


CHAPTER 1 

COMMUNITY SERVICE AND 

SERVICE-LEARNING IN 

AMERICA: 

THE STATE OF THE ART1 

Ivor A. Pritchard 

INTRODUCTION 

Many American students participate in school-based service actJ.VItJ.es 
designed to benefit both the community and the students. Some of these 
activities are called community service; some are called service-learning. While 
some people use the terms interchangeably, others insist that the two are 
quite distinct. Researchers and practitioners are divided, both among 
themselves and between each other, about what is community service, what 
is service-learning, and whether there is any difference between them. 

What is the significance of the dispute about these labels? Is it merely a 
disagreement about words, definitions, and professional posturing? Or 
does it reflect important disagreements about good educational practice? 
Who is doing community service or service-learning? What are they doing? 
Why are educators supporting these activities? Where do these activities 
stand in relation to current standards-based reform? What options might 
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practitioners consider for improving the quality of their practice? How can 
research contribute to those efforts? 

Fortunately, recent national level research studies provide illuminating 
data about these questions. The data enable us to look at the magnitude of 
the issues, and to compare the issues raised in academic debates with the 
current state of practice in American education. And they also provide a 
starting point for the consideration of how the qualities of community ser
vice and service-learning activities may influence how well these activities 
fare in the current climate of standards-based education reform. Hope
fully, the exploration of these questions will draw attention to important 
use-inspired research issues in this area. 

THE SERVICE MOVEMENT 

The United States has a tradition of people organizing efforts to serve pub
lic interests. In his famous nineteenth century study of American society, 
de Tocqueville noted Americans' habit of forming voluntary associations to 
advance their own and the community's interests. DeTocqueville suggested 
that such associations were crucial to the vitality of American society, point
ing out that their activities served to shape the participants' recognition of 
the coincidence of personal and public interest, which he called "the prin
ciple of interest rightly understood" ( de Tocqueville, 1961). 

Many of these voluntary associations did what we might now call commu

nity service. The twentieth century saw many large-scale efforts to enlist 
young people in public service. In the 1930s, the California Conservation 
Corps was a New Deal effort to improve both the quality of the environment 
and the quality of the three million young men who did the improving (Jan
owitz, 1983). In later decades, the Peace Corps and VISTA programs simi
larly sought to benefit volunteers who were willing to work for the benefit of 
others in communities throughout the United States and abroad. Religious 
institutions and countless other youth and community organizations also 
sponsored and directed activities that were both personally rewarding to the 
young people doing them and beneficial to the public. 

In the last decade of the twentieth century, several national-scale initia
tives were launched that reflected renewed interest in service. The 1989 
Charlottesville Summit of the President and the Governors led to a set of 
National Education Goals including a goal directed toward Student 
Achievement and Citizenship. The goal included as an objective that 

All students will be involved in activities that promote and demonstrate good 
citizenship, community service, and personal responsibility. (U.S. Depart

ment of Education, 1990) 
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Other federal support for service activities has been reflected in policy 
initiatives including the National and Community Service Act of 1990, the Serve 
America Program and the National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993, 
and the Learn and Serve America Program. States and private sector organiza
tions have also demonstrated interest in supporting such activities. For 
example, in 1999 the W. K. Kellogg Foundation committed $13 million to 
Learning in Deed, a four-year initiative designed to increase support for ser
vice-learning in American schools.2 Many service activities receive outside 
sponsorship, but it is also true that a large majority of schools currently 
administer their community service or service-learning activities with their 
own resources. The 1999 National Student Service-Learning and Community 
Service Survey (S&CS) found that 84 percent of school administrators whose 
schools had community service or service-learning activities reported no 
outside funding to support their activities (Skinner & Chapman, 1999). 

With or without external support, K-12 school offerings in community 
service and service-learning are growing in popularity and now represent a 
sizable majority of school programs in the United States. According to the 
1999 S&CS Survey (which looked at public schools) and the 1998 Service 
Learning Survey (SLS) (which looked at private schools), 68 percent of all 
public schools and 88 percent of all private schools in the United States 
reported participation by at least some of their students in community ser
vice or service-learning (Genzer, 1998; Skinner & Chapman, 1999). The 
S&CS Survey showed that participation is progressively greater in the later 
grades. Among public schools, 55 percent of elementary schools, 77 per
cent of middle schools, and 83 percent of high schools reported student 
involvement in community service. 

The proportion of schools offering community service or service-learn
ing can also be compared to the proportion of students participating in 
these activities. The prevalence of participation by individual students in 
community service and service-learning is provided by parallel student
level data from the 1999 National Household Education Survey (NHES). This 
national survey found that student participation in community service 
activities has grown to include at least half of 6th through 12th grade pub
lic school students and that an even larger percentage of private school 
students participate. Furthermore, the NHES Survey found that half of the 
students who reported participating in community service participated in 
service-learning. 
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Table 1. Percentage of Students in Grades 6-12 Participating in  
Community Service and Service-Learning in U.S. Public and  

Private Schools (1999)3  

Student Participation in Cammunity 
Service as a Percentage of the Total 

Student Population 

Student Participation in Service
Leaming as a Percentage of Students 
Participating in Community Se:rvice 

Public Schools 50% 56% 

Private Schools 71% 66% 

Note: Private school figures calculated by combining church-related and not church-related 
figures. Figures for service-learning were calculated by Kleiner and Chapman on the basis of 
the number of students who reported that they had participated in a community service activ
ity within the last year, who reported having talked about their community service activity in 
class, kept a journal or wrote about the service activity, or received a grade based on the ser
vice activity. Source: Kleiner and Chapman (1999). 

Taken together, the data show widespread involvement at both · the 
school and student levels in community service, service-learning, or both. 
In some of the cited surveys respondents were allowed to self-identify their 
activities as 'community service' or 'service-learning,' while in other surveys 
the researchers defined or stipulated their own criteria for each of the two 
terms. Given that so many people have a stake in these activities, it is impor
tant to ask what kind of activities these labels actually refer to, and whether 
what people call community service differs from what they call service-learning 
in genuinely important ways. 

COMMUNITY SERVICE OR SERVICE-LEARNING: 

WHAT'S IN A NAME? 

Educators, researchers, and policymakers have carried out a protracted 
debate about the meaning and definition of community service and service
learning. Community service is used more widely than service-learning, both in 
the sense that more people are familiar with community service and in the 
sense that it is typically applied to a wider range of activities. Researchers 
often seek to define their terms carefully, because their work involves mak
ing claims about what the evidence shows about something, and the accu
racy of their statements depends on the exact meaning of their terms. 
Ultimately the decision about which term to use may be arbitrary, so long 
as the meaning is clear, but the public debate about these terms may also 
reveal other interests people have about how service opportunities should 
be experienced by students. The airing of various ideas about the meaning 
of service and the terms used to describe it may shape the development of 
both research and practice, in so far as researchers' and practitioners' con
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ceptions of what they are doing shapes the design of research projects and 
educational initiatives. By looking at how the two terms are contrasted with 
each other in some public discussions, and then looking at the data about 
current educational practices, a clearer picture may emerge of what people 
are thinking and doing about service. 

When seeking to distinguish the two terms, service-learning advocates 
frequently offer several reasons for resisting community service for describing 
what they support. First, they associate community service with an elitist 
notion of social obligation that implies the moral superiority of those per
forming the service. Second, service-learning proponents dislike community 

service because they associate it with the other end of the social spectrum, 
that is, the context of convicts whose sentence includes performing some 
task which benefits society but may well be personally embarrassing or dis
tasteful to the performer. Third, and perhaps most frequently, they associ
ate community service with purely altruistic or charitable activities in which 
the personal benefits of the service consist of a positive impact on the souls 
of those who perform the service, without their really /,earning anything sig
nificant in the process. From this perspective, community service may be 
right for counts, convicts, and converts, but it does not measure up to the 
requirements of service-learning. 

Service-/,eaming also has detractors. Some community service supporters 
complain that the general public does not recognize the term and see no 
reason to introduce it when a perfectly suitable and widely understood 
term already exists. Some people claim that educators who use service-/,eam

ing to describe what they do often have a particular ideological ax to grind, 
namely, service-/,eaming is considered to be the favored term of progressive 
reformers who want service activities to promote a partisan political view of 
how American society, social institutions, and citizens should be reformed. 
Finally, some people argue that advocates of service-/,eaming focus too 
heavily on promoting the development of students' cognitive thinking 
skills, giving relatively short shrift to both the development of students' 
moral dispositions and the realization of community benefit. 

Beside these differences, service-learning advocates typically propose a 
more rigorous and complex set of criteria for what constitutes genuine ser
vice-learning. There is no real dispute about the basic criterion of a service 
experience that is both personally meaningful and beneficial to the com
munity. Beyond this criterion, which is shared by everyone, service-learning 
advocates often distinguish service-learning from community service by 
calling for some or all of the following: 

• Clearly identified learning objectives;

• Student involvement in selecting or designing the service activity;

• A theoretical base;
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• Integration of the service experience with the academic curriculum; 
and 

• Opportunities for student reflection (Kraft, 1996).

Naturally, the more sophisticated criteria for service-learning make it a 
more attractive topic for academic conceptual analysis than the simpler 
topic of what counts as community service. 

What do the data show about how the two terms are used in practice? 
While authors in the current education literature may favor service-karning, 
the data show that practitioners more often refer to the activities they orga
nize as community service. In the S&CS survey of public school administra
tors, the researchers used a definition of service-learning that reflected the 
more rigorous criteria identified previously, and a definition of community 
service that did not involve such elements.3 Using these definitions, 64 per
cent of school officials reported student participation in community ser
vice, while 32 percent reported organizing service-learning (Skinner & 
Chapman, 1999).4 It is perhaps not surprising that the more rigorously
defined program occurs less frequently. 

In the SLS private school survey, where practitioners were asked to choose 
between the two terms without any definitions being offered, they rarely 
identified their activities as service-learning: 75 percent of them described 
their programs as community service, while only 9 percent called their pro
grams service-learning (Genzer, 1998). At the same, however, the survey 
respondents often reported that their community service activities possessed 
features that service-learning advocates reserve for service-learning: 

1. Curricular integration. At least 62 percent reported having a co
curricular component for their service activity, and 26 percent

reported that service was connected to academic classes. 
2. Student reflection. 35 percent reported student reflection when the 

service was linked to a nonacademic course, and 61 percent said
that there were opportunities for reflection after the service activity 
was completed. 

3. Student voice. 80 percent reported that students selected their 
projects, and 61 percent said that students designed service projects

(Genzer, 1998). 

In sum, the SLS data clearly suggest that private school officials often think 
of community service as a learning experience in which student reflection, 
a curricular component, and student voice are part of the activity. (And the 
previously cited data about student participation imply that most of the 
public and private school students found this to be part of their commu
nity service experience as well.) They do not think of these elements of ser
vice experience as exclusively characteristic of service-learning. Rather, 
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many students' service experiences fall somewhere between the two poles, 
containing some, but not all, of the elements put forward in the strict defi
nition of service-learning. 

REASONS TO SERVE: FEELING GOOD OR THINKING WELL 

Besides examining the structural features of community service and ser
vice-learning activities, it is also important to discover what students are 
doing in these activities and what purposes the activities are supposed to 
serve. The same set of national surveys also provide data about what kind of 
activities students in public schools pursue under the auspices of commu
nity service or service-learning programs and what the intended objectives 
of such activities are. In the NHES Survey of 1999, 6th through 12th grade 
students were asked whether they had participated in some form of com
munity service activity organized through their schools. A subsample of stu
dents who reported having participated in such activity was asked to 
describe what they had done, identifying up to three specific service activi
ties they had performed. Their answers were then classified into appropri
ate categories. Of the 43 categories of specific activities used in the survey 
analysis of the data, the following ten were reported most frequently: 

Table 2. Most Common Type of Community Service Activities as 
Reported by Students: National Household Education Survey of 1999 

Type of Service Activity Percent 

Teaching and tutoring 19.8 

Cleaning outdoor public areas 13.1 

Visiting and talking with individuals 11.5 

Preparing food, clothes, toys, etc. for distribution 10.5 

Administrative work 10.4 

Singing activities 7.7 

Indoor cleaning and housework 6.9 

Yard work 6.8 

Serving meals 6.5 

Distributing food, clothing, toys, etc. 6.4 

Source. U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National 
Household Education Survey: Washington, D.C., 1999. 

Similarly, in the SLS survey of private school practitioners, respondents 
were asked to identify the most common types of service activities their 
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schools sponsored. They chose from among 16 categories defined by the 
researchers ( eight categories of direct human service activities, and eight 
categories of indirect human service activities, with the option of identifying 
an activity as "other"). The following types of service activities were 
reported most frequently. 

Table 3. Prevalence of Service Adivities as Reported by Private 
School Praditioners (1998)  

Direct Human Service Activities Percent 

1. Visiting elders 71.4 

2. Working in homeless shelters 70.2 

3. Tutoring in public schools 58.4 

Indirect Human Service Activities 

l. Collecting food, clothing, etc. 65.5 

2. Environmental work 64.0 

3.Housing 49.9 

Soun;e: Genzer ( 1998). 

The data from these two sources suggest that the most common types of 
service experiences are fairly consistent across public and private schools. 
Tutoring, providing companionship, environmental work, and collecting 
and distributing food and other goods are the most common forms of ser
vice. The general pattern of popular activity corresponds to the simpler 
model of community service (i.e., of personally rewarding service that pro
vides a community benefit). Most of these activities do not necessarily 
match the image advanced by some proponents of service-learning (i.e., of 
activities that foster students' cognitive development and encourage insti
tutional or political reform). While teaching and tutoring generally involve 
students' academic skills, and singing is a fine arts skill, otherwise the activ
ities identified do not reflect a particular focus on intellectually challeng
ing activity. As for the popularity of an interest in social or political reform, 
in the SLS study, the researchers noted that "advocacy" and "political work" 
were the two types of projects least often reported. 

The data about types of service activities may be enriched by looking at 
the data about the educational objectives practitioners select for support
ing them. The S&CS survey data include information about the reasons 
public school administrators chose for supporting service-learning or com
munity service activities. Given a set of ten options, the surveyed adminis
trators selected the following as their top three reasons for supporting 
their school's service-learning or community service activity. Table 4 pre
sents these data.5 
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Table 4. Reasons for Encouraging Service-Learning or 
Community Service 

1. To reduce student involvement in risk behaviors 
(e.g., drug or alcohol use). 

2. To improve student achievement in core academic 

courses.* 

3. To improve student participation in and attitudes 
toward school. 

4. To increase career awareness and exposure among 
students.* 

5. To teach critical thinking and problem solving goals:· -19 

6. To improve student personal or social development.

7. To encourage student altruism or caring for others...

8. To meet real community needs or foster relationships u 
between the school and surrounding community.* 

9. To increase student knowledge and understanding of 
the community.* 

10. To help students become more active members of the 
community... 

Percent 

* p<.05 for service-learning administrators' vs. community service administrators' choice of
the given reason. 

** p<.05 for service-learning administrators' vs. community service administrators' choice of

the reason as one of their top three reasons

Note: Of public schools with community service or service-learning, percent indicating that 

various reasons for encouraging student involvement in community service or service-learn

ing were among the most important-Academic year 1998-1999. Data presented in this fig

ure are based upon the number of schools having community service or service-leaming-64 

and 32 percent, respectively. Percentages of schools citing reasons for encouraging student 

involvement in service-learning or community service do not sum to 100 percent because 

schools selected their three most important reasons. 

Standard errors in order of their appearance in the estimates are 1.4, 2.5, 1.0, 2.4, 2.0, 3.3, 
1.1, 2.9, 1.0, 2.6, 2.6, 3.0, 1.9, 3.7, 2.8, 3.9, 2.9, 4.1, 2.5, and 3.6, respectively.  

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Fast Response 

Survey System (FRSS), "National Student Service-Leaming and Community Service Survey,"  
FRSS 71, 1999.  

The data clearly show that the educators focus on the relationship 
between students and the community, for both community service and ser
vice-learning programs_ Three of the ten choices stress some aspect of the 



12 I.A. PRITCHARD

importance of the community as a reason for student involvement; namely, 
" To meet real community needs or foster relationships between the school and commu
nity, " "To increase student knowledge and understanding of the community, " and 
" To help students become more active members of the community. "These commu
nity-oriented reasons were three of the four most frequently chosen by 
both community service and service-learning administrators. "To encourage 
student altruism or caring for others"was the fourth objective most often cho
sen by survey respondents for both programs, followed by "To improve stu
dent personal or social development. "By comparison, relatively few community 
service or service-learning program administrators chose either of two 
more cognitively-oriented objectives that focused on developing students' 
critical thinking skills or academic achievement. 

There are also revealing differences between the community service 
administrators' selections and the service-learning administrators' selec
tions. Community service and service-learning administrators differed sig
nificantly in the frequency of their selection of particular objectives for 
seven of the ten objectives offered. (Only the objectives pertaining to per
sonal and social development, participation in and attitudes toward school, 
and involvement in risk behaviors did not differ significantly). Applying a 
more stringent statistical test to the differences between the two sets of 
selections, community service and service-learning administrators differed 
significantly in the frequency with which they chose an objective as one of 
their top three with respect to three of the ten objectives. Community ser
vice practitioners were more likely to choose "To help students become more 
active members of the community" and "To encourage student altruism or caring for 
others"while service-learning administrators were more likely to choose "To 
teach critical thinking and problem-solving skills. " Still, despite these differ
ences, the overall patterns of selections are fairly similar. 

The pattern of responses is consistent with the earlier description of the 
debate between community service and service-learning advocates. Both 
efforts share the desire for students to understand and provide benefits to 
the community. Community service practitioners appear to place more 
importance on helping students become more actively involved in the 
community and on reinforcing prosocial or moral dispositions. Service
learning practitioners support these objectives less frequently and place 
more importance on students' intellectual development, particularly their 
ability to solve practical problems. 

Set beside the data about the kind of service activities students are actually 
doing, the activities most students perform appear to be more naturally 
suited to the objectives especially favored by community service educators. 
Visiting the elderly and the homeless, tutoring, environmental work, and 
food drives are activities that would seem to provide opportunities for stu
dents to develop an appreciation for community involvement and a caring 
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attitude toward other people. These activities are not so inherently amenable 
to the usual service-learning agenda. Except for teaching and tutoring (and 
possibly singing), the reported activities do not necessarily involve an aca
demic challenge for students or require the mastery of academic content; 
even tutoring and singing do not necessarily involve critical thinking skills. 

This is not to say that these activities necessarily exclude intellectual 
challenges or opportunities to develop critical thinking skills. With a little 
imagination, one could certainly design activities in any of these categories 
to include problem solving and mastering certain academic content. For 
example, if students arranged the vocals and instrumentation of musical 
pieces in class and then performed them at the local senior center, this 
would produce harmony between a creative intellectual task and service to 
the community. The point is rather that practitioners bent on accomplish
ing the objectives more often associated with service-learning will have to 
be more deliberate about crafting students' field experiences to include 
suitable learning opportunities in order to advance their particular objec
tives, so long as the basic types of common activities remain the same. 

The selection of particular activities and educational objectives for 
either community service or service-learning cannot be justified by appeal 
to relevant research findings regarding effective practice . The existing 
research literature does not provide a clear picture of the most effective 
type(s) of service activity. Research studies have produced some encourag
ing findings for a variety of outcomes, but they have yet to establish what 
strong, consistent, and enduring effects on students there are for any par
ticular kind of community service or service-learning activity as compared 
to any other, or compared to education without service. Research evalua
tions have documented increased student awareness of the community 
through participation in community-related service activities and other 
positive attitudinal responses, but these data have not yet been reinforced 
by sound objective findings regarding enduring changes in students' 
knowledge, attitudes, or behavior caused by participation in community 
service or service-learning (Alt & Medrich, 1994; Anderson, 1998; Billig, 
2000; Conrad & Hedin, 1991; Kraft, 1996; Melchior, 1998). The existing 
data do not provide a clear, rational justification for preferring one kind of 
community service or service-learning objective to another. 

STANDARDS-BASED REFORM AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

While research currently provides little guidance to practitioners for the 
selection and design of particular service activities and objectives, prag
matic consideration of the context of educational practice in the United 
States offers some basis for evaluating what practitioners might do by way 
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of community service or service-learning activities. Taking into account 
what else is happening in the educational system may improve practitio
ners' judgments about the prospects for particular kinds of service 
projects. For the remainder of this chapter, community service-leamingwill be 
used as a generic term to refer to both community service and service
learning activities as currently practiced. The use of the term is not meant 
to be restricted to the enhancement of academic achievement as an educa
tional objective. While the term is somewhat awkward, community service
learning offers the advantages of apparent familiarity, neutrality between 
the two contested terms, and a suitably balanced emphasis on both com

munity benefit and educational objectives. 

The goals of community service-learning do not automatically coincide 
with those of the education system at large. Community service-learning 

supporters may have one set of goals in mind, while others are focused on 
something else. If people with no particular allegiance to community ser
vice-learning control the education system, institutional support for com
munity service-learning may be weak, sporadic or undermined because of 
other institutionalized commitments. At some point the context in which 
community service-learning initiatives are being implemented should be 
examined to gauge what kind of support may be available within the gen
eral educational environment. 

Systemic standards-based reform is the dominant approach to education 
reform in the United States today. According to this approach, explicit stu
dent learning objectives called content standards are developed as the goals 
of the education system. The various elements of the education system
teachers, curricula, resources, and assessments-are then shaped and 
aligned in such a way as to focus on reaching the standards. Various 
accountability mechanisms-high stakes tests, teacher incentives, school 
performance measures, etc.,-are then used to hold students, teachers, 
and school administrators accountable for how well they meet the content 

standards embedded in the system. The focus of educational practices on 
the standards, and the association of rewards and sanctions with meeting 
those standards, tend to direct the efforts of educators in the system. 

Standards-based reformers and policymakers are primarily interested in 
improving students' academic achievement, and the accountability mecha
nisms being implemented are generally intended to reward or sanction stu
dent, teacher and school performance on that basis. Standards identify 
knowledge and skills in the core subject areas that all students are expected 
to learn, and the system's resources are directed to help them meet those 
expectations. In most states students are required to take some form of 
standardized test at certain grade levels to determine whether they have 
reached the standards. Their performance on the tests has consequences 
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that may affect grade promotion, graduation, teacher evaluations, and 
receipt of school sanctions or rewards. 

Community service-learning represents a significant investment of time 
and energy by students and school staff. These investments may or may not 
coincide with the interests of standards-based education. For purposes of 
illustration, consider the common example of a community service-learn
ing project in which students test the condition of various local water 
sources and then develop and present a report of their findings. This 
example allows us to illustrate variations in the relationship between stan
dards-based education and community service-learning. Those variations 
imply different consequences for the viability of community service-learn
ing in the current education system. 

One possibility, particularly if community service-learning is deliberately 
integrated into the regular academic curriculum, is that the community 
service-learning activity has as its objective some part of the knowledge and 
skills included in the education system's content standards. The standards 
might call for students to be able to know and understand various features 
of water solubility and its movement through the environment, and for stu
dents to be able to analyze, organize, and present scientific information to 
various audiences. (Such objectives are in fact typical of relevant content 
standards in science and language arts in the United States today.) Such 
learning may also represent the explicit learning objectives of the illustra
tive community service-learning activity. 

In these circumstances, the issue then becomes whether the use of time 
and energy in community service-learning is more or less successful than 
the regular curricular approach used to enable students to meet the rele
vant standards. Student learning will presumably be reflected in student 
performance on the tests that are aligned with the standards. If the com
munity-service learning experience is indeed more educational, then the 
accountability mechanisms institutionalized in the system should serve to 
reinforce the preservation of the community service-learning experience. 
If not, the system will serve to discourage its continued use, and favor the 
conventional approach. 

Another possibility is that the learning objectives of the community ser
vice-learning activity differ substantially from those embedded in the exist
ing content standards and promoted by the regular curricular offerings. If 
the accountability mechanism is properly aligned with the existing content 
standards, then the system will not support community service-learning, 
and educators will be inclined to attend to the kinds of learning to which 
rewards and sanctions are attached instead. 

There are at least two types of learning objectives that are reasonable 
goals for community service-learning and that are seldom prominent in 
content standards currently in use in the United States. One type of learn
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ing objective emphasizes the practical application of knowledge and skills. 
For example, the illustrative community service-learning exercise's objec
tives might be to improve students' ability to use scientific equipment in 
the field, rather than in the laboratory, and to figure out an action plan for 
delivering water test findings to people in the community whose practical 
responses may improve the quality of water in the tested water sources. 
They represent learning objectives with a practical orientation. A second 
type of learning objective pertains to students' moral dispositions and 
understanding. The community service-learning exercise's objectives 
might be to increase students' sensitivity to the quality of the environment, 
to care more about how people's actions impact the environment and the 
lives of other people, and to develop a sense for what obligations they owe 
to each other, to the environment, and to future generations. These learn
ing objectives are oriented toward the moral. 

With respect to these two types of objectives, the practical and the 
moral, the success of a community service-learning exercise may go unde
tected by assessments aligned with the content standards of popular stan
dards-based education. In that event, if there are high stakes associated 
with student performance on those assessments, even a successful commu
nity service-learning exercise (in the sense of an exercise that effectively 
realizes its objectives) may go by the wayside because the system rewards 
the pursuit of a competing type of objective. 

The chances that activities which pursue such alternate objectives will be 
eliminated by systematic pressure are fairly high. Current standards-based 
education efforts are deliberately trying to set challenging standards for 
student academic performance, and the American academic curriculum is 
thought to include an excessive number of learning objectives (Marzano, 
Kendall, & Cicchinelli, 1999; Schmidt, McKnight, & Raizen, 1997). Educa
tors have expressed concern about which activities may be sacrificed in the 
interest of devoting adequate student time to meeting core content stan
dards, and in some school systems, time previously devoted to physical edu
cation or the arts has been curtailed. Community service-learning exercises 
frequently require significant amounts of time, and so the pressure to drop 
them is real, especially if they are viewed as pursuing objectives unrelated 
to the existing accountability mechanisms. 

Faced with this predicament, community service-learning practitioners 
have at least three options. The first is to deliberately design community 
service-learning activities that coincide with the objectives of the standards
based education efforts in the local system. This limits what kinds of exer
cises they can initiate, but it takes advantage of reinforcement from the 
institutionalized incentives of the education system. Practitioners can 
argue that their initiatives contribute positively to the accomplishment of 
the same objectives as those of the standards-based reformers. 
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The second option is to develop community service-learning activities 
even though their objectives do not coincide with the objectives embedded 
in the standards-based education system. In order to do this successfully, 
supporters must provide convincing arguments that the objectives they 
seek possess an educational importance that is independent of, yet equal in 
value to, the learning objectives of the standards-based reform that is sup
ported by the system's accountability mechanisms. In that case, community 
service-learning will have to find alternative mechanisms of support. 

The third option is to develop community service-learning activities 
whose educational objectives do not coincide with the objectives of the cur
rent standards-based system and seek to revise the system's standards to 
reflect the objectives of the community service-learning activities. The 
advantages of this option are that the choice of objectives is not limited to 
those already contained in the current standards, and the system is revised 
to support community service-learning. In order to accomplish this, how
ever, the practitioners would have to successfully bring about a revision of 
the system's standards and associated accountability mechanisms. 

TAKING A PAGE FROM THE BOOK OF 

STANDARDS-BASED REFORM 

Whatever option community service-learning practitioners choose for the 
development of educational experiences for students, those practitioners 
have something to learn from the general model of standards-based educa
tion reform, namely, the importance of alignment. Whether or not one 
embraces the emphasis on academic achievement in current standards
based reform, this reform strategy teaches a valuable lesson about aligning 
the various elements of educational interventions with their intended 
objectives. Educational strategies are more likely to prove effective if the 
teaching strategy, curriculum, learning opportunities, and assessment of an 
educational approach are all congruent with a standard that identifies what 
students are meant to accomplish. And accountability mechanisms provide 
systematic incentives to encourage people to ensure that those elements 
are and remain aligned with each other. 

Community service-learning activities are not always constructed so 
coherently. Community service-learning activities are composed of several 
parts which are sometimes implemented independently of one another. 
Practitioners can and sometimes do invent objectives, field experiences, 
curricular components, reflective opportunities, and evaluation instru
ments without sufficient regard for whether each part of the activity is well 
suited to the others. For instance, if the field activity is providing compan
ionship to the elderly, the classroom curriculum is focusing on ethical 
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dilemmas, and the assessment instrument is testing student understanding 
of health education over the life span, then students are doing one thing, 
thinking about something else, and being tested for something unrelated 
to either one. Such efforts are unlikely to demonstrate success consistently. 

Whether they embrace the established system of standards-based reform 
or not, community service-learning practitioners could strengthen their 
efforts by integrating the basic orientation of standards-based reform into 
their own initiatives. What are the students supposed to learn? What field 
experience will give them a chance to learn it? What classroom lessons 
focus on the content of the field experience? What kind of reflective activ
ity suits the intended learning goal? What assessment technique permits 
students to demonstrate what they've learned? To improve community ser
vice-learning, all of these questions are better asked and answered together. 

RESEARCH THAT SERVES A PURPOSE 

Based on this discussion, research data about community service-learning 
would be especially useful in three areas: 

National Data. Despite their limitations, the survey data from the three 
surveys presented in this chapter provide a useful picture of the state of the 
art in community service-learning in the United States. They provide a gen
eral picture of how much community service-learning is taking place, what 
elements are included in them, what kinds of service experiences students 
are performing, why school officials support them, and other interesting 
features. Continued national data collections about community service
learning activities would enable us to see whether this movement continues 
to grow or not, and what sorts of changes it undergoes. Since the recent 
data collections drew their responses from students and school administra
tors, a national survey of teachers' views about their community service
learning experiences would be especially instructive. Data about teachers' 
perspectives on the purposes, practices, and problems of community ser
vice-learning could be quite informative. 

Evaluation Data. The argument for community service-learning could 
be strengthened by research data demonstrating the effectiveness of com
munity service-learning in achieving specific outcomes. The current 
emphasis on accountability in education policy means that institutional 
support for community service-learning is more likely to occur when edu
cators can show that a particular approach achieves results. Community 
service-learning takes time and effort and resources, and in the long run 
practitioners are more likely to have access to all three if they can offer evi
dence to the skeptics that what they are doing really works. Research data 
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about effectiveness in achieving particular objectives would also help to 
guide practitioners' choices about the design of community service-learn
ing activities. Currently, community service-learning is thought to be a 
means of achieving a wide variety of educational objectives. If research 
were to show that community service-learning is actually more effective at 
achieving some objectives than others that is information practitioners 
could use. 

Contextual Data. This chapter has suggested that the relationship 
between community service-learning activities and standards-based reform 
is both variable and crucial to the continued survival of community service
learning activities. An argument has been offered, but no data have been 
presented to support its conclusions. Do community service-learning activi
ties that promise results that have a bearing on the accountability mecha
nisms in the education system receive more support than those making no 
such promises? Or does community service-learning engender support 
from other quarters that is impervious to the pressures of standards-based 
reforms and accountability mechanisms, such that it flourishes on its own? 
Researchers, practitioners, and policymakers would all like to know. 
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NOTES 

1. This chapter is intended to promote the exchange of ideas among research
ers and policymakers. The views expressed in it are part of ongoing research and 
analysis and do not necessarily reflect the position of the U. S. Department of Edu
cation. Your comments are welcome and can be addressed to Ivor Pritchard, OERI, 
555 New Jersey Avenue, NW, Washington, D.C. 20208-5573, United States of Amer
ica, or to Ivor.Pritchard@ed.gov. 

2. http:/ /www.learningindeed.org
3. The two definitions were as follows:

Community Service. For the purposes of this survey, student community 

service is defined as community service activities that are non-curriculum

based and are recognized by and/ or arranged through the school. The com
munity service:

• May be mandatory or voluntary;
• Generally does not include explicit learning objectives or organized 

reflection or critical analysis activities; and 
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• May include activities that take place off of school grounds or may hap
1 pen primarily within the school.

Service-Learning. For the purposes of this survey, service-learning is 
defined as curriculum-based community service that integrates classroom 
instruction with community service activities. The service must: 

• Be organized in relation to an academic course or curriculum;
• Have clearly stated learning objectives;

• Address real community needs in a sustained manner over a period of 
time; and

• Assist students in drawing lessons from the service through regularly 
scheduled, organized reflection or critical analysis activities, such as 

classroom discussions, presentations, or directed writing. 

4. Four percent of the respondents reported having service-learning but not
community service at their schools, which explains the earlier cited figure of 68 
percent of schools having community service or service learning. 
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