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I. Introduction 

 
Service learning is a form of experiential learning designed to engage students, faculty and community partners in a 

mutually beneficial experience. Specifically, it “is a credit-bearing, educational experience in which students participate in an 
organized service activity that meets identified community needs and reflects on the service activity in such a way as to gain 
further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of civic 
responsibility.”1 It is a form of experiential education that engages students in structured activities aimed to address 
community needs, while intentionally promoting student learning and development.2 Other forms of experiential learning 
exercises, such as internships and clinicals, focus on developing a student's professional skills, but service-learning activities 
also emphasize the lessons of civic responsibility.3  Service learning is distinguishable from volunteerism as well. While 
student groups may volunteer time to perform activities, which beneficially address community needs, service learning 
activities are “intended to enhance the learning of course content while it also teaches citizenship skills and brings benefits to 
the community.”4 This paper will discuss service learning as a pedagogical approach that is designed to serve the dual 
purposes of teaching and learning while fostering a life-long commitment to social responsibility. It will also examine 
opportunities that exist within the discipline of business law for a synergistic educational experience between students, 
faculty, the university, and the local community in which these partners reside. 
 

II. Background  
 

The term service learning was coined in 1967,5 although its pedagogical roots can be traced to John Dewey, a 
philosopher and educator of the early twentieth century.6 Favoring an experiential learning approach to education, Dewey 
emphasized civic participation, social commitment and a holistic consideration of the role of education as a tool for 
improving the welfare of society.7 His philosophy is like that of Benjamin Franklin, who viewed the university’s mission as 
being to foster public service through the teaching of democratic principles, and to advance the social order by teaching 
students the application of useful knowledge.8    

Today service learning is becoming a powerful force in undergraduate education.9 Campus Compact, a national 
coalition of more than 950 college and university presidents dedicated to promoting service-learning in higher education, 
recently reported a three-fold increase in just four years in the number of full-time faculty teaching service-learning courses, 
from fourteen per campus in 2000 to forty per campus in 2004.10 Furthermore, according to a 2001 survey conducted by 
Campus Compact, 44% of the 327 responding universities had a service-learning center.11 Trends which have given rise to 
service learning include the growth of organizations such as Campus Compact and Campus Opportunity Outreach League 
(“COOL”), which emerged in response to criticism that institutions of higher education were insensitive to public or 
community concerns, that undergraduate education was irrelevant, and that there was a need to create meaningful educational 
experiences; this trend also was supported by faculty, who view service learning as an innovative pedagogical strategy.12 
Most recently, service learning has become a facet of the mantra of engagement, a term describing how the university 
advances its missions, including its scholarly mission, in service to the community through a mutually beneficial knowledge-
based relationship.13

Not only in colleges, but also throughout the country, increasing numbers of persons are volunteering their time. A 
1999 survey suggests that the estimated proportion of American adults volunteering rose to fifty-six percent, up seven 
percentage points from the 1996 estimate, and this trend is expected to continue.14  Evidence also indicates that volunteers 
provide services equivalent to that of eight million full-time workers.15 Further, research suggests that civic involvement by 
today's youth in political activities is significantly less than in activities that focus on the community more broadly; for 
example, forty-nine percent of young adults saw volunteering in community activities as important in 2002, but just twelve 
percent saw getting involved in politics or government as being important.16  

The establishment of the National Service Corps under President Clinton’s Administration further evidences the 
growing importance of this type of civic service.17 The National Service Corps or AmeriCorps,18 is a network of national 
service programs designed to provide assistance in the areas of education, public safety, health, and the environment, and not 
to support political agendas. The enabling legislation for AmeriCorps draws “a sharp distinction” between service to the 
community and political activism.19 The National and Community Service Trust Act of 199320 established the Corporation 
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for National and Community Service, and placed all domestic community service programs under one central organization. 
This Act complemented the 1990 National Service Act21 and established AmeriCorps.  

The National Service Corps legislation also supports volunteerism and service learning in institutions of higher 
education by providing federal funds to encourage integration of service learning in higher education. The community service 
legislation as amended,22 defines service learning as a method under which under which “students or participants learn and 
develop through active participation in thoughtfully organized service that is conducted in and meets the needs of a 
community; is coordinated with an elementary school, secondary school, institution of higher education, or community 
service program, and with the community; and helps foster civic responsibility; and that is integrated into and enhances the 
academic curriculum of the students, or the educational components of the community service program in which the 
participants are enrolled; and provides structured time for the students or participants to reflect on the service experience.”23 
While numerous definitions exist for service learning, as well as practical examples, the pedagogical concept uniformly is 
characterized by its emphasis on the reciprocal nature of the endeavor, its requirement for critical reflection by students, and 
the importance of extracting knowledge from the provision of service.24

 
III. Benefits to Constituents  

 
Advocates for service learning claim the experience produces positive results for its participants, including primarily 

community partners, students, faculty, the university, and society in general,25 which are summarized in brief in Exhibit 1.  
First, depending upon the subject matter, students can benefit from an experiential approach to learning. It is a form of active 
learning which links theory to practice, thus enhancing the educational process while creating a link between public work and 
private benefit.26 Supporters claim that service learning enhances understanding from an academic perspective, while helping 
students to develop an inquiring mind, and to connect thought and feeling as they consider what is important to them.27 They 
also assert that the experience can enhance leadership development in students, as well as to cultivate democratic 
participation and civic responsibility.28 Service-learning impacts civic engagement in a positive manner by achieving the goal 
of educating young people about their responsibilities in a democratic society and allowing them to think about their role in 
their community.29 Moreover, one study of students who participated in community service reports that the experience led to 
self-exploration and identity clarification, afforded students an opportunity to better understand others in the community, 
dispelled generalizations and stereotypes, and opened a discussion about the social good and economic inequities.30 Students 
participating even in a small-scale, very short-term service learning experience reported an increased sense of the 
meaningfulness of college, and an increased likelihood of choosing a service-related occupation when compared to 
nonparticipating counterparts.31  

Furthermore, from an educational perspective, to the extent that these experiences involve problem solving, such as 
computer science students reconfiguring discarded computers into functional equipment for a local school, students are 
engaging in higher order critical thinking skills, such as analysis, synthesis and evaluation.32  This form of experiential 
learning is a “bottom-up” method “in which inductive reasoning is used to formulate general principles from direct personal 
experiences,” in contrast to the “abstractness of much classroom instruction.”33 As such, the experience has a propensity to 
motivate lasting learning.34 In short, service learning empowers students by providing a hands-on experience, which connects 
academic course content to the real world, through meaningful involvement with the local community and interaction with 
community members. Such an experience can lead to a greater awareness of career goals and opportunities, as well as 
increased self-confidence and a sense of professional competency. 

From a more practical standpoint, service learning endeavors can enhance a student’s resume by giving them actual 
experience, which otherwise is difficult to achieve prior to graduation. Further, as many businesses are encouraging employee 
volunterism and recognize that volunteerism can be a part of business strategy by building social capital,35 students who 
participate in such activities are valued as new recruits. There are also scholarships available to students, who participate in 
these endeavors, such as those that are available through AmeriCorps. For example, NC-ACTS!, the North Carolina program 
of AmeriCorps, offers education awards in exchange for community service; students may receive a monetary award that can 
be applied to school loans or to finance undergraduate education, graduate school, or vocational training.36 Additionally, 
students may benefit from networking opportunities presented by conferences, which are available to students engaged in 
service learning, at which they may also present papers and participate in workshops.37  Moreover, studies conducted by the 
Higher Education Research Institute established that students who chose to participate in service learning projects were more 
likely to see their grade point averages increase, and were less likely to lower their expectations about pursuing an advanced 
degree over the course of their college careers, than students who did not participate.38

Of course benefits from such a service learning experience accrue not only to the students, but also to their 
community partner.39 A study of an adventure based-educational program, in which college students partnered with 
community middle school students, concluded that community service learning has a positive effect on both the provider and 
the recipient.40 Tangible benefits may accrue to the community partners, such as when construction management students 
assist in the development of a Habitat for Humanity project or students conduct an accounting audit for a community non-
profit.41 In this author’s university, more than thirty percent of students participate in co-curricular volunteer work and 
course-based service learning, averaging three hours of service a week, which translates into $1,684.80 per student in service 



during the academic year, or approximately $4.2 million worth of volunteer work each year.42 In addition to such tangible 
benefits, intangible benefits may accrue as well to the community and community partner. For example, service learning 
projects provide opportunities to the community partners to participate in the educational process, foster a greater 
understanding of teaching and learning by the partner, and strengthen the relationship between the university and the 
community. To assure a successful end-product, however, the community partner should be actively involved in defining the 
need that the service learning project is designed to satisfy, as well as in crafting the project.43

The university as a whole benefits from this partnership as well. The commitment to community service 
complements the university’s mission of teaching and learning, while enhancing the university’s image in the community as 
being an engaged partner in meeting needs. Service learning programs also can renew the civic mission of the university, 
particularly since the university’s role in assuring participatory democracy and providing citizenship training has changed 
dramatically in the last few decades.44 Moreover, because students are attracted to practical, relevant learning experiences, 
fostering service learning can have a positive impact on student recruitment and retention.45 Because service learning 
develops meaningful connections between students, faculty and the community, it encourages diversity, which is linked to 
retention as well.46 Finally, community partnerships also can provide access to community resources, which might otherwise 
be unavailable.  
   

 
 

EXHIBIT 1 
 

 Benefits to students: 
 

 Increases involvement with learning experience 
 Reinforces critical thinking skills 
 Augments resume 
 Provides scholarship opportunities 

 
 Benefits to community partner 

 
 Supplies needed assistance  
 Presents opportunity to partner in educational process 
 Generates networking opportunities 

  
 Benefits to university 

 
 Enhances visibility and image 
 Renews civic mission 
 Yields positive impact on recruitment and retention 

 
 Benefits to faculty 

 
 Produces positive teaching and learning outcomes 
 Presents additional research and publication opportunities 

Finally, faculty members benefit from becoming engaged in service-learning activities in several ways. Faculty 
members at this author’s university report that students in service-learning classes become more involved in the class, 
participate more in class discussions, develop a better understanding of course material, and become more interested in 
community issues.47  They also assert that service learning provides an innovative way to test and implement knowledge 
from textbooks, creates better relationships with students because of the greater emphasis on student-centered teaching, and 
opens the door to provocative discussions of current events, citizenship, and the application of knowledge.48  

In addition to rejuvenating teaching and learning, service learning benefits faculty by providing avenues for research 
and scholarly activities. One form of scholarship, to which service learning is applicable, is problem-based research. This 
type of research method utilizes students, who are guided by a faculty scholar, to solve real problems in the community by 
researching the issue, applying theoretical knowledge to the issue, and producing solutions in an effort to enhance the quality 
of life in local communities.49 Such a collaborative community-based research model, in which faculty and students identify 



a problem, gather data, analyze, and then utilize the results, allows the university to become a partner in addressing societal 
problems.50 In addition to providing faculty members with research and publication opportunities, this type of scholarly 
activity helps to recognize institutional responsibility for producing publicly useable knowledge.51 For example, in one 
service learning research project, a faculty member of the State University of New York at Syracuse gathered findings on the 
geomorphological characterization of a healthy stream in the Onondaga Creek watershed, the flood impacts of storm sewer 
separation, and channel stability with concrete removal, which resulted in publishable academic research with practical 
benefits for the community.52  

The scholarship of teaching and learning presents additional opportunities for research in service learning. For 
example, faculty engaged in pedagogical research may examine empirically the effect of participation in a project on learning 
and attitude changes as compared to non-participants,53 or author pedagogical case studies.54 Additionally, service learning 
as a discipline sports a rich scholarship.55 For example, in addition to discipline specific research in service learning, the 
scholarship of service learning includes, for example, research on factors that motivate faculty to participate in service 
learning projects56 and how to implement a successful program.57 In conjunction with this body of knowledge, a variety of 
conferences are offered each year that allow faculty the opportunity to share their scholarship and to network with other 
interested professionals. Exhibit 2 represents a partial list of publications that publish articles relating to service learning, and 
includes a sampling of conferences that focus on service learning topics.  

 

 
 

EXHIBIT 2 
 

Service Learning Related Publications 
• Academic Exchange Quarterly (AEQ) (annual issue) 
• Community Works Journal 
• The Generator: Journal of Service-Learning and Service Leadership 
• Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement 
• International Journal for Service Learning in Engineering 
• Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning 
• International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 
• Florida Journal of Service-Learning 

 
Service Learning Related Conferences 

• CASTL Colloquium 
• Annual International Conference on Service-Learning Research 
• National Service Learning Conference 
• Annual Michigan Institute on Service-Learning 
• Annual International K-H Conference on Service Learning Research 
• International Conference on Civic Education: Research and Practice 
• Continuums of Service Conference 
• Annual Outreach Scholarship Conference 
• Higher Education and Community Engagement (UK) 
• WCU Service Learning Symposium 
 

IV. Best Practices for Implementation  
 

Given these research opportunities, it is no surprise that there is a substantial body of knowledge concerning best 
practices that is available to assist faculty in designing and implementing service learning projects. The National Society for 
Experiential Education identifies eight Principles of Good Practice for All Experiential Learning Activities, recognizing that 
in experiential learning activities, both the experience and the learning are fundamental.58 These principles are 1) Intention, 
meaning that all parties must be clear from the outset why experience is the chosen approach to learning; 2) Preparedness 
and Planning, suggesting that there be a sufficient foundation to support a successful experience; 3) Authenticity, recognizing 
the need for the experience to have a meaningful real world context in reference to an applied setting or situation; 4) 
Reflection, representing the element that transforms simple experience to a learning experience with measurable outcomes; 5) 



Orientation and Training, preparing participants with important background information about each other and about the 
setting for the project; 6) Monitoring and Continuous Improvement, ensuring a feedback loop related to learning intentions 
and quality objectives for evaluation; 7) Assessment and Evaluation, documenting outcomes as a means to develop and refine 
the specific learning goals and quality objectives, and 8) Acknowledgment, celebrating the successful completion of the 
learning experience.  

Campus Compact proposes a four-prong questionnaire to guide faculty in organizing and structuring a service 
learning project in a course:59 1) Engagement, does the service component meet a public need and have campus-community 
boundaries been negotiated and how will they be crossed? 2) Reflection, is there a mechanism that encourages students to 
link their service experience to course content and to reflect upon why the service is important? 3) Reciprocity, is reciprocity 
evident, meaning that every individual, organization, and entity involved in the service-learning functions as both a teacher 
and a learner? and 4) Public Dissemination, is service work presented to the public or made an opportunity for the 
community to enter into a public dialogue? The National Youth Leadership Council describes service learning as a cycle, 
where each step in the transformational process is rich with learning and growth opportunities, and leads to the next.60 It 
suggests discussing three simple questions with participants in order to facilitate an understanding of what has been 
accomplished: 1) What has happened? 2) What's the importance of all this? and  3) What should we do next?61

Another author suggests ten general principles of good practice in the university setting.62 First, academic credit 
should be given for learning, not for service; in other words, because service learning projects are only vehicles for learning, 
academic credit should not be awarded for doing service, nor should it be based upon the quality of the service, but rather for 
the student’s demonstration of academic and civic learning.63 Second, academic rigor must not be compromised, as service 
learning students should master academic material while learning from community experiences, thus satisfying both 
academic and civic learning objectives.64 Third, establishing and prioritizing very explicit learning objectives is critical.65 
Fourth, establishing criteria for the selection of service placements is equally critical in order to meet those learning 
objectives.66 Fifth, educationally sound learning strategies must be employed that are designed to promote critical reflection, 
analysis, and the application of service experiences; therefore, activities such as classroom discussions, presentations, 
journals and paper assignments, which support the analysis of service experiences in the context of the course, are suggested 
strategies.67 Sixth, students must be prepared to learn from the experience through faculty instruction concerning, for 
example, participant-observer skills and sample assignments, particularly since this type of experience and its commensurate 
requirements may be new to the student.68 Seventh, the distinction between the students’ community learning role and their 
classroom learning role should be minimized, even though classrooms and communities are very different learning 
contexts.69 The classroom is normally a more passive learning atmosphere in contrast to the community setting, which is 
typically geared toward more active learning; therefore, as an eighth principle, instructors should encourage active learning in 
the classroom for consistency and to capitalize on student participation by utilizing mixed pedagogical methods that include 
learning facilitation and guidance.70 As a ninth guiding principle, faculty should be prepared for some loss of control with 
student learning outcomes, as well as greater heterogeneity in discussions and assignments, coupled with less predictability.71 
Finally, it is advisable to maximize the community responsibility orientation of the course by employing learning strategies 
that will complement and reinforce the civic lessons from the community experience.72  

Adherence to best practices helps to insure a gratifying coalescence of three separate experiences: relevant and 
meaningful community service, enhanced academic learning and purposeful civic learning, the components of service 
learning, which together form a powerful educational tool.73  It is also crucial to exercise care in the selection of a project and 
a community partner, and in structuring the partnership. Some suggestions for building such a partnership include selecting a 
small project initially, setting attainable goals for the partnership, establishing roles for reciprocal cooperation characterized 
by mutual trust, maintaining open communication for the exchange of information and ideas, combining an appropriate mix 
of structure and flexibility in the relationship, conducting continuous assessment for improving the process, striving to 
understand the culture of all participants, knowing community issues and celebrating achievements.74 In essence, though, 
there are three areas of critical importance in designing a service learning project once a relevant experience and a willing 
community partner have been identified: crafting the syllabus, designing the reflective exercise, and providing for 
assessment. 

  
A. The Syllabus 

 
The syllabus should provide a justification for including a service learning project within the context of the course, 

as well as describe the nature of the service activity, the integration of the service with the academic goals, and the evaluation 
methods for the service component.75  To this end, it should 1) clarify that the project is not extra work, but an integral part of 
the course, 2) distinguish service learning from volunteer service, 3) identify the service activity and learning objectives, 4) 
explain how the service will help meet course goals, 5) detail the activities and assignments that will be used to link the 
service with course content, such as journals, papers, and presentations, and 6) explain how the service will be evaluated and 
weighted.76  

The syllabus should stress that the service activity is an academic component of the course and will be evaluated as 
such; in other words, although students are expected to deliver quality, dependable service, they will be graded on the 



demonstrated learning that occurs, not on the service itself.77 In order to insure legitimacy, then, the learning objectives for 
the course should be capable of being met by using this pedagogical approach. It is the achievement of legitimate learning 
objectives that distinguishes service learning from volunteering. If appropriate to the course, civic responsibility goals and 
objectives could be relevant in such an experiential context. Exhibit 3 provides some samples of course objectives, and is by 
no means exhaustive. Some of those listed may apply to the service learning experience in a specific course, and others may 
not apply. However, the development of course-specific goals may be inspired by these examples.78  

   

 
 

EXHBIT 3 
 

Example Goals and Objectives for Service Learning Project 
• Practice principles learned in course work 
• Engage in active learning by applying principles to real problems 
• Connect theory to practice  
• Engage community in mutually beneficial knowledge-based relationship 
• Promote skills and knowledge needed for leadership 
• Incorporate experiential learning project into course work 
• Establish synergistic relationship with community partner 
• Research and address real-world problem 
• Provide relevant field experience 
• Enhance job skills and personal responsibility 
• Familiarize students with business issues  
• Assist community nonprofit service providers 
• Integrate active learning experience into substantive course work 
• Prepare students to assume meaningful roles in business  
• Connect substantive course work to actual experiences 
• Encourage self-reflection about academic principles in context 
• Improve problem-solving skills 
• Provide micro-enterprise laboratory experience 
• Develop habit of reflective self-evaluation practice 
• Integrate research and practice 
• Enhance reflective judgment practices

B. Relevant Assignments 
 
It is important for students to be afforded an opportunity to process what knowledge has been gleaned through the 

service-learning project. Critical to this integration of learning is a process known as reflection, which prompts students to 
consider thoughtfully the significance of their experiences. The term structured reflection refers to “a thoughtfully 
constructed process that challenges and guides students in (1) examining critical issues related to their service-learning 
project, (2) connecting the service experience to coursework, (3) enhancing the development of civic skills and values, and 
(4) assisting students in finding personal relevance in the work.”79 The educational goal of encouraging reflective judgment 
is well recognized, and not unique to experiential learning. Reflective judgment recognizes that people have epistemic 
assumptions, which affect the practice and outcomes of engaging in critical thinking.80 It encourages students to consider 
their reactions to the experience and how the experience has impacted their beliefs, values, and potentially their future 
behavior.  

There are several types of assignments that afford students an opportunity to reflect on their experiences; 
nevertheless, care should be taken in structuring this aspect of the project. The “Four Cs of Reflection” provide that reflection 
activities or efforts should be: 1) continuous, that is, undertaken throughout the service-learning course, rather than 
intermittently, episodically, or irregularly; 2) connected, meaning structured and directly related to the learning objectives; 3) 
challenging, that is, setting high expectations, demanding a high quality of student effort, and designed to facilitate instructor 
feedback so as to stimulate further student learning; and 4) contextualized, that is, including activities appropriate to the 
particular course, which are commensurate with, and  complementary to, the level and type of other course learning 
activities.81  



One activity in particular is conducive to encouraging reflection in service learning projects, and that is the use of 
journaling. A worthy pedagogical tool, the journal provides opportunities for introspection, interpretation, and precipitates the 
acceptance of responsibility by students for their own learning.82 Various types of journals have been used as educational 
tools for over two thousand years as a staple of rhetorical education, from the Greeks until the early nineteenth century by 
educators and philosophers such as Aristotle, Francis Bacon, and John Milton.83 Journal writing is recognized for its ability 
to enhance learning because it takes advantage of the connection between writing and learning, actively encourages the writer 
to analyze experiences, and facilitates a habit of lifelong learning through reflection.84 Furthermore, such an introspective 
writing assignment permits the connection of knowledge and work with personal subjectivity, or one’s sense of self, in an 
effort to validate the subjective experience and give it a place in professional life.85  In one introduction to law class, in which 
students were asked to write journals in lieu of a traditional take-home examination, the professor reported that “[S]tudents 
found journal writing a tool for reflection, a method for reclaiming insight into an environment in which some part of the self 
is lost, forgotten, and masked.”86  

Students may write journal entries either individually, in teams, or electronically (blog). The journal may be shared 
solely with the professor, or disseminated more widely through in-class discussions or electronic chat rooms so that students 
may share their experiences with other participants or classmates. Questions for consideration when writing may include, for 
example, 1) What new information have you learned? (2) How do you feel about your experience? 3) What is your most 
memorable experience to date? 4) What changes, if any, would you make to any existing laws, policies, or regulations?87 
Other questions might include 1) How does this experience relate to your classroom studies?  2) Is this experience changing 
your perceptions or attitudes about people, the community or societal issues? and 3) What are you learning about your 
personal values, philosophy of life, notions of social justice and vocational choice through this experience?88

There are several other activities that can satisfy this aspect of the learning process as well. For example, students 
may develop case studies individually or in groups, organize a portfolio of accomplishments and challenges, make a 
presentation to the class and/or community partner, conduct interviews with their colleagues or community partner, or write a 
paper about the nature of their experience, which includes research conclusions and policy recommendations.89 Additionally, 
students may be asked to provide a written self-evaluation of their experience, and guest speakers may be invited to enlighten 
students on their particular topic, in an effort to enrich the reflective process.90  Exhibit 4 provides some samples of course 
assignments designed to encourage reflective judgment. Again, the list is not exhaustive, but provides some examples by 
which the instructor can evaluate the success of the learning experience. 
 

   



 
 

EXHBIT 4 
 

Sample Assignments for Evaluating Experience through Reflection 
 

• Require students to maintain a journal (or blog) in which they chronicle their 
experiences and their reactions, as well as the reactions of other participants 

 
• Require students to write a reflection paper in which they analyze the 

effectiveness of their involvement and the application of the principles 
learned from the course 

 
• Provide class time for group sharing and reflection on experiences/lessons 

learned/epiphanies  
 

• Maintain and monitor participation in a chat room in which students share 
their experiences and discuss issues  

 
• Require students to make an individual or group presentation to the class or 

community partner that explains and examines their experience 
 

• Have students provide a report to the community partner and to the instructor 
 

• Ask students to write a newspaper article explaining in brief their project and 
its goals, and then try to get it published  

C. Assessment 
 

Just as professors must evaluate student performance, the degree to which course learning objectives have been met 
through the service-learning experience should be assessed as well.  One author identifies nine principles of good practice for 
the assessment of student learning in general, suggesting that the assessment process: 1) begin with educational values, 2) 
reflect an understanding of learning as multidimensional, integrated, and revealed in performance over time, 3) enunciate 
clear, explicitly stated programmatic purposes, 4) consider outcomes as well as the experiences that lead to those outcomes, 
5) be ongoing, not episodic, 6) involve representatives from across the educational community, 7) begin with issues of use 
and illuminate questions that people really care about, 8) be part of a larger set of conditions that promote change, and 9) 
assure that educators meet responsibilities to students and to the public.91  The purposes of assessment in the context of 
service learning include demonstrating the impact of the experience on students, faculty, the institution and the community, 
assisting with program planning, and providing data about student learning so that improvements may be made. Assessment 
also benefits the learning process by promoting efficiency in learning, improving retention in certain cases, encouraging self-
monitoring, and demonstrating competencies. In this author’s institution, learning outcomes of the program seek to determine 
the effect of service learning upon students as learners, upon the knowledge they gain, upon the student’s perception of self, 
others, social attitudes and behaviors, as well as upon their role as citizens. Separate survey instruments, which are completed 
by the students, the faculty member and the community partner, are one means employed to gage the effect that the 
experience has had on these learning outcomes.92 Exhibit 5 provides an edited example of a student survey. 

   



 
 

EXHBIT 5 
STUDENT ASSESSMENT OF SERVICE LEARNING

1. Class level     2. Major  
3. Gender     4. Age 
5. Racial/ethnic identification  6. Hours per week worked at a job 
7. Name and number of this course  8. Professor’s name  
9. Name of the community partner/agency with whom you are working 
10. How many weeks during the semester did you engage in your service activity?  
11. How many total hours during the semester did you engage in your service activity?  
(use the following scale: ___strongly agree ___agree ___disagree ___strongly disagree __ NA) 
12. The service component of this course helped me to better understand the lectures & readings. 
13. The service component of this course helped me to see how the subject matter I learned can be    
used in everyday life. 
14. The service component of this course made me aware of some of my own biases or prejudices.  
15. The service component of this course showed me how to be more involved in my community. 
16. I have a better understanding of my role as a citizen because of my service learning experience. 
17. The service component of the course helped me in thinking about my vocational choices. 
18. As a result of my service learning experience, I will be more likely to volunteer in the community 
in the future. 
19. I would like to take more courses that include service learning. 
20. As a result of my service learning experience, I would encourage other students to take courses 
that offer service learning. 
21. My agency/site provided challenging, meaningful, and educational tasks for me to accomplish. 
22. The assistance I received from the Service Learning Department was helpful. 
23. If I found out that there was a problem in my community, but there was no group or service 
agency to help, I would organize a group to address the problem. 
24. If an issue that I cared about surfaced in my community, I would contact the appropriate officials 
to address the issue. 
Describe your thoughts, both positive and negative, about your service experience: 
 

V. Opportunities for Law and Business  
 

While some disciplines, such as social work, health services, and education, have natural linkages to service learning 
as a pedagogical method, some business, and even legal studies courses, may benefit from such an experience. In this 
author’s university in this past academic year, business students worked with three different non-profit agencies in consulting 
with small businesses by analyzing their situations, offering advice, and making recommendations. Undergraduate marketing 
students helped clients to evaluate business and market growth opportunities, conducted marketing audits for small, local 
businesses, and called on prospective clients in order to generate sales and sales leads. Some marketing students also worked 
on an interdisciplinary team to design and conduct a preliminary market study for a new physical therapy product. Graduate 
management students assisted clients by writing business plans that were used to assist entrepreneurs. For example, one 
business plan resulted in free dental care for underprivileged people living in a neighboring county. Graduate accounting 
students conducted an internal control audit for a non-profit as a project, while undergraduate computer information systems 
students reconfigured discarded computers for a local charter school and analyzed the requirements for a computer system for 
the county department of social services. 

In the law area four initiatives transpired this past year. The author’s department partnered with a non-profit 
community mediation service to offer a course in Community Mediation, which allowed students to become certified as 
community mediators and qualified to volunteer their time as community mediators. The mediation agency serves as an 
adjunct to the local court system to identify pending cases that are suitable for mediation. The department hopes to expand in 
this area in the future to offer an interdisciplinary minor in conflict resolution, which will also embrace such areas as peer 
mediation in the university’s student life programs and in local schools, as well as in the area of Elder Court in partnership 
with the Cherokee Tribe. To this end, faculty members submitted a pending grant application to the Learn and Serve America 
grant program sponsored by the Corporation for National and Community Service. In another effort, students in an 
Employment Law class worked with the Small Business & Technology Development Center to develop an Employee 
Handbook for clients of the non-profit agency.   

The third initiative involved students working with REACH, a county-wide domestic violence/sexual assault 
program serving victims and their children. Students in this Introduction to Law class attended several state district court 
sessions, in which cases concerning domestic violence were heard, and completed an “Alliance Watch Evaluation” form.  



They reported on the standard form their observations about such relevant issues as the manner in which the proceedings 
were conducted, security issues for the victims, and due process and fairness concerns. These forms are utilized by a watch 
group to lobby for appropriate changes in the way in which such cases are conducted.  A representative from REACH spoke 
to the class early in the semester to explain the mission of the organization and the service that students would perform. This 
service project afforded students an opportunity to observe the local courts and how they function. They were asked to 
maintain a journal in which they chronicled their experiences and their reactions, as well as the reactions of other participants. 
Additionally, class time was allocated for group sharing and reflection on experiences, lessons learned, and epiphanies, as 
well as for visits to the court.  Another option would be to require students to write a reflection paper in which they analyze 
the effectiveness of their involvement, their perceptions of the court as a facilitator of providing just societal outcomes, as 
well as the application of the principles learned from the course, and/or text, about the justice system.  
 Finally, the department began an initiative to establish more service-oriented internships. To this end, a student 
completed guardian as litem program training and was certified as a child advocate. Although the student did not carry a case 
load, she attended most Department of Social Services court sessions, automated files, and assisted in office work. The 
student related that the experience was a profound one, and concluded that from a social justice perspective, the system 
needed improvement. She lamented that that the children had very little direct input into the judicial process that decides their 
fate, and observed that, while the predominately volunteer retirees who served as child advocates were tremendously 
hardworking and caring individuals, it was almost unbelievable that the state relegated such an important function solely to 
volunteers.   
 In each of these initiatives the faculty member relinquished a degree of control over traditional course content. 
Rather than lecture abstractly about the court system, jurisdiction, or a substantive area of the law, the students instead were 
encouraged to experience dispute resolution and to examine the role of law in society. While the context of exploring legal 
concepts differed to a degree, students still engaged in critical thinking, as well as in exercising reflective judgment. For 
example, students in the introductory law class explored the distinction between a subjective and an objective standard in 
evaluating the victim’s perspective at trial in comparison to a reasonable person standard. They also questioned the efficacy 
of handling certain disputes in this manner, as well as the professionalism of the elected judges and appointed attorneys.   

In a somewhat different context, a law professor, who taught a Women and the Law course, learned that when 
students at her institution were informally polled, “they defined justice more narrowly, focusing on the legal system and 
notions of procedural justice, regardless of their field of study.”93 Disappointed that “the students made virtually no 
connection with other issues such as peace and justice, gender and race equity and justice, or poverty and justice”94 she 
instituted a service-learning project whereby students volunteered in non-legal service placements95 in the hopes that the 
experience “would aid students in understanding some of these interrelationships.”96 She subsequently concluded that 
“[S]ervice-learning is an effective means of reconnecting substantive course work to human experience in a way that is 
meaningful for all students…who lament the lack of connectedness in the traditional law school curriculum.”97 Indeed, it is 
the contemplation of macro societal concerns about justice that hopefully will inspire students to remain connected to the 
importance of dispute resolution in society, and their civic responsibility to contribute to that process.  
 

VI. Impediments to Implementation  
 

A. Legal Impediments 
 

One concern with respect to implementing a service-learning project for students in business law concerns the 
unauthorized practice of law. The practice of law is a professional one, reserved to those who have been admitted to state bar 
associations after having satisfied educational and moral requirements.98  State laws and regulations determine what behavior 
constitutes an unauthorized practice, as there is no uniform definition.99 Therefore, professors must make sure that students 
do not engage in any activities in which that line may be crossed. Certainly students must abstain from providing any 
semblance of legal advice to non-profits or to their clients, and care should be taken that services provided in filling out forms 
for proceedings related to divorce, adoption, custody or immigration matters do not constitute an unauthorized practice.100  

A more generic legal issue has been raised with respect to mandatory service learning projects as well, which is not 
confined to legal environment of business projects, and which questions the legitimacy of the policy behind requiring 
community service of students.101  Although many colleges encourage community service, some high schools condition 
graduation upon the successful completion of a certain number of community service hours,102 endorsing the notion that 
volunteer programs and service learning activities can have a positive impact on the personal development of students, as 
well as upon their orientation to civic life.103  While advocates laud the potential benefits to the young student volunteers, and 
as well as to the beneficiaries of their efforts,104 detractors of such requirements argue that a policy of coercion is unlikely to 
foster long-term pro-social attitudes, and may in fact “undermine positive attributions, stifle feelings of self-determination, 
and ultimately make self-generated acts of community service more scarce.”105 In other words, volunteerism becomes an 
oxymoron if students are forced to serve, and may lead to a resolution by persons, who are not inclined to volunteer, that their 
time has been served, instead of fostering a lifelong commitment to pubic service and civic responsibility.106  



Such resentment has culminated in constitutional challenges being levied against public secondary education 
institutions, which mandate service projects as a condition of graduation. Since community service projects are not value-
neutral, some of the objections have been based upon the First Amendment’s protection of free speech,107 in addition to 
alleged violations of the Thirteenth Amendment’s prohibition against involuntary servitude, and the asserted right of parents 
to direct the education of their children.108 While the cases have reached the federal circuit courts, the plaintiffs have not 
prevailed.109 Professor Rodney Smolla concludes that even “if community service programs are not value-neutral, nothing in 
the Constitution requires them to be,”110 and that “these programs are sufficiently flexible to accommodate the needs of 
virtually any student who might have bona fide First Amendment objections to some forms of service.”111  Since from a 
constitutional perspective, greater latitude exists with respect to the post-secondary educational decisions of adult students 
compared to secondary school students,112 such objections to mandatory college and university service learning projects are 
even less likely to be successful.  

Nevertheless, from an ethical perspective it is wise to give students sufficient advance notice of the service-learning 
component of the course. The project should be adequately described in the syllabus so that students may select another class, 
if they object to the project. It is also preferable to denote in course schedules those courses, which may include a service-
learning component, as well as to offer other options to the project in the course, if it is one that is required in their curricula, 
and there is no alternative.  As observed by Professor Smolla, flexibility in the requirements of secondary schools with 
respect to mandatory programs is important to their constitutionality, as is their relevance to the achievement of educational 
objectives. Similarly, from an ethical, if not a legal perspective, flexibility should guide curricular choices in colleges and 
universities, as should the relevance of service learning programs to the achievement of recognized course objectives. 

A final concern of a legal nature is a university’s liability with respect to the activities of students. The two primary 
scenarios for risk exposure are if the student is injured while engaging in a service learning activity, and if a 
participant/community beneficiary is injured in person, or otherwise, in relation to those activities. If the university does not 
carry liability insurance for students who engage in such activities, then instructors should insure that they have signed a 
liability waiver prior to engaging in the activity, such as in Exhibit 6. There are also other reference materials available to 
assist in addressing risk management and liability issues in campus service programs.113 While third party liability is more 
difficult to risk manage, a thorough assessment of potential liability, which evaluates policies and procedures concerning site 
visits and supervision by faculty, an orientation program for students, and if relevant, a plan for transportation and the 
assurance of confidential communications, should be completed prior to the commencement of the service learning 
experience.114 Ultimately, it would be advisable for the university community of students, faculty and administrators to 
develop a Code of Ethics that provides guidelines for behavior and decision-making during service learning experiences,115 
which transcends merely legal considerations. 

   



 
 

EXHBIT 6 
 

CONDUCT AND WAIVER OF LIABILITY FORM 
This form indicates your understanding that while performing Service Learning/Community Service, you are bound by the 
Code of Student Conduct, and that the university is not responsible for any mishaps or injuries that occur as a result of your 
voluntary participation in this program. Students may not engage in university recognized Service Learning/Community 
Service projects unless they have signed and submitted this form. 
 
I. Conduct Statements 
I will follow and comply with the Student Code of Conduct. 
I will follow all rules and/or guidelines of the agency I am serving. 
I will not have contact with agency clientele outside the service setting. 
I will not have contact with anyone in the service setting in a harmful manner. 
I will inform the agency representative of problems that occur while I am performing services. 
 
II. Liability Waiver 
1. I understand that my participation in the service activity is voluntary (although it may be a requirement of my course or a 
judicial mandate). 
2. I agree to assume all the risks and responsibilities surrounding my participation in this activity. 
3. I specifically and completely release, hold harmless, and indemnify the State of---, the University -- and all their officers, 
employees, and agents (RELEASEES) from all liability, including negligence, and other causes of action, debts, claims, and 
demands of every kind which I have now or which may arise out of or in connection with my travels to and from or 
participation in this activity. 
4. It is my express intent that this Agreement shall bind the members of my family and spouse, if I am alive, and my heirs, 
assigns, and personal representative, if I am deceased, and shall be deemed as a RELEASE, WAIVER, DISCHARGE, AND 
COVENANT NOT TO SUE the above-named RELEASEES. I hereby further agree that this Waiver of Liability and Hold 
Harmless Agreement shall be construed in accordance with the laws of the State of --. 
5. I further agree to release, indemnify, and hold harmless the RELEASEES above from any claim, loss, liability, damage, or 
cost, including attorney fees that they may incur due to my participation in this activity. 
6. I have read this Agreement, understand its terms, have had an opportunity to consult with legal counsel, and therefore now 
execute it voluntarily and with full knowledge of its significance. 
 
Signature:  
Date: 
Print Name: 
(For students under 18, a parent/guardian must sign above and print name below) 
Classification: (circle one): Undergraduate     Graduate  

B. Practical Impediments  
 

In addition to legal concerns, there may be several practical impediments to the implementation of a service-learning 
project. For example, often transportation is a concern if students are involved in a project off-campus. They may object to 
the costs associated with driving to a remote site, have neither a vehicle available to them nor access to public transportation, 
or not be licensed to drive at all. Working in teams and car-pooling can be one solution. Another solution is to use university 
provided transportation, assuming sufficient funding is available in either the departmental budget or through the service-
learning department, if one exists. Time constraints also can be an impediment, as many students work or have other classes 
scheduled and thus, are unable to travel to remote sites during the operating hours of community partners. 

Likewise, there could be expenses associated with the actual projects, for example, costs for photo-copying, needed 
supplies, and other incidental expenses. However, as long as the university values such projects and encourages engagement 
with the community, such expenses must be addressed and supported in some manner. If the value to both the students and 
the community is readily apparent, and if the community partner is unable to provide financial assistance, which is often the 
case with non-profit and governmental agencies, then the university may be required to financially support the endeavor as 
part of its mission, or otherwise not encourage engagement by faculty because such activities are not always without costs.116  

Another practical impediment concerns the logistics of managing a large class in a service-learning project. One 
solution is to divide the class into groups and have them work on a project that can be delivered to the community partner, 
instead of one that involves the transportation and supervision of large numbers of students off-site. For example, conducting 
a research project for a community partner, such as the preparation of a marketing plan or development of a web page to 
assist in marketing efforts, is an assignment that can be done in a manner comparable to any other type of research 
assignment. The findings and conclusions, however, primarily are practical rather than theoretical. Another alternative is to 
allow a service-learning project to be one of several options for relevant class assignments, so that not all students are 
involved with community partners and require supervision. Finally, although course embedded projects are preferred by 
service-learning advocates, internships and independent studies represent another way that students can become involved 
with community partners in an academic, although not a classroom, setting, and logistically may be easier to manage, at least 
initially.    
 



V. Conclusion 
 

While the implementation of a service-earning project is not without its challenges, it is likewise not without its 
rewards. Effective implementation of service learning project goals requires defining the goals of service in the context of the 
university’s mission, improved coordination with community organizations, support for training of faculty on methods of 
reflection, integration, and assessment, as well as recognition for participants.117 The university should reinforce the 
importance of these public service endeavors by recognizing and honoring students, faculty and community partners with 
awards or receptions designed to honor outstanding service, and showcase such contributions in public forums, as well.118 
Contributions by students could be noted on transcripts or diplomas, while faculty could be encouraged through the 
development of appropriate policies and incentive structures, in an effort to insure the consideration of their efforts in tenure 
and promotion decisions.119 While service learning may not be effective in all courses and contexts, it may indeed have a 
place in undergraduate legal education. It can stimulate student interest in the law through engagement, while exposing 
students to the relevancy of their studies. As the preamble to a statement outlining the essential components of good practice 
for an effective and sustainable service learning program declares, “Service, combined with learning, adds value to each and 
transforms both.”120  
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