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SERVICE-LEARNING: 
A BALANCED APPROACH TO EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION 

av ANDUW fURCO 

THE SERVICE·t!AINING STRUGGU: 
FOR OVER A QUARTER OF A CENTIJRY, education research• 
ers and practitioncn have struggled to determine how to best 
characterizeservi,;e,-learning. In 1979,RobertSigmon detmed 
service-learning as an experiential education approach lhat is 
premised on "reciprocal learning" (Sigmon, 1979). He sug
gested that because learnmg flows ftom service activities, both 
chose who provide service and those who receive it "learn" 
from the experience. In Sigmon 's view, service-lc:,aming oc
curs only when 1:,oth the providers and recipients of sen-ice 
bctlefit from the activities. 

Today, however, the term "service-learning" has been used 
to charncteri:te a wide array of experiential education endcav• 
ors, from volunteer and community service projects IO field 

The Corporation for National Service provides a narrower 
definition that sees service-learning as a "method wider which 
sl\ldents learn and develop through active participation 
in ... thoughtfully organized service experiences that meet ac
tual community needs, that [are) integrated into the studenls' 
academic curriculum or provide structured time fl)r [reflec
tion, and] that enhance what is taught in achool by ~tending 
student learning beyond the classroom and into the commu
nity ... " (Corporation for National and Community Service, 
1990). The confounding use of lhe service-learning term may 
be one reasou why research on the impacts of service-learn
ing has been difficult to conduct. 

In 1989, HoMet and Poulsen developed the Wingspread 
Principles of Good Practice for Combinin& Service and Leam-

ing (Honn et & Poulsen, I 989, 

TODAY, HOWEVER, THE TERM "SERVICE-l~ARNING" HAS BEEN USED TO CHARACTERIZE Appendi" B). While these 
guidelines offer a useful set of 
bat practices for service ori
ented educalional programs, 
they are not solely germane to 
service-learning and could ea.· 

A WIDE ARRAY OF EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION ENDEAVORS, FROM VOLUNTEER ANO 

COMMUNITY SERVICE PROJECTS TO FIELD STUDIES AND INTERNSHIP PROGRAMS. 

studies and internship programs. By perusing schools' ser
vice program brochures, one realizes that the definitions for 
service-learning are as varied as the schools in which they 
operate. While some educators view "service-learning" as a 
new term that reveals a rich, innovative, pedagogical approach 
for more effective teaclling, others view it as simply another 
term for well-established experiential education proera,ns. A3 
Timothy Stanton of the Haas Center for Public Service at 
Stanford University once asked, "What is servico-loaming any
way? .•. How do we distinguish service-learning from coop
ellltive education, internship programs, field study and other 
forms of experienhal education?" (Stanton, 1987). The Na
tional Society for Experiential Education, which for years has 
focused on various types of experiential education programs, 
broadly defines service-learning as "any carefully monitored 
service experience in which a student has intentional learning 
goals and reflects actively on what he or she is learning 
throughout the experience." (National Society for Experien
tial Education, 1994). 

ily serve IIS best practices for 
other types of experiential education progIMIS (e.g., intern
ships or apprenticeships). Similarly, the Association for Ser
vice-Learning in Education Reform (ASLER) has compiled a 
set of common dlaracteristics of service-learning tliat help 
program directors determine whether their programs m 
meetingtheoverarchingservice-leammggoala(ASLER.. 1994, 
Appendix A). Again, while these characle,jstic• arc very use
ful in helping practitioners de.,.elop effective service• lcarn111g 
programs, they do not provide a definitive characlerization 
of service-learning. ASLER characterizes service-learning as a 
method of learning that enables sehool·ba.sed 111d comrnu
nity-baoed professionals "to employ a variety uf effective teach
ing strategies that emphasize student•centored [sic.] or youth
centered (sic.), interactive, experiential education ... Service
learning places cwricular conceptll in the context of real-bfe 
situations ... Servkc-lcarJ1ing connects young people to the 
commwuty, placing them in challenging situatiOllll ... (ASLER, 
1994). One could easily c.ontend that other approaches to ex
periential education (i.e., intemlhips or field education) put• • 

• 
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port to do 1he same. So !hen, bow 1s service-learning differ
ent from other approaches to experiential education? 

DfVllOPING A DEFINITION 
According to Sigmon, "If we a,e to establish clear goals [for 
service-learning) and work efficiently to meet them, we need 
to move toward a precise definition." (Sigmon, 1979) Recenlly, 
Sigmon attempted to provide a more pn:
<.ise definitio11 of' service-learning 
through a typology that compare• differ
ent programs which combine service and 
learning. This typology broadened his 
earlier "reciptoeal learning" def'inition to 
include the notion that "service-learnilli" 
occurs ,wen there is a balance between 
learning goals and service outcomes. 
Herein lies the key to establiihing a uni• 
11e<Sal definition for service-leaminc (see 
Figure I). 

In this comparative form, the typology is helpful not only 
in establishing critena for distin~sbing service-learning ti'om 
other types of service programs but also in proviclillj· a basis 
for clarifying distinctions among diffen,pt types of service
oriented experiential cd\l~alion programs (e.g., school vol
unteer, commW1ity service, field education, and internship 
programs) .. 

DISTl'IGUISHING AM0t,(G StR\IICE PROGRAMS 
To repre:sent the distinctions among various types of service 
programs, a pictorial is offered that presents an e"l'Uiential 
education conti11uum upon which various service programs 

might lie. The pictorial is based on botb Sigmon 's earlier "re• 
ciprocal leamlJl&" principles and his most recent typOl<JiY· 
Where each service program lies on the continuum is deter
mined by its pn,,,,,ry inumled beneficiary and its oven II bal• 
ance between service and /eamlng(see Figure 2). 

As the pictorial S11ggests, different types of service programs 
can be distingui.\hed by toor primary intended purp<>se and 

focus. Each program type is defined by the umnded benefi· 
ciarJ, of tlreservi« activity and its degrr,eof emphasis,,,. se,\'ice 
-,,.,,,//or learning. Raihcr than being located at a single point, 
c:scb prosrain type occupies ii ranac of points on the con

.. tinuwn. Where oac type begins and anodler end, is not as 
important as the idea that each service program type has 
unique chuactcristic:s that distinguish it Imm other types. It 
is that ability to dislinguisb llmot!i these service program typei 
that allows ua to move closer toward a universal defirution of 
service-learning. 

Using the pictorial as a foundation, the following defim
lions arc offered for five types of setvice program&. 
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VOWNTEERISM 
YOlt)NfEERi~M rs Tftf; ENGAGE:MENT or :STW£Nr5 IN ACTIVlltES WHfRf THE 

PR:IMAAY fMrHAS-15 IS ON TtiE SfRVICE &EING PROVIOfO ANO THE PIUMAR'r 

INTENt:»;D BENtflCl.t.i(Y !S ClfARt. Y THE SE:RVICf RfCIP:fNT. 

Acco,ding to James and Pamela Toole, the term vohinteerism 
rcfors to "people who pelfonn some service or good work of 

meets a local community (or global) need. Reqchng, hung~• 
awarencs$, and environmental improvement are all fonns of 
community service causes around which students have formed 
organizations to formally and actively address the issue. While 
the students' primary purpose for engaging in the service ac
tivity is to advance the cause, their engagement allows thc,n 
to learn more about the cause and what is nce<lecl to be done 

to ensure the cause is dealt with ef-

UNUKE A FIELD EDUCATION PROGRAM IN WHICH THE SERVICE IS PERFORMED IN 
fectivcfy. As the ><:l'\!i--e activities be-
come more integrated witb tho aca
demic course woric oftbe studcnls, 
and as the students begin to engage ADDITION TO A STUDENT'S COURSES, A SERVICE-LEARNING PROGRAM 

INTEGRATES SERVICE INTO THE COURSE(S). 

their own free will and without pay (Twlc & Toole, 1992). 
The inherent altrui,t,c nature of volunteer programs renders 
them as service focused, designed to benefit the s~-rvicc re
c1p1em. A pnme example ,s a school-based program in which 
studcnt-voluntcL-rs uccasionally or regularly visit the local hos
pital lo sit with Alzheimer patients who need some company. 
The primary intended b<;ncficiarics of the service are the 
Alzheimer patienl~ (the $Crviee recipients), and the focus of 
the activity is on providing a service to tl1cm. Although the 
student-voiunteers may receive some hcnefits from the cx~
rience (e.g , feeling pleased with themselves) as well as learn 
something in the pr04;ess~ these outcomes are clearly seren
dipitous and unintcnbt.mal. As the hospital visits of the stu
dent voh,ntccf8 bt.:come more regular. and as the ,tudents be
gm focusing more on learning about Alzheimer's disease, the 
program moves toward the center of the continuum to bc
cotrh~ more like commuo.if.)' service ( or evtn servicc .. It·aming). 

COMMUNITY SERVICE 
S:OiVw'w\UNITY SERVICE 1$ THf tNGAC:-tMENT OF STUDENTS IN ACT!VITllS THAT 

f'RIMAKll'f FOCUS ON THE SERYK:E M:ING, PR0V10t:D A5 WELL AS THE 

afNFFlfS Hit ~Efl:VICE .aicr,vnit:s HAVE ON TH£ 1H~CW\eNT5 (E.G., PltOV!DINC 

FOO~ TC THE HOMEtESS OOR:ING-rHe HOUDAYSi. THE STUDENTS R:ECEM 

SOM[ 8C.''IEFtT5 SY lEARNINC Motl AfJOUT HOW T:1HR SD'.:vtCE ~"\Akl:S A 

DJf-l"ERC:NC~ IN l~E LIVES OF THE SERVICf REC!PlENiS. 

A• with volunteer progran1s, C<'iillnunity service programs 
imply altruism and charity. Howcvt:r, community service pro
grams involve more structure and student commitment than 
do voluntee, program•. School-ba•ed community service pro
grams might include icmester-lung or year-long activities in 
whi(;h ::,tudcr,ts (k:dic.atc themselves to addtcssmg a cause that 

in fonnal intdlectual discourse 
around the variou.~ i!iisucs refcva.'lt 
to the cause, lhe community service 

program moves closer 10 lbc center oft.he continuwn lo be
come more like service-learning. 

On the opposite side of the continuum lie internship pro• 
¥J"d.m5, 

INmlNSHIPS 

1NTfRNS111r ~OO!tMIS ENCAC'.f STl)OfNT$ it< l-ER\IICE A01V11lfS PIIIMARilT 

(OR THE-PURPOSE{)f PROVIDING SlUPi:NiS wtfH 11ANDS·ON tXPERIENCES 

11-lAT e1>1HANCE IHtlR lEAANING OR UNDERSTANDING Of l>SUlS RfL{VA"r 

TO I& f'Afl:tlCULAR AREA OF STUDY. 

Clearly, in internship programs, the students are the primary 
intended beneficiary anti the focus of the service activity is on 
stud<..'!Jt learning. Student.< are placed in internships to acquiic 
skills and knowledge that will enhance their academic learn
in; and/or vocational dcvdopm~nt. For many student::-:, lTi
tem.ships ar~ perfonncd in addition to regular course work 
often after a sequence of courses has been taken lntcmships 
may be paid or unpaid and take place in either for-profit or 
nooprofit organizations. For example, a political science rn•• 
jor might l:ng-,gc ]n an unpaid summer internship at a city 
hall to learn more about how local government works. Al
though the student is providing a service lo the city hall of
fice, the student engages in the internship primarily for his,' 
her benefit ond primarily for learning (rather than service) 
purposes. Similarly, a legal studies student may have a paid 
summer mtcmship that allows that srudent 10 learn mme 
about how a law firm operates. The student·s prirnary moll· 
vations for partuking in the program- .. to learn legal skills and 
make some money-arc clearly intended to benefit himself; 
herself. As both these students place greater emphasis on the 
ss,-vice being provided and the ways in which lhc service re-
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cipients arc benefiting, lhe closer the intt,,n.ship pro11,ram 
moves tow.1nl the center of the continuum and becomes mor~ 
like fj~hl ,,ducatioo (and sen-ice-learning), 

FIHD EDUCATION 

lions t,, b-'!let'it the recipients of the service arc evident. the 
focus of field education programs tends to be on maximizing 
the stud,-nt's learning of a field of study. For example, slu• 
dents in Education programs may spend up to one year as 
student teachers to hooc their teaching skills and learn mvrc 
about the teaching process. lkcause oftheir long-tcnn com
mitment to me service field, students do coMCiously consider 
how their service be11cfits those who receive 1t. However, the 
program's pnmary focu.s is still on the student te .. chcrs' team
ing and their overall benefit. 

SERVICE-l!AINING 
SER\'lCl!: .. lEAANING PROGAAM$ A.RE Ol:>TINGUt$HfD fRONI OTHO, 

AP~ACHES TO txJ'fJlfNHAL EDUCATION &Y THbf< t-lTl:f.PIOl',I TO 

EOOAllY l&fNEfH THE PROVlOER AND T~f; fl.KIP1ENT Of fHE S(RV1CE 

A!. wru A.S TO fNSURE EQUAL fOCVS ON B01ti THE SERVICE BEING 

f'ROVl(.lf0 Al'D lH!: l!AAN:NC YHAT ~ OCCURlitNG. 

To do this, scrv1ce-le"111mg pr"l:J'ams must have some aca
dcm,c context and be desig11ed in such a way that ensuret,; chat 
tx,th the service enhances t.bc 1'..-arninJJ ,'\nd. the learning en. 
hanccs the service, Unlike a field education progrnm in which 
the secv1c¢ ii> p<,-rfonncd in additi<:1n 10 a s.tudcnt's coon;c.,, ~ 
,.,,rvice·leaming program integrates service into tho coursc(s). 
For ~=pie, a pn,-mcd student i11 a course on the Physiology 
of the l\ging might apply the theories and skills le;,wcd m 
that course to plOViding mobility a.ssistance to seniors al tho 
local senior citizen center. While the program is in1e11d1:d to 
piovide a much needed service to the Sl-'1liors, th<! progrnm l_S 
also intended to help the student better un~krstand how rncn 
and women age differently, how the physical ai:ing ot the b<:xiy 
affects mobility, and now seniors can learn to deal with dt-

FttLI) F(>UCATION f,1ftQCRAMS PfK)VJOE SlllOfNIS, 

WlfH CO·CVRJ:ICULAR ~~VIG OPPORlUNIT1ES ll-4AT 

A.Rt f<faAT"ED &UT NOT FUllV INl~.,ft;\fl"D, WITH 

THEIR FOIW.Al ACADEMIC ~ftJ0lfS. SfUDtNT) 

Pt:U-O"M THE SlRVICt A~ A PART C>F A PROGRAM 

THAT IS otsmNfCI PIUMAKllV ro ENHANCE :nu

DFNTS' UNOEH~fANDING OF A FIELD Of STUDY, 

WHllt: Al $0 PIOvt)IN(; SOBSTANl W EMP'rlA,Sj$> ON 

THE Sl:ltV1CE le4NG rA()VIOED. 

WHILE STRONG INTENTIONS TO 8ENEFl1 THE RECIPIENTS Of THE SERVICE 

ARE EVIDENT, Tl-IE FOCUS OF flElD EDUCATION PROGRAMS TENDS TO BE 

ON MAXIMIZING THE STUDENT'S LEARNING OF A FIELD OF STUDY. 

held education plays an important role in many s~.vice on
enki.l professional rrograms such as Social Welfare, Educa
tion, imrl Public Health. ln some of the i,rograms, stuihnts 
1nay sp.:nd up to two years providing fol scrv-ice to a social ser~ 
vie.: ;;gcncy, a school, or health agency. While strong inten• 

minishing rang\; of motion and rnobdity. ln ~uch ~ program, 
the focus is both on providing a much needed service and on 
student learning. Conseqm,ntly, the program intentionally 
benefits both the student who prov1d~s the service ;,nd the 
seniors for whom the service is pro,idcJ. It is tbi< halance 
that distinguishes serviC't-leaming from all other experiential 
education pmgra,ns, 


