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What distinguishes service learning from other service experiences and volunteering?  In a school context, the service is directly related to academic curricula.  Activities are designed to address/apply specific state standards and curriculum framework.  Well-designed service learning programs have the following elements, which are performed by students with teacher/adult facilitation:

Preparation
1. Needs identification/assessment
2. Understanding the context for the need(s) to be addressed
3. Issue discussion and selection
4. Examination of players, policies, and systems impacting need(s)
5. Program design
Teachers assign students tasks/work/projects to learn about the context for the service the students will subsequently provide.  The service activities that follow are derived from this new knowledge, involve student voice and design, but remain within the curricular framework the teacher has established.

Action
1. Research-and knowledge–based service activities

2. Student leadership in conducting and leading the project
3. Fluid activities and evolution of projects
4. Collaborative work with service recipients and partners
5. Application of multiple learning styles including individual work, teamwork, use of technology, tactile/manual work, oral presentations, data collection, construction, etc.

Reflection is integrated into successful projects from beginning to end as students form and test opinions, project outcomes, measure results and impacts, discuss actions and reactions, and make improvements and future plans.  It allows students to process and absorb what they have experienced and is critical to meaningful learning.  Reflective activities may include but are not limited to:

· Journaling;

· Projecting project impacts;

· Discussion;

· Conducting formative and summative evaluation;

· Making project refinements; and/or future planning.

Celebration/Recognition/Demonstration 

Throughout the program students should be recognized for their efforts in successful projects.  All participants should be given the opportunity to join together to reflect on successes and failures and to plan future efforts.  Demonstration is another level of service learning that involves students educating others about the issues they are addressing.  Demonstration takes various forms – some of which are actual service learning projects themselves – including the following:

1. Advocacy campaigns

2. Putting on public forums and presentations

3. Performance on the issues addressed in the programs

4. Teaching others about the program and the issues behind it through lessons or presentations, and

5. Creating films, portfolios, books, web sites, publications, works of art, etc.
Youth Empowerment

An implicit or explicit component of the above elements, youth empowerment and leadership enrich every aspect of service learning.  The greater the voice students have in identifying needs and designing activities, the more motivated they will be about the project.  Having to demonstrate to (i.e. teach) others about the needs and issues being addressed requires a higher assimilation of learning.  Effective projects have students conduct much of the evaluation, saving teachers labor and making students responsible for determining whether or not their efforts were successful.  Strong student roles are hallmarks of effective projects, in which students .  .  .
· Are involved in project design and planning, with meaningful leadership roles (including needs identification and helping to decide what service activities will be conducted).  Teachers in effective projects assign students organizing and logistical duties involved in arranging, providing, measuring, evaluating, reporting, and celebrating service activities.

· Conduct a lot of service over time.  It is better to have fewer students doing a lot of service learning than to have a lot of students conduct only surface-level efforts.

Reciprocity

Student benefits evolve through mutual teaching and learning, action, or influence between all participants in the learning and service experience; this reciprocity extends to relationships between institutions as well as relationships between people.
Civic Responsibility

When young people have a role in improving society, working for social justice, and caring for the environment, then they truly understand the concept of democracy.  Students recognize how participation and the ability to respond to authentic needs improves the quality of life in the community, which may lead to a lifelong ethic of service and civic engagement.
When all or many of the elements are in place, the impact on curriculum-based service learning extends beyond that of traditional community service and volunteering.  Service learning combines academic and affective learning to actively engage students in real world experiences.  This combination is what makes service learning such a powerful tool, pedagogy, and strategy.

Definition of Service Learning

Service learning is a learning methodology in which students have leadership roles in thoughtfully organized service experiences that meet real needs in the community. The service is integrated into the students’ academic studies with structured time to research, reflect, discuss, and connect their experiences to their learning, which broadens their world view.

Key Concepts from definition of Service Learning are:
· Connection to the curriculum

· Student leadership

· Meeting real needs

· Community partnerships

· Reflection on experience and learning

· Demonstration of concepts learned

· Recognition/Celebration of a job well done

What is Service Learning?

· Cleaning up a river bank is service.
· Sitting in a classroom, looking at water samples under a microscope is learning.
· Science students meeting state standards by taking samples from local water sources, then analyzing the samples, documenting the results, and presenting the scientific information to a pollution control agency and/or working with partners to correct the problem is service learning.

Another pathway to understanding service learning as a learning methodology is to know what it isn’t.

	Service Learning isn’t…
	Because…

	Community Service
	Service Learning has clear and direct ties to the academic curriculum, in addition to its community outcomes

	Field Trips
	Service Learning can happen within the four walls of the classroom or school building

	Time away from class
	Service learning is class

	Stand-alone one-time projects that focus on altruism
	Service Learning requires preparation, action and reflection that often results in asking tougher and bigger questions. Service learning only affects academic achievement when it is (1) intentionally integrated with academic studies, (2) aligned with standards, and (3) uses reflection activities that necessitate higher-order thinking skills. 

	An “add on”
	Service Learning is a learning methodology to achieve core academic outcomes.
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