence for either “program-oriented” or
ingly incorporate features of participatory “project-oriented” service (see also footnote
research and teaching approaches, including #3). Most CBOs in our study also prefer
collaborative design, shared decision mak- regular, semester-long commitments. Fiing, reciprocity, and non-academic exper- nally, ask about past experiences with ser5
tise (Reardon 1998; Stoecker 1999; Whyte,
Our recommendations contribute to and at
Greenwood and Lazes 1989). Such aptimes echo those made by researchers who inproaches emphasize shared power and
corporate the community perspective. For example, see also Rajaram (2007), for steps for
shared control. These conflicting concepdeveloping service learning projects and Leidertions of appropriate power relations are
man et al. (2003), for suggestions for developperhaps underlying many of the challenges
ing mutually beneficial partnerships.
we discuss above. Our respondents’ experi6
If your institution has an office dedicated to
ences indicate that service-learning course
organizing and implementing universityinstructors that treat CBOs as partners
community partnerships, we recommend conrather than subjects or recipients tend to
tacting it in the early stages of course design.
produce better community outcomes. This
These offices are excellent resources for inteechoes recent research that identifies relagrating a service component into a course and
identifying potential community partners.
tionship parity as central to successful uni-
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vice learners (good and bad) and explore
the potential risks of the project to the organization.

the instructor and community organization.
The MOU should include a copy of the syllabus and communicate the roles and responsibilities of the CBO, the students, and
2. Share Course Objectives and Define the instructor, goals of the course, and deCBOs Role in Course
tails of the commitment (e.g., time commitInstructors should share the goals, objec- ment, timeline, deliverables, and expectatives, and teaching methods of their courses tions for communication). Lack of student
with the CBO. Plans to include course re- reliability and professionalism is a primary
quirements that might affect CBOs or in- challenge for CBOs. The MOU, therefore,
volve them directly or indirectly, such as should detail a protocol for addressing probpublic presentations or newspaper articles lems, clearly indicating whom to contact if
about the CBO or student experiences at the problems with service learners arise (for
CBO, should be approved by the CBO be- example see: http://www.indiana.edu/
forehand.7 Additionally, discuss ways the ~cops1/download/MemoOfUnderstanding.
CBO may want to be involved in the class- pdf).
room. We were surprised at how deeply
It is equally essential that instructors
invested most of our respondents are in en- clearly and effectively communicate educasuring the learning goals of the courses are tional goals as well as service goals and
met. Many CBOs view themselves (and responsibilities to students. Course readings
want to be viewed) as co-instructors. They and in-class discussion of these important
have ideas for in-class discussion and ser- issues should be reinforced with written
vice reflection. Some CBO representatives guidelines that include at minimum: service
might appreciate the opportunity to visit goals and their relevance to course objecclassrooms to familiarize students with their tives, specific expectations for professional
:
organization and the population Delivered
they serveby Ingenta
conductto(e.g.,
standards for communication
West
Virginia
University
and discuss the connection between their with staff and clients, confidentiality, public
Mon, 20 Jul 2009 20:30:43
mission and broader social issues. To in- CBO representation, and timely work comcrease student accountability, instructors pletion), and evaluation criteria. Instructors
should invite CBO involvement in assess- may write these guidelines or work with
ment by, for example, asking CBO staff to students to incorporate them into individual
fill out structured student or team evalua- or group service project plans. Ideally these
tions (Hollis 2002). These should be de- guidelines will support student-CBO comsigned to assess student learning (Weigert munication and bolster student accountabil1998) and both students and community ity and professionalism.
partners should be made aware of evaluation criteria at the beginning of the course.
CONCLUSION
3. Clarify Expectations and Goals in Writing
Written communication that clearly explains
student requirements and how service learning is connected to the goals of the course
lays a solid foundation for the partnership.
We recommend completing a memorandum
of understanding (MOU), signed by both
7

In the event that service-learning course activities involve the collection of research, IRB
approval may be required. Please see your institution’s IRB for specific requirements and procedures.

In this paper we have addressed an understudied aspect of an increasingly prevalent
pedagogy. Service-learning courses have
become popular, in part, because they are
assumed to both enhance student learning
and to provide a service to the wider community. The benefits to students are well
documented, but the value to the community
is less clear. Based on interviews with
CBOs we find that although service-learning
partnerships are generally a net positive,
there are common challenges and predict-
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able impediments to creating mutually- efforts to enhance community benefits will
beneficial relationships. We identify three likely also benefit students. Scholarship on
major obstacles to successful service- the learning outcomes of service learning
learning courses: poor student conduct, emphasizes the importance of facilitating
poor fit between course and organizational connections between the academic material
objectives, and lack of communication be- and the service experience (e.g., Alexander
tween instructors and organizations. There et al. 2000; Howard 1993). Rather than
may be no way to guarantee the perfect investigate either student or community
partnership; however, our research suggests perspectives, future research on servicethat instructors have significant influence learning pedagogy should evaluate the relaover the impact of their courses. Communi- tionships between service and learning outcation and preparation are paramount. In- comes.
structors who know, understand, and communicate with community partners, who
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