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Community service 
projects provide 

immediate, often 
short-term impact and 

frequently build on 
experiences youth 

already have. 

POWER OF THE PROMISES 

From Service to Service Learning 
Robert Shumer 

f the five parts of America's Promise 
to Youth, four require something 
from the community: mentors, pro­

tection, healthy environments, and preparation of 
youth for marketable skills. Each im olves adults 
doing something to nurture, prepare, and 
develop youth. The fifth part is different. It 
requires that youth do something: serve. Youth 
are expected to give back because they recei, e 
important help from their communities. Their 
service can take many forms and produce a 
range of results, from meeting simple, immediate 
needs to solving long-term social problems. 

Communit\ <",uvicc 
Youth ha, t: 1· J•ll.) opponu11111c to ~,·e back 
to their com11111nitic,. The most common is 
\'OluntN•rm~ for community cnice-from 
tutorin~ children to helpm~ the elderly. Many 
, outh-'>cn in.., r~ani.1.at1on Bo) and Girls 
Club'>. 1-11 . '>, 1 1h. etc. pro,adt> opportunitie 
for , oung pl'oplt> to a,o;io;t other . to ._oh·e prob­
lem-,, and to deli, t' r real '-t>n ice. Rcct>nt studie) 
show that Anwric·an teen anc' • ~ adult~ 
are ,·olunlt•t•lin~ at n•corcl rat◄ ' >01-based 
community '-t'n 1c l' i-; no,, ofT1 il ~I iii more than 
80°0 of all h11.::h ,chool,. and community ,er\ ice 
is mand.ncd in n•·u-, , -hool di tnct aero,~ the 
countn Kl t•11wr ~ C..I .1prnan. wc1~1 . 



Service Learning provides opportunities for youth to 
use newly acquired skills in real-life situations. 

Community senice is an efTective mecha­

nism to provide immediate, often short-term, 

impact. Youth usually engage in community 

senice projects where work builds upon 

experiences they already have. Helping in a 

soup kitchen, participating in fundraising proj­

ects, and pushing wheelchairs in a residential 

center are examples of community service tasks 

that require little training or explanation. 

Service Learning 
Another form of service emerged in the last part 

of the 20th century. Xotions of community ser­

vice gracefully morphed into something called 

service learning, where learning is intimately 

connected to the act of service. Service is no 

longer an act of charity or noblesse oblige. It is 

not simply middle- and upper-class youth serv­

ing poor or disenfranchised members of society. 

Rather, it is an act of citizenship and growth, 

where the quality of service matters to both the 

server and the served. 

What is service learning? While studies and 

literature summaries indicate it means many things 

From Service to Service Learning 

to many people (Shumer, 1993), some of the most 

common definitions describe it in these terms: 

"• • . service learning is both a program type and a philosophy of 

education. As a program type, service learning includes myriad 

ways that students can perform meaningful service-to their 

communities and to society while engaging in some form of 

reflection or study that is related to the service. As a philosophy 

of education, service learning reflects the belief that education 

must be linked to social responsibility and that the most effec­

tive learning is active and connected to experience in some 

m eaningful way." (Kendall, et al, 1990) 

It is also defined as a method: 

■ under which students learn and develop 

through active participation in ... thought­

fully organized service experiences that meet 

critical community needs; 

■ that is integrated into the student's academic 

curriculum or provides structured time for a 

student to think, talk, or write about what the 

student did and saw during the service activity; 

■ that provides students with opportunities to 

use newly acquired skills and knowledge in 

real-life situations in their own communities; 

■ that enhances what is taught in school by 

extending student learning beyond the 

classroom and into the community and helps 

to foster the development of a sense of 

caring. (National and Community Service 

Act, 1990) 

Together, these definitions describe a 

method and philosophy that combines commu­

nity service with thoughtful reflection, is often 

connected to some formal curriculum, and is 

intended to help students develop skills and atti­

tudes that lead to civic engagement and caring. 

Service learning has been growing as a civic, 

educational youth movement for the past decade. 

In the mid-1980s, only 270/o of U.S. high schools 
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• 
offered community service and 9% offered ser­
vice learning; by the late 1990s more than 80' 
offered community service and more than 50°1, 

offered service learning. Service learning had 
grown by over 3,600% during that time period, 
and much of that growth occurred since 1990 
(Shumer & Cook, 1999,. 

Why the interest in service learning? There 
is renewed understanding that it is not enough 
to encourage community service and charit1 -
giving to help another, less able (financial]) , 
socially, personally) individual. While improving 
conditions in the short term, community sen ice 
and charity do little to affect the systemic issues 
that create the need. There is also little mutualit) 
in volunteerism and community sen,ice- be m•fit 
flows primarily from the server to the served . 

In a democracy, it is also important to p ro 
vide young people with opportunities to lcam to 
participate in civic life. If most people learn b) 
doing (asjohn Dewey and other philosoph<.' rs 
and educators believe), then young p eople 
need to act civically, and learn how to pro" id<.' 
service in the context of living in communtties. 
But experience, without reflection and learnmg, 
does not automatically lead to growth and lon~­
term change for either server or those sen ed. 

Ser. 1cc Lc . .1rning and 
Youth Oc\dopmcnl 

·en ice lt•arnm t: I'• a po" erful form of commu­
mt, sen ice bccau,e 1t embraces essenual ele­
m : nts of health) ) outh de" elopmenL By 
inc:ludin~ rellecti,·c components to proce the 
commun it)· ,e,, ice acu, 1t1e • en;ce leamm; 
cnsm e'> that intdlectual de, clopment accompa· 
nies thl' ,l•n:in• e.xpenence. Youth become bet­
ter able to cldi, t'r ~ood and appropriate service 
becaml' thl') bettl'r unclen;umd \\hat the) are 
d om ~ and ho,\ the) can meet the needs of com 
muntt)·- In terms of moral de,elopment, Plll~l 

rL•mincb u, that , outh nct·d to be exposed to 

moral and po,, t•r i sue as the) ~O\\ from con· 
\ trained and adult dependent. to more coopera· 
tiVl', ..,h .. tt l•d role "1th adults . .., nice leamin3-
more than c ommunit, 'iCn ice. requires )Oung 
JH'oph· lo mteracl \\ 1th adult ID a war that 
, hm v'> llwir kno,\ Icd!!e. demonstrating to adults 
that tht•, kno,\ .ibout the en 1cc the, are deli,-, , 
t· r in~. T hi-; prm ides elf confidence and self-def­
inition •" ) outh aie able to interact \\1th adult.> 
on a n in• Pqual fooun • 

Kohlbt>r~ 1!179 . another moral theorist. 
, u ~t.;,t ,t-.. that , outh n{'('d to deal \\ith moral . , 

cl1lt-mma-.. '>n lht>, can mo, e from .. elf-centered , 
lo olht•t · t Pntt•,ed bcha, ,or. l'hc senice in ser· 
, in• lt•.11 nin~ allcm them to perform ~od 
clt·l·cl, and to meet other' ex1>ectation -two 
important clements m mo,m from child to 
adult. "Ii, undt•1stand ocict, • rules and need,. , 
) mah nt•t>d to le.im role takin a ' · ath) 
and tlwn prot t•,s thetr e pcricnc '• 
lt·,t rnin~ inillati, es allcm th, to h"l't' , , h 
lt•a1 nin~ on:ur 111 communtt) n 1cc p1u:;r(l(l1S, 

h ut tlw 1 <' u ... u.111, 1s no rewlar con,i, tencv of , .. , 
n• llt•c·lion and mstru uon to en ure that youn; 
)>l'<>pll• an, n·all) leamin important moral me~­
..,a~p, from the sen ice cxpenence. 

1 f \\ t' an• encouradn" , outh to do ,ervice 
lwcau,e ,,c \\ant them to~ acthe otizen, 

------ -



when they grow up. then involving them in 

service learning is a potent wa) of doing it. 

Youth need lo engage in chic acts and process 

them ,\ith reflective adult!>. 

Service Learning and 
Youth Involvement 

A new book, Education far C1rzc Engagement in 

DtTTWCTac;: Sm ice Leaming and Other Promising 

Practices \:\1ann & Patrick. eds .. 2000, describes 

the current state of student apathy toward chic 

involvement and government and e.'.plains ,,.hy 

we need to reverse this trend by reconn ecting 

youth "ith commurut).John Patrick. citing a 

report from the :'\auonal Comm1ss1on on Ci, ic 

Renewal. explams thaL -in a ume that crie!. out 

formic action. "e are in danger of becoming a 

nation of spectato~."' tephen Bennett outlines 

the case of reduced c1,ic engagement and 

knowledge on the part of youth. citing fi,.e stud­

ies that illustrate that America's high school 

seniors ~lack sufficient understanding o f govern­

ment to act intelligently as voters .... are woe­

fully ignorant of linited tates history, and show 

continuing patterns of pohucal disengagement 

and political apath)."' Additional chapters pre­

sent our youth culture as rapid!) growing into a 

world of passive, disengaged adul ts. 

The good news is that the book also contains 

hopeful stories and examples of youth engaged 

in service learning and other promising practices, 

where young people are invohed m service that 

makes a lasting difference. This suggests service 

can help get our society reengaged again, if 

young people focus on real, cnucal problems 

in our society. 

In the book, H arry Boyte identifies the 

youth engagement program Public Achievement 

as a good example of school-based programs 

that encourage social problem solving. Usually 

connected with college.'university mentors 

(called "coaches") students select problems to 

From Service to Service learning 

study and work on. Through informed and 

engaged service, students learn to perform pub­

lic actions that address public problems. 

Students don' t just perform service, they pro­

vide service that is tied to critical understanding 

of social action in democratic settings. As Boyte 

explains, civic action is not a program, it is a 

craft, complete with skills, understanding, and 

actions. Civic action is both a state of mind and 

a set of skills-all connected to knowledge that is 

applied to specific issues. 

Steven Chaffee, in his description of Kids 

Voting USA, explains how a curriculum that 

includes voting in the classroom, completing 

mock ballots at polling places, and planning 

Service learning, more than community service, requires young 

people to interact with adults in a way that shows their knowledge, 

demonstrating to adults that they know about the service they are 

delivering. This provides self-confidence and self-definition as youth 

are able to interact with adults on a more equal footing. 

community events leads to increased civic par­

ticipation of youth. A 1994 study of a Kids Voting 

USA initiative in California showed significant 

knowledge of voting, candidates, and issues. 

Perhaps even more impressive {and related 

to the service dimension) was the measurable 

e ffect on parents. The intensity of student 

involvement with issues was paralleled by parents' 

understanding of issues, party affiliation, and 

reported discussion of elections with others. 
\,\That was particularly important in this increase 

was that students initiated conversations al 

home with their parents. 
In another example, Herbert Atherton 

discusses We the People ... Project Citizen. In 

this case-based, problem-oriented initiative, stu­

de nts learn how to affect public policy and 
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monitor its implementation. The focus of Project 
Citizen is a problem-based, student-driven 
approach to teaching and learning. Students 
identify the problems studied. Service is based 
on student analysis of public policies and the ir 
efforts to construct effective solutions. 

Service Learning and 4-H 
Many youth development programs that involve 
service learning are led by community groups 
and community agencies. Some of the best 
examples come from 4-H, one of the largest 
youth organizations in the country. In the book 
Beyond 4-H Community Service to Community 
Service Learning (1993), author Allan Smith 
explains how state and national 4-H leadership 
have endorsed the idea of service learning. 
He provides outlines, rubrics, and checklists 
to measure the kind of service learning that 
can occur in 4-H curriculum categories. 

For example, the University of Illinois 
Extension program Walk in My Shoes {an out­
standing effort to connect young people with 
older adults) shows how service and learning 
come together. As an online project, youth team 
to deal with many of the issues facing older 
adults by reading lessons developed through 
web-based instruction. Once they have basic 
knowledge, they get input from older friends or 
family members, so they can share, learn, and 
understand one another. Youth engage in proj­
ects that require them to connect with older 
adults in ways that improve the quality of life for 
both. Walk in My Shoes is a good example of 
4-H projects that lead to service learning. 

In another program Free for Life: Youth 
Empowered to Be Tobacco Free (An Experien­
tial Curriculum from National 4-H Council) 
youth are engaged in a series of lessons that 
require them to understand issues, use knowl­
edge of tobacco to make decisions, and develop 
partnerships with adults to develop positive 

strategies to promote tobacco pre, ention for hle 
In this model youth de, elop crvice tratecies 
from their leamm~ about tobacco and their 
to have a positi, e mflul•nce on their peers and 
on soc1et, . .\Jong ,,ith adulL,. Free for Life par· 
ticipams de, elop local m1uauve.s that require 
them to stud, tobacco i'>,uc.-. and to con~truct 
realistic programs 10 kel'P kid<; off cigarette~ 

Service Learning 
and CI l 11zenship 

In add1uon to thcom·-. and pro~s that demon 
strate that service l<'amm~ can affect thought an 
chan~e. re-.earch suppons the notion that senice 
coupled with learnm~. h;c, more impact than just 
sen1ce alone One of tht' lx•,t place to rudy the 
impact of sen ice leamin~ 1s in ~ta.n,land, the 
onh !>talc to mandatl ,en·in• learnm for high 
!>chool graduation tudl·nl!> art• required to fulfill 
75 hour!> of !>en ice kamin~ during their three 
) can. m high school (althouf;h many of the expe­
nences were primaril) cc ,mm unit) scf\1ce). In 
a 19!>5 stud" conducwd b, \lariorie Da"idwn. 
!>emor!> m the fir.-t !,'Taduaum; clas!o \\ ere inter· 
viewed about the pro1.,rram Ille: good ne"~ was 
that the sen 1cc l''-periem t''> rJ.iscd the levels of 
awarenc!>S- h1gh ,chool '>cnior-. unde~tood that 
there \H're man, '><>ua.l probll'm!> to deal ,,ith in 
the future. The bad m•,,., \,.c, that while students 
learned about the importanC{· of enice, the~ did 
not connect the l<'arnm~ w 1th c1,1c action. They 
understood the need and importance of commu· 
nit, " ork. but did not tramlate the experience 
into ci, 1c action , ·mm~. participating in commu· 
nity acuvitie!>, 01 otht•r enga¢ng proce.,ses. 
Da, 1dson recommends that t•n·ice learning pro­
grams be deln·ercd throu£h high '>Chool social 
studies courses, ,, here students are more likelv to 
make the conscious conm•ction bet\,een service 
and ciuzensh1p. 



This recommendation supports studies in 

higher education that show freshmen are volun­

teering more, yet voting less and feeling less 

interested in engaging in the body politic Astin, 

et al, 1999 . These trends suggest that promoting 

\·olunteerism, \\ hiJe weU intentioned, does no t 

automatically lead to either increased skills in 

ci\iC participation o r improved attitudes toward 

ci\iC action. Rather, it suggesLS that program s 

such as service learning and other community­

connected learning programs that combine 

senice and learning are more effective, in the 

long run, at producing )·oung people who truly 

understand \\ hat it means to give back to society. 
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Conclusion 
Through initiatives such as America's Promise, 

society has made a covenant with our young 

people that we will guide them through the mat­

uration process and provide them with the tools, 

skills, and attitudes to become productive, effec­

tive members of society. One of those promises 

is to help young people learn how to give back 

to their society. In doing so, we can encourage 

the m to serve through community service, or 

we can develop service learning initiatives that 

teach them to become citizen servants. Through 

engagement of youth in the thoughtful develop­

ment of service connected to reflection and 

learning, we can provide society with young 

people who will contribute and who will make a 

difference over the course of a lifetime. 
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