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What does the research say about service-learning? 
 
A national study of Learn and Serve America programs (Melchior and Bailis 2002) link 
service-learning with better academic outcomes, student retention, career exploration, 
and the development of skills related to social and civic responsibility. Whether the 
goal is academic improvement, personal development, or both, service-learning can 
help students learn critical thinking, communication, teamwork, civic responsibility, 
mathematical reasoning, problem solving, public speaking, vocational skills, computer 
skills, scientific method, research skills, and analysis.  And because service-learning 
makes a positive contribution to communities as well, it has become an increasingly 
prized pedagogy. 
 
Other benefits of service-learning 
 
In addition to studies showing links to improved 
achievement, research clearly shows that 
service-learning has other positive effects that 
contribute to healthy and productive schools and 
communities.  Well-implemented service-learning 
fosters benefits for young people, their families, 
educational institutions, and community 
organizations.  When teachers are rigorous 
about partnering with young people to design 
and carry out service-learning projects that are 
tied to curricular objectives and standards, they 
are likely to benefit in the following ways: 
 
 Service-learning is a way to stop the 

rising tide of dropouts.  Service-learning is 
shown to increase school attendance and 
engagement of students (A Report by Civic 
Enterprises, “Engaged for Success”, 2008). 

 
 Student social and civic responsibility 
is heightened through participation in service-learning.  These students 
are more aware of community needs, committed to the idea of service, cognizant of 
political issues and capable of effecting social change than non-participants 
(Melchior 1999; Berkas 1997; Yates and Youniss 1996; Stephens 1995). 
 

 Student self-esteem and confidence are enhanced through service-learning’s 
connections to peers, teachers, school and community. Students in service-learning 
programs have fewer behavioral problems and are less likely to engage in risky 

 
In Brief  

 
The emerging picture from the 
research on service-learning is 
students are: 
 
 More academically proficient 
 More motivated to learn 
 More committed to civic 

participation 
 

They are more tolerant of themselves 
and others, and possess a strong 
sense of connection to their schools 
and communities. 

 
Studies show they believe they can 
make a lasting and positive difference 
in the world and know the steps 
involved in doing so. 
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behavior than students in traditional programs (Stephens 1995; Yates and Youniss 
1996; Follman 1998; Allen, Kuperminc, Philliber and Herre 1994). 
 

 Positive relationships between students and adults are enhanced through 
service-learning activities (Morgan and Streb 1999). Healthy school environments 
result from the trust that service-learning programs can build between students and 
teachers. This means preventing school violence is an easier task when good 
service-learning programs are part of the equation (Education Commission of the 
States 1999). 
 

 Acceptance of cultural diversity: Service-learning cultivates sensitivity and a 
corresponding acceptance of cultural diversity, especially when students have 
responsibility for all steps involved in projects, from planning through assessing the 
project’s impact (Melchior 1999; Berkas 1997; Stephens 1995; Billig 2000a: Billig 
2000b). 
 

 Student civic engagement over time is enhanced through participation. Students 
who participate in high school service-learning are more likely to vote and be 
engaged in community organizations than students without service-learning 
(Youniss, McClellan and Yates 1997: Yates and Youniss 1998). 
 

 Career preparedness is linked to service-learning experiences. Participating 
students acquire better job skills than non-participants. They also have more positive 
attitudes toward work. 
 

 Public engagement in education improves as partners in service projects 
become more involved in schools and more open to direct, purposeful contact with 
young people. 
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How does service-learning support high performance? 
 
Research indicates that good service-learning programs have a positive effect on a 
number of factors related to student achievement. It is useful to examine the research 
on high-performing schools/districts to understand more about how service-learning 
programs can help build high-performing systems. 
 
In high-performing schools, teachers empowered students to become excited about 
and responsible for their own learning (Blase & Blase, 1994). Schools are typically 
considered high performing for the following reasons: 
 

 They have high test scores on state and local assessments. 
 They have high rates of student attendance, engagement and graduation. 
 They have low dropout and high retention rates. 
 They have high quality of teaching, learning and instruction. 
 They have “special programs” such as art, music and theater. 
 They have a high satisfaction rate with the community. 

 
 
Five Core Elements of High Performing Schools 
 
Researchers have identified five core elements associated with high-performing 
schools. To improve school performance, it is important to have a shared 
understanding of how these elements work together in your own environment. 
 
1. Student-centered learning 

This approach recognizes learning as constructed, social, situated and 
context specific. Each learner brings individual resources to the process of 
building his or her knowledge and understanding (Wilson and Peterson 1997). In 
high-performing schools, instruction is more student-centered (in which the 
student seeks solutions to problems without complete dependency upon an 
instructor) than teacher-centered (characterized by techniques such as teacher 
lecture and low-level cognitive tasks such as memorizing) (Scribner and Scribner 
2001). 

 
2. Learning-centered teaching 
 

The teacher’s role is that of a coach. He or she learns to inquire into students’ 
learning processes (Wilson and Peterson 1997).   Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde 
(2005) write, “Students learn best when faced by genuine challenges, choices, 
and responsibility in their own learning”. 
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3. Vision-based, collaborative leadership 
 

In high-performing schools, the central vision gives student learning the very 
highest priority   (Clayton and Gomez 2001). The vision is widely shared, with 
different stakeholders understanding their roles in achieving it. Research has 
shown that the most promising strategy for helping all students learn at high 
levels is to develop a staff’s capacity to function as a professional learning 
community (PLC) (Dufour, Dufour, Eaker & Many 2006).  A PLC is composed of 
collaborative teams whose members work interdependently to achieve common 
goals linked to the purpose of learning for all students. 

 
4.  Collaborative learning and professional development 
 

The effectiveness of professional development must be evaluated in relation to 
impact on student learning and improvement of teaching performance, not just 
documented levels of participant satisfaction (Guskey, 2000).  Teachers are 
provided supports (such as common planning time and adequate in-service 
time) to work collaboratively around problems of practice. Staff development 
resources are used to provide feedback on strengths and weaknesses in school 
and student performance, and strategies for improvement (Little 1997).  Testing 
and high standards for student performance require students to have a capacity 
for complex and collaborative problem solving skills.  Facilitating learning 
requires much more of educators than teaching by telling; consequently, 
teachers are required to develop deeper knowledge and new skills (Shannon 
and Bylsma 2007). 

 
5. Meaningful school, family and community partnerships 
 

The education of students is the shared responsibility of all stakeholders 
(teachers, school staff, families, businesses and the community) as well as 
students themselves. Partnerships promote the vision of families, schools and 
communities working together to support the achievement of all students. 
School-parent relationships are respectful of family cultural values, based on 
personal contact, foster communication and entail a welcoming environment for 
parents (Scribner and Scribner 2001).  
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Service-learning as Part of the 
Core Elements of High Performing Schools 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Service-learning is a strategy you can 
use to help create high-performing 
schools.  A review of research indicates 
that high quality service-learning, 
because of its utilization of effective, 
experiential learning strategies, can 
enhance academic outcomes in such 
content areas as reading, writing, 
mathematics, and science. A variety of 
studies have shown evidence of a 
range of achievement-related benefits 
from service-learning, including 
improved attendance, higher grade 
point averages, enhanced preparation 
for the workforce, enhanced awareness 
and understanding of social issues, 
greater motivation for learning, and 
heightened engagement in prosocial 
behaviors (Furco 2007). These 
conditions are directly related to the 
five elements of high performance. Here is a table showing specific common points 
between the research on service-learning and the research on high-performing 
schools and systems. 
 
The multiple positive effects of service-learning can spark a sense of renewal 
throughout the school, in the community, and among students, teachers and other 
stakeholders.  It can lead to a new sense of unity and purpose – a key element in 
high-performing schools (Billig 2000a; Billig 200b). 
 
Further, good service-learning practice can help to sustain each of the core elements 
of high-performing schools.  For a detailed analysis of service-learning practices linked 
to each element, please see the following table. 

 
 

Service-learning programs 
And 

High-performing schools and districts 
 

Both are characterized by  
 

 High student motivation to learn and school 
engagement 

 Positive and caring relationships among 
students - and between students and 
teachers 

 Collaboration among teachers 

 Leadership development for students, 
teachers, administrators and community 
members 

 Positive parent-community relations 

 Positive school-community relations and 
active partnership development 

 Positive community perceptions about 
students, teachers and schools - and support 
for those students, teachers and schools. 
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How service-learning relates to the elements of high-performing schools 

 
Element of high-

performing schools What Service-Learning Does 

1. Student-centered 
learning 

 

 Centers on a community problem or social issue that 
students care about. 

 Helps students experience the relevance of the subject 
matter because content is used in solving real problems. 

 Students realize the importance of their efforts and care 
about the outcome, so are more motivated to achieve 
success. 

 Honors students as key decision makers in community 
projects or activities, empowers them and fosters 
responsibility for learning. 

 Provides reflection opportunities to help students 
understand what they have learned and to replicate 
applications for their learning. 

 Solves community problems using knowledge and skills, 
such as computation, reading research or writing, and 
promotes cooperative learning, teamwork and problem-
solving. 

 Facilitates rich discussions about the meaning of service, 
citizenship, civic institution, character and other desired 
goals, which help students develop strong character and 
civic responsibility. 

 Permits targeting” service activities of interest to students 
to meet their specific academic needs – to help address 
and overcome learning gaps among particular groups of 
students. 

2. Learning-
centered teaching 

 Empowers students to make decisions, plan projects, 
identify learning relationships, reflect and evaluate their 
own success. 

 Encourages the role of the teacher as a “coach” for 
learning. 

 Enables teachers to participate in a role of learner along 
with students, and helps foster collaborative and positive 
relations between teachers and students. 

 Instruction and curriculum planning are more flexible and 
attuned to real-life situations, helping encourage teachers 
to become master of instructional methodology. Capable 
of tailoring learning opportunities for individual students as 
appropriate. 

 Focuses on students’ interests relative to the surrounding 
community, which helps teachers better understand their 
students, their families and the surrounding community in 
which they teach. 

3. Vision-based, 
collaborative 
leadership 

 Builds a unified sense of purpose among students, staff 
and community, thus building a shared vision and mission.

 Demonstrates continued and repeated success with “hard 
to reach” students, so helps stakeholders believe that 
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achieving their shared vision is possible. 
 Engages all school stakeholders in projects or activities 

and helps foster a sense of collaborative leadership within 
the school, developing new school leaders. 

 Orients student and school learning toward community 
issues and concerns, which helps with navigating local 
politics, developing a clear direction and building a base of 
community support. 

4. Collaborative 
professional 
learning and 
development. 

 Encourages collaborative planning, curriculum and 
professional development among teachers. 

 Opens new possibilities for multidisciplinary learning within 
community-based projects and activities, fosters 
collaboration among teachers, students and others within 
the school. 

 Fosters an environment for student leadership and student 
responsibility for learning, which helps lessen teacher 
attention on management and re-orients teachers to 
specific and effective instructional strategies that can 
serve individual students’ needs. 

5. Meaningful 
school-family-
community 
partnerships 

 Enables students to work with agencies to solve 
community problems as part of their learning and helps 
promote positive community relations. 

 Helps establish an environment in which parents feel more 
comfortable participating in learning activities than they do 
during traditional classroom instruction time. 

 Encourages diverse forms of community-based parent or 
family involvement, and helps strengthen connections 
between the school and family, providing common basis of 
support for parents to strengthen learning at home. 

 Creates the opportunity for an ongoing positive youth 
presence in the community and helps foster the 
community’s improved perceptions of youth and the 
school.  This can lead to increased public support for 
school programs, policies and funding proposals. 


