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Abstract


Service-learning is increasingly being used in schools to enrich curriculum and provide students with new ways of thinking and linking what the learn in the classroom with life and issues outside the school. While it is a worthwhile addition to any subject area, social studies is particularly suited for service-learning. Before an educator can begin to implement it in a classroom though, they must understand what service-learning is, why it is so beneficial and how to successfully incorporate it into class content, as well as any obstacles they may face. Service-learning is more than community service, it is the combination of meaningful service with curriculum and learning - it must thoughtfully considered and implemented if it is to be effective.  By combining service and learning, students are afforded the chance to learn in new environments and make outside connections to what they learn in school that will deepen their understanding of the subject, and can increase academic performance and the student’s sense of self-worth. To tie service to the class content, the teacher must consider projects and sites for service very carefully. The wide range of disciplines within social studies can all benefit from service-learning, and in fact two standards issued by the National Council for the Social Studies are applicable to service-learning. Having student make regular and frequent connections between their service and what they are learning in class is paramount to helping them deepen their understanding and making the service worthwhile. There are many obstacles a teacher may face in trying to utilize service-learning, despite all of its benefits: student scheduling conflicts, opposition from parents and administration, not to mention the tremendous amount of time it will require of the teacher. By carefully planning around these issues and constructing an intentional and thoughtful service-learning experience for students though, the social studies teacher can greatly enrich the classroom and expand student thinking while also benefitting the community and increasing academic gains.
How to use Service-Learning to Enrich the Secondary School Social Studies Classroom


What is Service-Learning


More and more, service-learning is being utilized in colleges and schools as a tool to build community, increase student understanding, build on civic responsibility and to enrich classroom learning. Yet there is no one agreed upon definition amongst researchers and supporters of service-learning. The general theme in all definitions is that meaningful community service combined with learning, as symbolized by the hyphen, is service-learning. For this paper, service-learning will be defined as a teaching and learning strategy that combines meaningful community service with classroom instruction to help students make meaningful connections between content and the world outside of school, develop civic responsibility and strengthen communities. However, a distinction must be made between community service and the service involved in service-learning: at its heart service-learning has academic attainment as the main goal and is structured, connected to the course material and provides reflection opportunities. (Hollis, 2002). Simply performing community service (as worthwhile as it may be) is not sufficient unless there is a deliberate and thoughtful connection to learning. Weigart (1998) identified six elements to further define the differences and help educators plan for service-learning: the student provides a service that meets a need, a need defined by a community, the service provided should originate from and return to course objectives, assignments for the student should require reflection on the service and the learning, and the assignments must be assessed and evaluated appropriately. The value of service-learning is increasingly being seen by teachers and schools as a way to link theory and academic learning with real life issues by exposing students to new groups of people and new organizations, and as a tool that can be used in a variety of subject matters and class levels (McMillan, 2002).

Service-Learning in Secondary Schools


A majority of the research on service-learning has been done at the college and university level. However, more and more secondary schools are adopting service-learning models, and most of the principles and practices of service-learning in higher education can be applied to secondary schools. There seem to be more obstacles for secondary teachers to overcome in the incorporation of service-learning such as the scheduling of classes, increasing pressure to perform on tests, and many times a curriculum they have little say in designing. According to Spring, Grimm, & Dietz (2008) though, 72% of high schools and 65% of middle schools arrange community service opportunities for students, and even more recognize student participation. While there is no data to prove that these numbers also apply to service-learning, Spring et al. (2008) noted that these percentages indicate a commitment to community service, that many times takes place during class hours. There are some schools (both public and private) that employ a service-learning coordinator, or are in a district that has such a position. Unfortunately 74% of schools that incorporate service-learning do not have a coordinator, often leaving it to the  faculty to fill in (Spring et al., 2008). 


Schools that are concerned about test scores and student grades should not ignore service-learning as a tool to help them achieve their goals - service learning is repeatedly connected to higher student engagement, better grades, and less decrease in commitment to schoolwork (Furco & Root, 2010). In fact, there is “strong evidence that service learning can have positive effects on students' performance on subject-matter examinations and assessments” (Furco & Root, 2010, p. 17). Service-learning is widely regarded as having the potential to help deepen student understanding of topics and show real-world applications to theories. Aside from the academic gains to be made though, Spring et al. (2008) discovered that principals generally consider service-learning more influential in social and civic engagement than academics. Going outside of the classroom allows for students to engage with their local community, which they may otherwise remain isolated from. Students gain a broader range of knowledge and skills through exposure to new people and ideas, or looking deeper into what they already know or are learning. These benefits can positively impact the school community as whole, creating a better learning environment that benefits all students and faculty.

Justification for Service-Learning in Social Studies


While all subjects can benefit from service-learning, Wade (2000) notes that social studies is particularly appropriate since the disciplines have a strong focus on democratic participation and the skills and knowledge that that requires. The National Council for the Social Studies has as a standard Individual Development and Identity which states “central to this development are the exploration, identification, and analysis of how individuals relate to others.” A large part of service-learning is reflecting on the service and personal connections (as discussed later) and learning more about one’s self than can be attained through just classroom learning. There is also a second standard, Civic Ideals and Practices that applies to service-learning. This standard asks students how they can become involved states that students “learn by experience how to participate in community service and political activities and how to use democratic process to influence public policy,” all of which can be aligned with service-learning. For students that have never been involved in community service, and don’t know where to begin or if they as an adolescent can make a difference, being shown opportunities and options by a teacher and school can help them learn how to become politically active and civically engaged. In fact, Spring et al. (2008) found that service-learning appeared in social studies classrooms more than any other subject area nationwide.


Since social studies covers such a wide range of disciplines in secondary schools, there are numerous ways for teachers to utilize service-learning. Government, political science  and civic classes can work with advocacy organizations and policy makers to learn more about the democratic process, while history classes can work to document the history of the local community or local seniors to learn about how history is written and gain new perspectives. Geography classes can work with immigrant groups or cultural centers to learn more about the peoples from around the world, and economics classes can work with local community centers or policy makers or local banks to learn more about how economics is applied in real life and the impact it has on people as individuals, and how money is divided and spent by the government. Through supplementing classroom content and engaging community, students can make real-world connections to what they are learning and take it beyond the textbook and tests. The alternate modes of learning (working with outside agencies, policy makers, advocacy organizations, local residents, etc) can also help to reach students that struggle with traditional learning environments and practices and see learning as something that can occur outside of school.

Learners and Learning


Students of all backgrounds and abilities can benefit from service-learning. Service-learning may be one of the easiest ways to incorporate the multiple intelligences identified by Howard Gardner actually - through site placement, design of the service and the assignments involved the different modalities can be explored by all and appeal to learners who are stronger in one than another (Terry & Bohnenberger, 2007). The same variety that allows for multiple modalities to be used also means that there is there is almost no differentiation of the benefits derived regardless of gender or age (Scales, Blyth, Berkas, & Kielsmeier, 2000). Scales et al. (2000) further note that beyond the academic value of service-learning, students can gain increased autonomy and a validated sense of self-worth. At an age where self-worth is so vulnerable and fluctuates, a positive self-image can have and enormous impact (Harter, 2008).

 Regardless of student skill level or disabilities or past history or grades, students can partake in service activities. In fact it is the populations that may be labeled as “difficult” or “at-risk” or “discouraged” that can benefit the most from service-learning. Stukas, Clary, & Snyder  (1999) found that students labeled as being “at-risk” demonstrated the largest improvements in grades, attendance and decreased discipline referrals as opposed to the rest of the school population. These students may be more difficult to convince of the value of service than other student populations, but the value that they gain should be kept in mind as the ultimate goal. In addition, students with negative self-images can greatly benefit, since Stukas et al. (1999) found that service-learning can help students rescue their self-image through focused, beneficial activities that help others, as well as protect students from stressors in their lives by reducing feelings of isolation and alienation.


There is also evidence that service-learning can help students with disabilities of many levels. By placing them in new environments and providing new experiences, students gain valuable experience and knowledge and skills that they can use to connect to their community, and they have an opportunity to practice functional skills in applicable environments (Terry & Bohnenberger, 2007). Students who are delayed in reading and writing (and may otherwise struggle through social studies classes that can have large amounts of reading) can also benefit from the engagement of service - instead of having to focus on the reading and devoting their time and energy to the process rather than the content they can gain an understanding of the content through context and practice. This is not say that reading and writing are unimportant to service-learning and social studies, merely that this is one avenue teachers may wish to explore to help struggling students.


For students who are a minority or who have little exposure to other cultures and groups, service-learning can help bridge the gap. Given how often social studies classes examine various cultures and peoples, it is particularly helpful to have students take their understanding of culture beyond the textbook. Working with minorities and in diverse environments can help students gain a better understanding of these groups, and potentially change their thinking and understanding based on their service experience (Wade, 2000). This must be done carefully though, as the possibly exists that by placing students in diverse environments they may focus on the diversity rather than the service and learning, and the potential to reinforce stereotypes does exist (Steinke, Fitch, Johnson & Waldstein, 2002). If a teacher believes this to be a possibility, or later hears of problems, he/she should immediately analyze the situation to determine if the student should move sites/activities or if the situation can be salvaged. 


Adolescents are also on the cusp of adulthood - about to enter adulthood they face becoming part of a larger society with increased privileges and responsibilities, such as voting. Yet once they leave school, young adults are the least likely to vote or be politically engaged of all eligible voters. In the 2000 presidential election, of all 18-29 year-olds eligible to vote, only 38% did so (Bose & DiIulio, 2007). While adolescents in school may not be able to vote, they can be shown that they still have a voice in their community and how voting can impact individuals and communities. By finding out what is important to students, teachers can direct service towards organizations and individuals that a part of policy making and influential, allowing students to take a personal interest and to learn about the political process and the impact one person and one vote can have, even at a young age. 

Learning Environment


Service-learning offers a unique opportunity to teachers - the chance to take learning outside of the classroom and the school to communities. Unlike field trips where students are often talked to, instead of with, and they are only at the location for a limited amount of time for one day, service-learning offers repeated exposure to sites and organizations and individuals that allows students to develop and build meaningful relationships over time. 


A teacher (or coordinator) must choose sites for students carefully. The quality of the site and service that will be provided is a large indicator of successful service-learning experiences (Steinke et al., 2002). Using the principle of backwards design, the teacher should first decide what the students should learn and experience and then choose the sites for service. Because a secondary teacher is more limited in the amount of time and how far away a site can be (assuming they are allowed to have sites off of school property) than institutions of higher education, they must consider accessibility of the site as well. There are many projects that can be completed on school grounds or the surrounding neighborhoods, so it would behoove the teacher to find out what the school and district policy is, as well as what times students will be able to serve out of school and if they have independent transportation before deciding on sites and projects, and any other mitigating factors.


Merely having a list of sites is not enough though, and the teacher must determine what the students will be doing at the sites. If they will be doing clerical work instead of working with younger children in an after-school tutoring program, then the service will be less impressive and have fewer connections to learning and ultimately not be as beneficial. However, this does not mean that a teacher should choose a site and dictate what the students will do once there. The recipients of the service will be more likely to help and be receptive to having students work with them if they have a say in what the students will do, when and how the service is accomplished (Stukas et al., 1999). This idea of working with service recipients is essential to developing a working and beneficial partnership, which will allow for sustainability of a site and/or project from semester to semester and increase learning for students and benefits for the recipients. Jacoby (2003) argues that service-learning must be grounded in partnerships, and it is the quality of these partnerships that dictates the quality of the service and learning.


Choosing a site depends largely on the project and the end goal the teacher has in mind. There are many resources available from the Service Learning Clearinghouse, as well through AmeriCorps that offer suggestions of sites and organizations to contact, and teachers can draw on personal experiences, those of colleagues, past teachers and projects, as well as suggestions by students to find appropriate and suitable choices. Variety is also highly recommended, both for flexibility regarding student schedules and interests and abilities, but also so that one site is not being overwhelmed with students (which could translate to less interaction and less valuable experiences for all the students). If there is a political element to the assignment (such as working with election campaigns, policy makers or advocacy organizations) even greater care should be taken to ensure that enough options are offered so that no student must work somewhere they will be uncomfortable, and that the work will not be so controversial as to create problems, and the teacher should make sure that the students know what they will be doing, and that they do not feel they are being forced into one political direction or another.


Even if a teacher has chosen a suitable site, and the students are eager, does not mean that the site is a guarantee. The teacher being included in the first meeting between the recipient and the student(s) is important so that all parties understand what is being expected and what will be required. This allows the teacher to make sure the work being done will fit in with the service  and the learning goals, and allow the recipient and student to have a say in what will be done, and what is appropriate work. Periodic check-ins will also accomplish this, and ensure that the site is of the high quality Steinke et al. (2002) identified as being so important to the quality of the learning.

Curriculum and Instructional Strategies


There are numerous ways and methods to engage a student and a social studies classroom in service-learning. But before the student can ever enter a site or perform any service, it is up to the teacher to begin the process. There are multiple ways to incorporate service-learning as well, from the in-class approach or a one-day event to recurring curriculum components and cross-discipline programs that incorporate other subject material and classes. The teacher must determine what the ultimate goal of the service-learning will be if the service-learning is to be of true value and justifiable for the amount of time and energy it will require (on the part of the teacher and the student) as found by Steinke et al. (2002). Once the goals and outcomes are determined, sites can be found and contacted. It is during this time, if not before, that a teacher should familiarize him/herself with the district and school policies regarding service-learning and any other factors, so the learning will not be disrupted or halted because of official policies or lack of approval. 


When getting ready to introduce the service-learning component to students, teachers must be as clear and coherent as possible. This means making the requirements known from the beginning of the class and putting it on the syllabus, and should ideally include a session with parents to explain the goals and requirements to overcome any hesitations and address any concerns, as well as prepare the students for what they may be doing and the potential responses from the recipients (Stukas et al., 1999, p. 13). If there is wide-spread concern about the hours required, the sites or the work that will be done, the teacher should make not ignore these and bulldoze ahead, but address the concerns and work with students, parents and sites to come up with viable alternatives. Along with these steps, Chapdelaine, Ruiz, Warchal & Wells (2005) advocate creating a code of ethics for all participants to sign. They provide one that teachers and students can build on, but designing an individual one for the class can give students ownership of the project and reinforce the expected behaviors and clarify what their role will be, and what the role of the teacher in the service-learning will be.

Depending on the project, the service may be performed out of school, or during class itself. The goal of the teacher should be for an integrated curriculum where the service and the learning in the classroom merge and intersect on a regular basis (Terry & Bohnenberger, 2007, p. 110). If the service is not addressed on a regular basis, it will lose validity and the students will have more difficulty connecting it to the material. The National Council for the Social Studies has published a guidebook for teachers on how to incorporate service-learning, including detailed assignments for the different disciplines and recommendations on how to discuss it in the classroom (Wade, 2000). Class activities where students are given the time to discuss and share what they are doing at their sites and how it connects to the learning, as well as any problems or issues they are having should be offered - either as a whole class or in smaller groups. This will allow students to “digest” what they are doing and seeing, as well as for their peers to make suggestions and make connections from site to site. Similar to this is the reflective journal or a similar activity (i.e. a class blog). These writings should not be simple recitations of what a student did at the site, but include their thoughts and reactions. These can be done privately and used by the student at the end of the project to assess their personal growth and serve as a record, or they can be public (to the teacher or the whole class) to open discussions on the issues being addressed.


How the service-learning connects to the curriculum must be throughly documented and reinforced to the students. Since the National Council for the Social Studies has two standards that so closely align with service-learning, this should not be too difficult - and there are a variety of resources available for social studies teachers looking for service-learning projects for their classes. Wade (2000) states that the most beneficial service-learning projects occur when course content, curriculum objectives, community needs, and student interests are all combined. Wade (2000) further goes on to advocate a “celebration” at the end of the project to allow students to demonstrate what they did and what they learned, as well as to showcase the recipients and show others the impact the students have had on a community. These could take the place of final papers/assignments and serve as the culminating activity. Prior to this, the community partners could be invited to speak to the class about what they do and what they would need done. 
Assessment


Assessing a service-learning project is not, or at the very least should not be, a one-time event. Assessment should be ongoing throughout the whole project if it is a long-term project - if it is a shorter project, assessment immediately afterwards can be complemented with assessments later that link back to what was experienced during the service throughout the class. There should be final/culminating assessments though, where students can reflect on their experiences and that the teacher can use to assist in the design and implementation of future projects. To be able to document a growth in student understanding a pre-assessment would be useful - not a test, but a response piece where students are asked what they know about the course content, about the site of service and any connections they see.


Reflection is one of the cornerstones of service-learning (Pritchard & Whitehead, 2004; Heffernan, 2001; Spring et al., 2008; Steinke et al., 2002; Wade, 2000). Reflective activities should be included in any service project to ensure that students get the maximum benefit - as a developing individual and academically. Stukas et al. (1999) found that the presence of reflection activities significantly enhanced student problem-solving abilities and amount learned. These can take the form of continuing reflective journals, with the students making entries after every time they serve or as more formally structured periodic papers and/or as a final culminating assessment. Since these are personal reflections, grading should not be done on how a student felt about the placement or what occurred, but on if they demonstrated deeper understanding in the reflection than they did initially. A rubric would be very beneficial and allow teachers to justify grades and to let students know exactly what the teacher is looking for and what will be expected. The on-going reflective journals do not need to be graded for anything other than completion - the intent is to get students thinking about their experiences honestly, not to have them write what they think the teacher wants to hear or what will get them a higher grade. The main intent of journals is to have the students document their experiences and reactions and to give them a record to look back on at the end of the project to assess their own learning. It would also be beneficial for the teacher to do on-going formal reflection activities as well; how do they feel about the project, how are the students responding, what problems have come up, does the teacher think the project is worth repeating? This part of being a reflective practitioner, and will be provide evidence for the teacher to refer to later in their career and allow them to assess personal progress.


Periodic updates on the service by the students in class would have the benefit of allowing students to formally share their experiences (in a more structured environment than the discussion groups mentioned above), as well as provide increased assessment opportunities for the teacher. A simple presentation or paper on what they are doing and what they are learning could also be combined into a newsletter or blog for parents and site mentors to see and to share with any other interested community members. Periodic updates from the site mentors (if applicable) would also be advantageous and allow the teacher to better understand what is happening at the sites and to assess if the student if doing appropriate and satisfactory service. 


Heffernan (2001) suggests that students work to disseminate information about their service and the organization or people they served as one method of assessment, along with creating portfolios and suggesting solutions to problems faced by those being served. All of these suggestions could be culminating activities that are built up over time (putting in reflection journal entries, any work they created at the site, pictures of their service, pictures of those being served, etc.) and could thus serve to document growth over time and be shown to the public in the celebration suggested by Wade (2000). These project ideas could also be utilized by the sites and those served - the students could design a brochure about the site to be printed and handed out to the public, or a portfolio documenting their work to leave at the center to be shown to future volunteers and recipients.


Self-assessment would also be a beneficial tool. Asking the students to answer the same questions they did on the pre-assessment, and then having them compare their responses and analyze the differences would allow them to deeply examine how the service-learning has impacted them on a level that the teacher could not achieve. It would also give the teacher a resource to use when designing future projects and reflecting on student experiences. 


How a teacher wants to assign grades to any of these assessments is individual, but however they decide to must be clearly laid out to students as any other grading standard. Putting a letter or number on a learning experience can be tricky, and the teacher must be able to do so in a fair and equitable way if they decide to assign a point value. Grading the service-learning component of the class on a pass/fail basis could work, as long as the teacher makes it clear that the students must earn the pass, and that if they are not dedicated and thorough and responsible in their work and service they will receive a failing grade for that portion of the class. 

Obstacles to Consider


While many educators are embracing service-learning, there are still many people who oppose it or object to the time and energy it requires of all participants. By considering the potential obstacles ahead of time, a teacher can be prepared to respond and react and not be deterred. Those who object may include students, parents, administrators and even other teachers all with different objections to be considered and responded to.


One of the first obstacles to consider is student schedules - a secondary student faces greater time restrictions than a college student and may not be able to serve for as many hours, or have a schedule that is compatible with the sites, or have transportation to get to the site. In these cases, alternative arrangements may be made (have the student do some independent work at home for the site or arrange a carpool or change them to a site within walking distance) and having a variety of placements would allow for changes to be made. A teacher should also be careful not to require too many hours, since they are only one of a number of classes the student has, and should not think that their class is more important than any other. Even at the sites that have been chosen, there is a possibility that the needs of those being served will not match the needs of the server, which could lead to problems and a less beneficial experience for all involved (Kapustka, 2002).


Administrators may be supportive of service-learning in theory, but have no knowledge of district policies or resources available for the teacher to use. In fact, Spring et al. (2008) found that only 28% of principals are aware of their district’s policy on service-learning. This leaves the burden of finding out these policies and resources (and potentially educating administrators about them) to the teacher. If there is no support for service-learning at the school, the teacher could try to form a collaboration of teachers and faculty that support its inception into the curriculum and the school environment - however this time and dedication is often not financially reimbursed (Spring et al., 2008). Parents may also have concerns regarding time and what the students will be doing, which is why Stukas et al. (1999) recommend clarifying both the teachers goals and any institutional goals and policies at the very beginning of the semester. For those worried that service will take away time from student learning or negatively impact student learning, Wade (2000) found that service done outside the classroom does not reduce student learning.

Conclusion


A social studies teacher (of any discipline) seeking to enrich their classroom and help students make real-world connections would greatly benefit from incorporating service-learning into their class. The myriad of benefits for students and those being served are impressive, and the academic benefits are even more so. Helping students of all backgrounds and ability levels make real world connections to class content while also helping the community is a challenging, but achievable goal. By thoughtfully planning out the service component of the class, as well making explicit course connections and having student reflect on their experiences teachers can provide a unique learning environment that will aid students in their school and personal lives. Despite the challenges and time and dedication required by the teacher to create an effective service-learning environment, it is a worthwhile and valuable activity for all those who are involved - the school, the students, the community and the teacher.
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