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8 APPLYING THE SERVICE LEARNING PROCESS 
TO MY OWN COURSE  

Isabel Menezes, Teresa Dias, Cidália Duarte, Deyse Benício, Sofia 
Pais 

 Service Learning is “a reflective, relational pedagogy” (Heffernan 

2011, p. 2), combining intervention in communities with learning 

opportunities for students in different areas of knowledge. Throughout this 

chapter, we will try to understand the steps that guide the design and 

managing the process of Service Learning.  

 Service Learning embodies the responsibility of higher education in 

shaping socially committed and responsible citizens, who are capable of 

applying their knowledge and competences in analysing their community, 

imagining intervention projects and collaborating with others to foster a joint 

improvement (Pires 2008). This is referred to in several interviews with 

higher education teachers conducted in the ENGAGE STUDENTS project 

considering their Service Learning practices within the community. As in 

previous chapters, readers are invited to adopt a dynamic attitude towards 

this Workbook, reading and thinking aloud, viewing and commenting videos 

or performing some of the proposed activities. The main objective is to 

develop the reflective disposition and the practical orientation that will be of 

use once a course or curricular unit (CU) based on Service Learning is 

being implemented. 
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8.1 The central elements of Service Learning as a process 

As no experiential education approach is static (Furco 1996), the 

implementation of Service Learning involves the flexible, dynamic and 

cyclic working with community partners. It means the process of 

implementing Service Learning is a nuclear dimension of Service Learning 

projects. Thus, the following process-oriented principles are an essential 

part of Service Learning pedagogy:  

 

 

 

Activity 
 
Please identify the three main reasons, why Service Learning 
makes sense in higher education. Write down your reasons. 
Once you are finished, watch the video and compare your 
results. 

 

  
https://youtu.be/A-smzMcyomY 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=br-IMBHmhcI 
(in Spanish) 
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 Service Learning projects assume an active and collaborative 

practice that articulates and deepens curricular learning with a specific work 

carried out in real life contexts. This process fosters high levels of students’ 

involvement in the communities, in their own educational process and 

contact with the faculty (Rigo et al. 2018). 

 As such, Service Learning combines “theory with practice, 

classrooms with communities, the cognitive with the affective” (Butin 2005, 

p. vii) with the potential to be “engaging” and “impactful” (p. viii), both for 

the community, students and faculty. As Heffernan (2011, p. 2) underlies 

“service-learning as an epistemology and as pedagogy “de-centers” the 

classroom and intentionally places the community in the center of the 

learning process”. Not surprisingly, Service Learning has a potential for 

promoting both civic engagement and social change. The implementation 

of Service Learning includes five phases: Starting Phase, Community 

Needs Phase, Service Learning Phase, Guidance Phase and a Reflection 

Phase (see figure 12). 

 The active involvement of the students;  

 The identification of problems, needs, and resources of 

specific communities, organizations or groups; 

 The clarification of the competences/abilities to be worked 

on;  

 The continuous development of resources in action; 

 The systematic reflection over the work that is being 

developed;  

 Institutional time and support for the implementation of the 

activities/projects. 



107 

 

FIGURE 12. SERVICE LEARNING PHASES 

These phases are built on one another in their chronological sequence 

and end with a final reflection about the whole process. In the following, 

each phase is explored and described in full detail. Understanding Service 

Learning as a process also implies that it goes beyond a single course and 

a semester. The collaboration between the university and the community 

partner should be fixed and regularly renewed. A longer temporality of the 

cooperation also involves more than one course and beneficial more than 

one scientific area (transdisciplinarity). This reinforces the idea that there 

are forms of production that are shared with the people in the institutions 

where this work takes place. This also involves thinking about new ways of 

evaluating the impact of teaching courses and accompanying them in their 

development and empowerment. In this sense, the phases of the Service 

Learning process continue from the starting phase again, following all 

stages and end up on the final reflection phase. Nevertheless, although a 

longer temporality of the cooperation between the university and 

community partners has many benefits for all parties, it often might not be 

possible to realize into practice according organizational, institutional 

and/or technical matters at the specific university. In this case the 

expectations to the final results of the Service Learning project should be 

clear to students and community partners. If a further cooperation makes 

sense, teachers can point on other existing initiatives that might support the 

community partners realizing their further goals. 
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8.2 Starting Phase 

Designing a Service Learning course, involving students in 

investigating real-life problems in an actual community/institution/group, 

imagining strategies that they can use to solve or minimize problems, and 

then do something about it. It is of the essence that students be open to a 

collaborative interaction with “locals” that acknowledges not only the 

“needs” but also the “resources” that exist in any 

community/institution/group. Beside this openness to local knowledge and 

competences, it is also important that students continuously reflect onr their 

Activity 

Please watch and analyse the following videos that 
presents the process of designing and implementing 
Service Learning. If you can, share your thoughts with 
colleagues and reflect how your experience in teaching 
relates to this. 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kFd-yiAfrmE  
https://servelearnconnect.uky.edu/what-service-learning-
and-civic-engagement-0 
         



109 

experience – and that teachers are willing to provide the support through 

the whole process.  

Activity with students 

 Please reflect on the meaning of the following statement.  

“Human activity does not develop in a social vacuum but is instead 

strictly located in a social, historical and cultural context of meanings 

and relationships. Just like a message only makes sense in terms of 

the total context where it occurs, human relations are embedded in 

the context of the time, space, culture and local unspoken rules of 
conduct.” (Rosnow & Gerogoudi 1986, p. 4) 

 Do you think this might be a good starting point to work with your students 

about how they perceive “problems” in their communities? Does it make a 

difference, if they locate the roots of these problems (e.g., garbage, 

homelessness, lack of green areas …) on individual level or if they take the 

broader social, historical and cultural context into account?  

 What are your conclusions for your Service Learning course about how to 

plan your intervention in communities, institutions, or diverse population 

groups? How do you prevent students from the risk of ‘blaming the victim’ 

as a form of hasty attributing guild to the serving community (e.g. 

disadvantaged families, children or a specific representative) (Ryan 1979)? 

Make sure to sensitize students for the situation and living conditions of 

community members and their work with them, but also to avoid prejudices. 

Students should be sensitized so that they do not present themselves as 

the “moralizers” of community problems. 
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When teachers start planning Service Learning, there are some issues to 

consider in the starting phase of the course:  

 

 

 Identify the interests, competencies, and motivations of 
your students in relation to your course. 

What motivates them? What are their strengths? What 
knowledge and competences do you want them to develop? How 
are you going to monitor, support and evaluate the increase in 
knowledge and civic competences? 

 Identify the resources of the community partner. 

Who are the most significant – and willing – stakeholders? Which 
communities, institutions or groups might be more open to 
collaboration? What possible benefits are there for both the 
communities, institutions, groups and your students? 

 Formalize the cooperation in a cooperation agreement.   

Negotiate and define a contract – a verbal contract might be 
enough in some cases; in others a written document is preferable 
– with the community, institution, group where your Service 
Learning project is going to unfold. The “contract” or cooperation 
agreement serves to outline goals, clarify expectations and 
(co)responsibilities, define timelines and creates a collaborative 
mind-set. Universities can sometimes be perceived as powerful 
organizations on the outside, but knowledge is everywhere – also 
in the community.  
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Once your cooperation with your community partner has been formalized, 

you can present your Service Learning course to your students.  

 From the beginning, students should be encouraged to start a 

learning or reflection diary. Writing is an ultimately reflective task, and it 

helps students make sense of their experiences. Whether this is an actual 

or a virtual notebook, both methodologies are fine. The important aspect is 

that students follow a habit of writing about the Service Learning 

experience. To help them start, teachers can ask them to collect information 

about the community, institution, or group, e.g. from media coverage, 

websites, excerpts from artwork or scientific reports.  

Keep in mind:  

 “Knowledge about the local community is prerequisite and prelude to 
decisions about what kinds of actions serve community goals and 
interests, and what individuals, groups, and social settings are most 
central to the action goal.” (Trickett 2009, p. 397) 

Activity with students 

Brainstorm what are the most important characteristics of what some 
authors call the “entrance stage” (Kagan et al. 2011). What should you 
have in mind, when entering a community, institution, group for the 
first time? How can students establish an open, collaborative and 
trusting relationship to guide student’s work in this context? How can 
you work towards a consensual definition of what should be done? 
How can you show that you respect and care for the people in that 
context? 
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8.3 Community Phase 

 To collect information and identify the needs and resources, it is 

possible to use social sciences research tools, empirical research methods, 

which target at listening and understanding first-hand experiences in the 

community. Some of these methods include participant observation, 

qualitative interviews and focus groups, but also photo surveys or 

community mapping (Fetterman 1996; Fetterman & Wandersman 2005). 

The community phase is characterized as important for the success of a 

Service Learning project as it enables students’ self-efficiency from the 

starting point (Sliwka 2004).  

8.4 Service Learning Phase 

Working in the community, institution, or group can be challenging – 

and even a bit scaring – for students. Some ground rules might be useful 

for the implementation phase (Kagan et al. 2011; Menezes 2007). 

Activity with students 

Make students explore the website http://www.communityplanning.net/   

Then suggest that students work in groups of three and select one 
method, discussing how they could apply it in the community, institution, 
or group. This might imply developing an interview script and role-
playing the interview, with one student acting as the interviewer, the 
other as the interviewee and the third as an observer of the interaction, 
taking notes. Depending on your students’ experience with these 
methods, role playing can be an essential tool for them to grasp, what it 
means to be in that particular situation.  
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8.5 Guidance Phase 

Supporting students during their 

experience of Service Learning is a 

fundamental stage in this process – this 

implies paying attention to their evolution, 

but also whether they are experiencing the 

desired combination between academic 

results, personal growth and increase in professional competence.  

At the beginning of a Service Learning project, students need guidance 

and a preparation for their first contact with community partners. Discussion 

with students and creating guidelines of how to behave with community 

partners and what to avoid are helpful and ensure that the first impression 

is positive. Throughout this phase, the teacher accompanies and supports 

students in the development of their project and helps them understand 

how the transfer between theoretical learning and the implementation of 

strategies and activities could be done in the community where Service 

Learning takes place (Jenkins & Sheehey 2012, p. 9; Bringle & Hatcher 

1996; Bates et al. 2009; Bringle & Hatcher 2000). Sometimes, entering real-

life contexts can lead to feelings of disappointment or frustration due to the 

relational and structural environment (Bates et al. 2009). This is why it is 

important that the faculty provides a close monitoring and supervision 

during Service Learning (Dunlap 1998; Bates et al. 2009, Gerholz et al. 

2018). 
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There are a variety of strategies teachers can use to monitor and 

supervise students. They include asking students to keep a diary, having 

regular group meetings in which they can share their experiences and 

discuss what is happening, peer tutoring, encouraging students to 

collaborate with their colleagues, and also individual supervision meetings, 

to create a space for more private reflection on the meaning of the 

experience (Dunlap 1998). Dunlap also recommends that faculty meet with 

institutional partners for in loco supervision.  

Example of a guideline for students‘ first contact with 
community partners: 

 Take it easy: be nice, be sensitive, be patient; 

 Explain why you are there – be honest about who you are and 

your motives;  

 Take your time: people need to know you and have time to 

explain their views; 

 Show that you are open and willing to collaborate; 

 Get involved in the life of the community and respect their 

values and beliefs;   

 Be open to deal with uncertainty and unforeseen events – one 

thing is for sure, both will happen; 

 Be ready to lead and to be led, to learn and to teach; 

 Watch yourself – there will surely be times, when your 

feelings might get in the way; but also be attentive to your 

ideas, surely some will be brilliant. Share, discuss, and 

explain and talk to your colleagues and your teacher; 

 Keep a diary on your experience. Register ideas, feelings, 

photos, maps, and things to deal with later. 
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a) Journal of Reflection Questions  

Dunlap (1998) suggests that right after the choice and allocation of 

Service Learning contexts, students should be encouraged by the teacher 

to share information based on a list named “Journal of Reflection 

Questions”, which are a combination of instructions and questions to assist 

students in developing a habit of critical reflection” (Dunlap 1998, p. 2) or 

as Clarke (2004, p. 1) says, “posing a series of questions to be answered 

in written journals could enhance reflective thinking”. This journal is a diary 

in which students record events that took place in their daily experience, 

perceptions about relationships they had, ideas they may come up with in 

the community.  

In the journal, areas of reflection are associated with the realization of 

activities – reflection in-action: describing activities, recording routines, 

signaling interactions between community agents – and areas of reflection 

associated with the effects on the individual student – reflection on-action: 

establishing connections between experiences, “make informed decisions 

based on the ability to reflect on their practice and responded to issues 

emerging from this reflection.” (Clarke 2004, p. 2). 

Activity 

Thinking about the goals that Service Learning has in the context of 
your course, consider what could be included in your Journal of 
Reflection Questions. Keep in mind the three steps to induce critical 
reflection: before the experience; during the experience and after the 
experience. Write your questions down. 

Here is an example of a sequence of questions for a logbook we 
created for students involved in Service Learning during the 
UNIBILITY project (University Meets Social Responsibility). This 
logbook makes students focus on the tasks, but also acknowledge 
the relations/emotions during the process. 
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b) Peer tutoring  

Students should be encouraged to exchange experiences with peers, 

even though they might be involved in different services and contexts. “Peer 

tutoring is an instructional strategy that involves students helping each 

other” (Bowman-Perrott et al. 2013, p. 39) in different areas such as 

theoretical knowledge (e.g. key concepts that students do not understand 

on their own) and practical experiences. In this peer-mediated strategy, 

students play the roles of tutors and tutees and each student receives one-

to-one assistance in his or her problem. “The students access expertise 

through mentors, whose role is to facilitate rather than teach, and the aim 

of learning is to solve realistic and practical problems in an authentic 

setting.” (Clarkson & Luca 2002, p. 2) 

This sharing allows students to better articulate problems within the 

curriculum and makes it easier to share concerns arising from the physical 

and relational spaces of the contexts/communities where Service Learning 

unfolds, and the consequent search for solutions to solve problems – 

fundamental in the furthering of professional competencies (Dunlap 1998). 
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Peer tutoring allows students to receive individual assistance and 

contributes to the development of self-confidence and self-efficacy (Vogel 

et al. 2007; Bowman-Perrott et al. 2013) but also enhances learning and 

the professional experience of tutors and tutees when considering a 

Service Learning program (Clarkson & Luca 2002).  

c) Group meeting / discussion sessions  

Another support tool for students is the organization of group discussion 

sessions with small groups of students. The dynamic of these sessions 

should promote an environment of proximity, where students are invited to 

share their experiences and to exchange opinions about what each of them 

observed in their context (Dunlap 1998). These sessions intend to promote 

reflection and put in evidence that Service Learning fosters critical thinking 

and problem-solving.  

d) Individual supervision meetings 

A more individualized monitoring involves individual supervision 

meetings with the teacher. These moments allow a deeper analysis of ways 

of being and of intervening in the community, providing a framed reflection 

Activity 

Think about your role when using peer tutoring based on 
Zambrano and Gisbert (2015, p. 2305) quote: “… the teachers’ 

interventions took place mostly spontaneously, and to a lesser 

degree at the students’ request, for the purpose of clarifying, 

evaluating answers, modelling behaviour as a mediator (for the 

tutor’s sake) and enabling consensus of answers.” 
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within the objectives of the course and a thorough operationalization of the 

work plan in the community. The main goal of this moment is to “answer 

questions and assist students in problem-solving as issues arise” (Jenkins 

& Sheehey 2012, p. 9). 

e) Supervision meetings in context  

Organizing meetings in context on-site allows for a double function of 

feedback with the community partner and supervision in loco with the 

student once she or he enters the context. These meetings might have to 

be organized and planned.  

8.6 Reflection Phase  

Reflection is an important part in Service Learning to support and 

ensure the transfer and sustainability of learning processes. In this sense 

there should be a regularly opportunity for students to give feedback and a 

space to discuss needs and demands. At least at specific and relevant 

points of a Service Learning project but also at the end there should be an 

in-depth analysis and reflection about the service component. During the 

reflection phase it is important to describe what happened, considering the 

main difficulties and achievements of the Service Learning project (Kaye 

2010). Encouraging a collective discussion about the changes it brought 

about (in personal, civic and academic dimensions) and placing the 

experience of Service Learning into a larger context can generate new 

perspectives of how communities in fact work (Bringle et al. 2016). There 

are several examples of Service Learning reflection exercises across a 

variety of courses (such as the DEAL model – Describe, Examine and 

Articulate Learning or Bloom’s Taxonomy) (Ash & Clayton 2004; Ash & 

Clayton 2009; Jameson, Clayton & Bringle 2008), nevertheless asking 

students for a written reflection about the learning outcomes that results 
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from Service Learning can serve various objectives. On the one hand, it 

can help them to better understand the complexity of the process in which 

they were involved and on the other hand it may give them the awareness 

that through Service Learning they were exposed to critical civic issues that 

contribute to their academic and civic learning, and/ or personal growth. 

Besides reflection and 

evaluation also recognition of the 

service effort is a main aspect of this 

phase. To support a culture of 

recognition for Service Learning the 

publishing of the project in form of 

local newspaper articles, university 

magazines and blogs or in form of presentations at the university can be 

helpful. To recognize the service effort of students ceremonies of honor 

could take place, a special celebration or a certificate for their service effort 

could be handed out. Universities are a privileged context for implementing 

Service Learning, as the “intentional use of community engagement, active 

learning, and reflection is critical to professional skill development for 

effective practice.” (Deck et al. 2017, p. 458). Recognition can take four 

basic forms (see also figure 13):  

Support measures: Support measures focus on recognizing service 

effort through offering institutional support (e.g. trainings, workshops, 

rooms for meetings and consultations). This supports might on the one side 

be beneficial to facilitate students’ service in the community, but also offer 

academic support in their professional development.  

Validation measures: Validation focuses on recognizing service effort 

through offering credits for the engagement, the integration into the 

curriculum, and the transfer of the service into acquired competences for 
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their studies. These measures are related to the translation of students’ 

service efforts into credits and represent a formal way of recognition into 

curriculum-based performance records.  

Valorisation measures: Valorisation means recognizing service effort 

in the form of rewards, prices, certificates or in the diploma supplement. 

These measures officially document the engagement of students, which 

can be useful in CVs and jobs applications. Nevertheless, to award prizes 

and awards might be difficult because a comparison between different 

forms of engagement and services might be challenging.  

Bonification measures: Bonification takes place in form of a bonus 

point, which e.g. can have an impact on grading, scholarship access or 

study grants. This recognition measure can be used as a compensation for 

the service effort. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 13.  FORMS OF RECOGNITION  
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 Service Learning… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

… is a credit-bearing, educational, experience in 

which students participate in an organized service 

activity that meets identified community needs and 

reflect 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 (Bringle & 

Hatcher 1996, p. 112) 

… is a way of thinking about education and 

learning (a philosophy) with an accompanying 

teaching tool or strategy (a pedagogy) that asks 

students to learn and develop through active 

participation in service activities  to meet defined 

issues in community organizations. There is 

reciprocity in the exchange between students 

and the community. (Petersen & Simon 2013, p. 7) …seeks to engage students in activities that both 

combine community service and academic 

learning. ... Many service –learning activities 

provide students with opportunities for further 

academic development by allowing them to 

apply their knowledge to address a curriculum-

related need in the community ... While students 

may develop socially and personally, the primary 

intended purpose of service-learning is to 

enhance students’ academic development and 

civic responsibility (Furco 2006) 

… has the potential to affect students‘ 

personal growth, civic responsibility, and 

social understanding through linking personal 

insights with coursework and real-world 

experiences (…) Self-reflection, a key 

component of service learning, encourages 

students to intentionally consider their 

community experiences to understand how 

the experience has affected them on 

personal and academic levels (Sanders, Van 

Oss & MacGeary 2016) 

… brings together students, academics and 

the community whereby all become 

teaching resources, problem solvers and 

partners. In addition to enhancing 

academic and real world learning, the 

overall purpose of service learning is to instil 

in students a sense of civic engagement 

and responsibility and work towards positive 

social change within society (Europe 

Engage 2017) 
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Worksheet: Reflection about Service 

Learning 
 

Please complete the following tasks: 

TASK 1. What are common parts of these definitions? What are the 

main elements of Service Learning according to them? 

1. 

2. 

3. 

 

TASK 2. How do these definitions of Service Learning fit with your 

activities and other applied teaching methodologies? 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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TASK 3. Please list what you think the three main potential benefits 

of incorporating Service Learning into your teaching might be: 

(a) For you as a teacher/lecturer? 

1. 

2. 

3. 

 

(b) For your students? 

1. 

2. 

3. 

 

TASK 4. Please undertake a literature review to identify three 

additional articles, books and/or reports related to Service 

Learning that are particularly relevant for your work: 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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TASK 5. Please outline a possible research topic which your 

students might undertake related to Service Learning: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TASK 6. Please outline how do you think your role as a teacher will 

change by applying the Service Learning approach: 
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Planning Tool: Points of entry – Identify your 

Service Learning project idea 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.) Teaching Content: What are 

you teaching? Which skills, 

knowledge and contents should 

students acquire after finishing 

your course? 

2.) Community Service: What  is your 

service idea? Which community 

partners do you have close contact 

to? What can students learn from this 

community service? 

4.) Which resources will you need for 

planning and offering a Service 

Learning course? Where do you face 

restrictions, boundaries or challenges? 

3.) Integration: How can the 

course-based acquired 

knowledge be connected to the 

service? How can you combine 

service and learning? 
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Step by Step Approach 1: Planning Phase 

 
1. Identify your Service Learning idea: Make sure what Service Learning means to you 

and your didactical approach (see also Planning tool 1) 

 
 

 

2. Deliberate the benefits of doing a Service Learning course instead of regular teaching 

for students, the community and the HEI (for you) 

 
 

 

 

3. Reflect on the curricular background of the course and the prerequisites of students 

(student size, aims of the course, position in the curriculum, length of the course, prior 

knowledge & experiences of students, weekly hours, course type, ...) 
 

 

 

4. Reflect on the expected learning outcomes for students 

 
 

 

5. Clarify your institutional & policy background for Service Learning at your HEI: How 

institutionalised is Service Learning at your university and what does this mean for the 

course design? 

 
 

 

6. Reflect on the kind of services and projects appropriate to the course content 

 
 

 

7. Check and plan resources available for planning and offering a Service Learning 

Course (e.g. Student assistance, time, space, financial funding, network partners, 

training on Service Learning and so on) 
 

 

 

8. Consider & check legal aspects for a partnership between the HEI (Higher Education 

Institution) and the community partners (Aspects of insurances for students & 

community clients, for the institution; and so on). Which risks are accompanied with 

the Service Learning project? 

 
 

 
9. Keep time frames of the Service Learning project in mind (e.g. semester planning, 

deadlines, holidays, submissions, final exams...)? 

 
 

 
10. Consider logistical aspects for the community service like (public) transportation to 

the community  
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Step by Step Approach 2: Community Needs Phase 

 

11. Clarify the number of involved Community Partners (a single one or more?) 

  

 

12. Decide how to find community partners? (student self-selection, workshops with the 

community, face-to-face meetings, volunteer fairs, recruited through community 

organization centres, volunteering centres, online tools like the ...) 

  

 

13. Deliberate which organizations or community partners will make the best partners 

  

 

14. Select a method for identifying the mission but also the needs of the community 

partners and reflect on how to build trust with the community partners  

  

 

15. Deliberate about the reciprocity in the cooperation between university and the 

community 

  

 

16. Make sure that community partners know what kind of experiences will enhance the 

expected learning outcomes of students through the provision of service 

  

 

17. Clarify the different responsibilities and roles of students, community partners and 

teachers – straighten what kind of service will be provided and how  students will 

work (individually or in groups, format of services) 

  

 

18. Clarify how students will be supervised on site, who are contact persons for students 

and how continuous guidance is offered by the university 

  

 

19. Think of and prepare an institutional contract between the community organization 

and the university  

  

 

20. Plan the community service units and give students information about how many 

hours they will spend with  the community partners 
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21. Plan risk management and deliberate on possibly occurring situations during students’ 

provision of a service and what to be done to avoid these situations – also prepare 

students about these concerns before  they start their first service unit 

  

 

22. Reflect on the role of digital media in the course and if but also in what sense it could 

be useful  to use in the course to support teaching, the learning of students, the 

course organisation and the service for the community 

 

Step by Step Approach 3: Service & Guidance Phase 

 

 
23. Think about a Student Code of Conduct and create one; it should be obligatory for 

every student (students could sign it) 

  

 

24. Plan the first meeting with students in detail (What information is necessary for 

students to familiarize with the policies, procedures and risks involved in the service 

for the specific community partners they serve? What kind of information do students 

need as a preparation for their first meeting with community partners?)  

  

 

25. Plan and Provide Do’s & Dont’s in the contact and communication with community 

partners for students, give them an email address or a telephone number they can 

contact in case of emergencies 

  

 

26. Plan reflection assignments for academic learning: consider what kind of 

assignments are appropriate for the integration of experiences (service and 

learning) 

 

  

 

27. Clarify your role as a teacher. How do you see in the further service learning process 

and how do you supervise students during the in-service process? (guidance 

support) 

  

 

28. Plan and inform students about how they are tracked during their service provision 

and how they should document their service activities 

  

 

29. Plan the Assessment & Grading of students (How is students’ engagement on-site 

assessed? How it will be part of course grading? How to deal with students’ early exit 

from the course? In which form do students get feedback from different supervisors?)   

  

 

30. Plan and offer regular supervision units with students at the university 
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Step by Step Approach 4: Demonstration & Recognition Phase 

 

 
31. Plan the last steps of the Service Learning Course (Saying Goodbye to the 

community partners; Presenting a final product to the community) 

  

 

32. Plan the Evaluation of the Service Learning course (What should be evaluated and 

how? Should only students take part in an evaluation or also community members?)  

  

 
33. Plan strategies to assure the sustainability of the project(s)  (How is it possible that 

students can keep in contact with the community and sustain the service after the 

course?) 

  

 
34. Reflect on and provide student recognition (How is students’ engagement 

recognized through or at least in the end of the course? E.g. celebration, 

presentation of the results, feedback, certificates, confirmation of participation, 

diploma supplement...) 

  

 
35. Plan and create a dissemination strategy of your project – use opportunities for 

presenting the Service Learning project to the public (local newspapers, reports, 

rectorate, study program manager, colleagues, newsletter, conference paper, 

journals and so on) 
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Planning Tool Learning Objectives 1 (adapted from 

Howard 2001) – which outcomes are expected of the course? 
 

Goal Category Knowledge Skills Values 

Course-specific Academic 

Learning Goals 

   

General Academic 

Learning Goals 

   

Civic Learning Goals    

Community Learning 

Goals 

   

Personal Learning Goals 

(personal skills, personal 

growth) 

   

Social Responsibility 

Learning Goals 
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Planning Tool Learning Objectives 2 (adapted from 

Howard 2001) – Which strategies are there to reach these outcomes?  

 Objectives Strategies Assignments Assessment 

Goal Category Specific 

Learning Goals 

Classroom 

Strategies 

Community 

Service 

Strategies 

Student 

assignments 

Evaluation & 

Transformation 

onto student’s 

assessment 

Course-specific 

Academic 

Learning Goals 

 

     

General 

Academic 

Learning Goals 

 

     

Civic Learning 

Goals 
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Planning Tool Learning Objectives 3 (adapted from 

Howard 2001) – Which strategies are there to reach these outcomes? 
 

 Objectives Strategies Assignments Assessment 

Goal Category Specific 

Learning Goals 

Classroom 

Strategies 

Community 

Service 

Strategies 

Student 

assignments 

Evaluation & 

Transformation 

onto student’s 

assessment 

Community 

Learning Goals 

     

Personal 

Learning Goals 

(personal skills, 

personal 

growth) 

     

Social 

Responsibility 

Learning Goals 
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Planning Tool: Action Plan 1 

Objective Description Strategy & 

Criteria 

Planned Action Involved 

people & 

Organisations 

Start & 

End 

Materials & 

Resources 

Curricula 

Background 

 What kind of community 

service seems to be 

appropriate in relation to 

the curriculum and course 

content? 

 How should the course be 

structured? 

 Are there any ethical issues 

to consider? 

     

Identifying 

expected 

results from 

Service 

Learning 

course 

What will students know, 

understand and be able to 

apply (skills) after the course? 

 academic outcomes 

 civic outcomes 

 personal outcomes 

 How should they achieve 

that goals? 

     

Identifying 

student’s 

needs: 

 pre-requisites of students 

 prior knowledge 

 prior skills 

 special needs 

 special interests 
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Planning Tool: Action Plan 2 
 

Objective Description Strategy & 

Criteria 

Planned Action Involved 

people & 

Organisations 

Timing Materials & 

Resources 

Identifying 

Community 

needs & 

building 

partnerships 

 How to identify them? 

 How to get in contact with 

community partners? 

 How to establish a community 

partnership?  

 What are the criteria for 

selecting community partners 

and building a partnership? 

 How to fix and sustain the 

partnership? 

     

Preparation 

of students 

What should students know before 

they first contact with the 

community: 

 about the organization, 

 background of service,  

 clients or community partners?  

 What are Do’s and Dont’s in 

contact with the community 

partners? 
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Planning Tool: Action Plan 3 
 

Objective Description Strategy & 

Criteria 

Planned Action Involved 

people &  

Timing Materials & 

Resources 

Risk 

Management 

 What risks could occur 

during the service part? 

 How could these be 

prevented?  

 What strategies can 

students use in terms of risk 

management? 

     

Supervision & 

Reflection 

 How will the students be 

supervised on-site? 

 How will you supervise them 

before, during and after 

the service parts? 

 Which reflection activities 

will be used in the course 

for an ongoing reflection 

process? 

 What criteria should be 

included in students’ 

reflection? 
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Planning Tool: Action Plan 4 
 

Objective Description Strategy & 

Criteria 

Planned Action Involved 

people  

Timing Materials & 

Resources 

Performanc

es, tasks & 

grading 

 How will the performance of 

students be judged?  

 How will you know as teacher 

that students have learned or 

mastered the content or skills 

you expected from them? 

 What will they do to prove this 

to you? 

 Which parts will be graded? 

 What task should students 

submit to get a grade?  

 Which kind of formative or 

summative assessments are 

planned? 

     

Demonstrati

on & 

Recognition 

 How will students’ service be 

recognized in the course?  

 How will the closure of the 

service activity be organized? 

(e.g. celebration, certificate, 

presentation & demonstration 

of results)? 
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How students identify the needs of community 

partners  

(adapted from Seifert, Zentner & Nagy 2012) 

_____________________________________________ 

At the university:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 1 Analyse the 

curriculum & course 

syllabus: What is the 

objective of the course? 

What will you learn in the 
course? What skills and 

competences should you 

acquire or improve after the 

course? 

STEP 2 Analyse yourself  

What are your special 

interests in the course? What 

are your personal strengths 

and your skills? How could 

they be useful for a specific 

community? 
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In the community:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 3 Brainstorm: Think about your 

community - What do you like about 

your community? Where do you see 

problems, barriers or challenges? 

Is there a specific group of people 

who you think might need help 

(older people, children, students, 

initiatives, projects, organisations, 

asylum seekers, homeless people, 

places in the neighbourhood ...)? 

How are people in your community 

supported – can you remember any 

area, district or group who does not 

receive the support they need? 

STEP 4 Do research: There are 

several options to conduct 

research abouts the need of 

your community. Have a look 

inside local newspapers. 

 

  Which problems do local 

newspapers report? 

 What positive and negative 

events happened in the last 

few months? 

 What challenges and 

problems does the 

community struggle with? 

 What is reported about local 

initiatives, NGOs, associations 

dealing with these problems? 

STEP 5 Investigate the 

community’s surroundings using 

methods like these 

 take a walk around the 

community and take pictures 

of things you don’t like and 

which attract your attention. 

Reflect with your peer 

students how they assess 

them. 

 use demographical or 

statistical data and maps to 

get an overview of the 

community 

 visit places where you find 

people of your special 

interest group and visit 

different community places 

and organizations. What can 

you observe? Try to 

document your observations 

(ethnographical approach). 

STEP 6 Interview community 

partners: Prepare a guideline 

and ask stakeholders and 

members of the community 

about their needs. 

 prepare a questionnaire and 

do a survey asking local 

residents what they like 

about their community and 

in what sense your support 

would be beneficial to them 

 prepare a guideline and 

interview experts, receiving a 

good overview about the 

community and about their 

ideas in the end 

 prepare a guideline and 

interview community 

members / supporters about 

their concrete needs and 

how you could advice or 

support them. 
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Back at the university:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 7 Collect and sort the collected information:  

 

What did you investigate in the curriculum and in the 

community? What can you derive from it? Did you find 

intersections between your data sources that makes sense? 

Document your results in form of notes, a short report, a mind 

map, a poster, .... 

 

Can you bring Service and Learning together? What is your 

community service idea? Be creative and think about a 

number of different possibilities. Try to formulate your idea in a 

few words. In a next step you can compare your options and 

evaluate your ideas (see Planning Tool: Selection of a Service 

Learning Project). 



142 

  Partnerships with community partners are 

successful if ... 

□ community partners’ needs match with course-based 

learning goals 

□ the service means a benefit for the community partner and 

improves their situation 

□ teachers and students know about the expectations of 

community partners and orient towards them in their 

service 

□ there is no strict differentiation between service providers 

and service consumers 

□ community partners know and understand the goals of the 

cooperation  

□ roles and responsibilities are well defined 

□ the Service Learning part or course is planned together with 

the community partner and outcomes are agreed upon  

□ responsibilities for students’ supervision are discussed and 

clear 

□ the community partner has a clear idea about the level of 

competency students acquire in the course 

□ the community partner knows exactly if and how he is 

involved in the evaluation process  

□ the time frame for completing the work and delivering is 

agreed upon 

□ there are clear criteria about what defines ‘success’  

□ a joint letter of understanding exists and expresses the goals 

and responsibilities in a written form 

□ students demonstrate their learning in action and are 

confronted with realistic goals to master 
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Planning Tool: Selection of a Service Learning Project 

Rating Project 1 Project 2 Project 3 

Evaluation criteria Scale: 1=extremely 

low, 5= particularly 

high 

Scale: 1=extremely 

low, 5= particularly 

high 

Scale: 1=extremely 

low, 5= particularly 

high 

Criterion 1: Benefits for community partners 

 What are the benefits of this project for the 

community partner? 

 Is it possible to meet a real need of a community 

partner?  

 Will the project help them for their own 

empowerment?  

   

Criterion 2: Realisation of the project 

 How realistic is the implementation and execution of 

this projects according to the available resources of 

faculty and students? 

 Is the project realistic in terms and aspect of time, 

money, students’ and teachers’ skills, knowledge and 

motivation? 

 Are there some other experts who could give advice? 

 Who could give resources and support for the 

project? 

 Does the project require specific funding and who 

could provide financial support? 
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Criterion 3: Students’ academic learning 

 What will students learn from this form of community 

service?  

 How may students’ academic learning benefit from 

this community service?  

   

Criterion 4: Interests of students  

 Does the project fit with the interests of students?  

 Is it motivating and inspiring for them?  

 Does it mean a challenging experience for them? 

 Is it not too overwhelming for them? 

   

Criterion 5: Prevention of risks 

 What are the risks in this project and are they 

manageable to be prevented? (social, physical, 

psychological, moral risks) 

   

Criterion 6: Research aspects 

 What are the benefits of the project concerning 

collection of data or other research aspects? 

   

Criterion 7: Strengths of the project 

 What are other strengths of the project? 
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Look for the 6R’s 
(Watkins, Hayes & Sarrubi 2015) 

 
□ Reflection: 

connecting learning 

with engagement 

through students‘ 

ongoing , intentional 

& organized 

reflection 

□ Risk & Reality 

Assessment: students 

are prepared to 

identify areas of 

uncertainty as the 

community service is in 

an unfamiliar 

environment for them 

□ Recognition & 

Celebration: to 

recognize students’ 

community service, 

breaks are 

incorporated in the 

course design and a 

“good-bye” closure 

ceremony is ritualized 

□ Reciprocity: 

the partnership 

generates 

reciprocal 

benefits for both 

students and 

community 

partners 

□ Rigorous 

Learning: the 

community service is 

explicitly connected 

to curricular contents 

& academic 

outcomes 

□ Relevant & 

Responsive Service: 

the service provided 

by students must fulfil 

a real community 

need 



146 

Design of Reflection Strategies – Guiding 

Questions (adapted from Ash & Clayton 2009)

Strategies 
 

When and how often will reflection occur?  

Before, during, and after the service experience? 

Will students reflect iteratively so that reflection builds on itself over time? 

 

Where will reflection occur? 

In or outside the classroom? 

 

Who will facilitate and/ or participate in reflection?  

Instructors, members of the community or peers? 

 

How will feedback be provided and/or reflection products graded?  

What is the relationship between the amount and form of feedback and 

the level of expected outcomes? 

What is the relationship between the reflection outputs and the overall 

grade? 

Mechanisms 
 

Toward which specific objectives will the activity be guided? 

  

What medium will be used for the activity; written assignments, 

worksheets, videos, online forums, in-class sessions, concept maps, etc.?  

 

What prompts will be used to guide the activity? 

 

Which products will demonstrate the learning the activity generates: 

essays, Presentations (Power Point, Poster), handout, oral exams, etc.? 

 

Which criteria will be used to assess the learning process? 

 



147 

Finding reflection tools 

Reflection

In class or with community 
partners

Verbal

Discussion group or focus group, 
preparing a  team presentation, 

partner interview, classroom 
readings

Written

Experiential Research paper, 
group reflection paper, "Lessons 

learning" on site briefing, 
working with case studies from 

students, virtual chats, discussion  
boards

Creative

Theater play, producing a video, 
artwork, role play, exhibitions

Alone

Verbal

presentation of the results and 
learning outcomes of the project 

for class mates or community 
partners

Written

Journal paper (essay, rubrics, 
questionnaire, guiding 

questions), learning diary, blog, 
letter to self, portfolio, reflective 

journalo

Creative

Artwork, Drawings, photo-
collage
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Examples for reflection 

questions 

DEAL-Model (adapted 

from Ash & Clayton 

2009): Describe, 

Examine and Articulate 

Learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 1: Describe the 

Learning Experiences 

What happened? What did 

you do? Why did you do it? 

When did this experience 

take place? Who else was 

there? What was said? What 

was communicated? 

STEP 2 Examine the experience by the 

category of learning goal (academic 

learning, civic learning, personal growth) - 

Prompts 

Personal growth: What assumptions or expectations 

did you bring to the situation? How did this 

experience make you feel? How did you interpret 

the thoughts, feelings, decisions, and/or behaviours 

of others? In what ways did you succeed or did you 

well in this situation and what personal 

characteristics helped you to be successful? In 

what ways did you experience difficulties and what 

personal characteristics contributed to the 

difficulties? How did this situation challenge or 

reinforce your values, belief, convictions? 
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Civic Learning: What civic goals were you trying 

to accomplish? What was the reason of the 

actions taken by you or others? In what ways did 

differentials in power and privilege emerge in this 

experience? What were the sources of them? 

What is the interest of the common good in this 

situation? In what ways is the individual good 

linked to and/or contrary to the common good? 

How did this experience increase your sense of 

responsibility for acting on behalf of others? Did 

your assumptions about members of the 

community make your experience more or less 

successful when accomplishing your objectives? 

How did your personal values regarding civic 

engagement play a role in helping you to 

accomplish your goal? How can you or others in 

the community use what you learned about the 

course material and are there any challenges 

associated with doing so? 

Academic Learning: What assumptions based 

on your scientific knowledge did you make? 

How did this knowledge impact your service 

experience? What academic skills and 

knowledge did you use in that situation? Did 

your assumptions and your experience differ 

from each other and in what ways? What 

could be possible reasons for such differences 

or similarities? What knowledge or skills 

improved as you participated in the service? 

How did your knowledge and skills effected 

other  people? What knowledge and skills 

were not possible to use in the service 

provided? Did you note differences between 

textbook knowledge and your community 

experience? 

STEP 3: Articulate Learning – 

use the responses from steps 

1 & 2 and verbalize what 

learning has occurred, 

linking it to the learning 

objectives 

What did you learn? How did you 

learn? Why does it matter? What 

will you do in light of it? 



Scoring rubric for the assessment of the final qualitative 

reflection paper (adapted from Sanders, Van Oss & McGeary 2015) 

Explanation: At the end of a Service Learning activity, students often have to write a reflection paper about 

their service and learning experiences in the community. The rubric below gives teachers an orientation 

about how to assess such a reflection paper at the end of the course. Teachers take students’ papers and try 

to identify at which level each student has reflected based on the listed questions. Each level is related with 

a specific amount of points. At the end they sum up the points from all questions and grade the paper 

according the total sum. It is important that teachers present these criteria and guiding questions to the 

students already at the beginning of the course.  

 

Guiding Questions Not present 

0 

Identify/Describe 

1 

Apply 

2 

Analyze and 

Synthesize  

3 

Evaluate 

4 

Total 

Describe your service 

event/work (check 

only) 

      

Describe what you 

learned about 

yourself, your personal 

skills/abilities and 

personal values 

No mention 

of personal 

skills 

0 

Limited personal 

skills or value 

1 

Applied 

personal 

skills/values 

2 

Analyzed how 

self-perception 

changes and why 

3 

Evaluated which 

skills to develop or 

change in the future 

4 
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Identify how you 

impacted the setting 

or community 

No mention 

of impact 

0 

Described service 

in community 

1 

Described 

unique role in 

service 

2 

Analyzed how 

personally 

impacted  key  

parts of service 

 3 

Evaluated how 

could further impact 

service in the future 

4 

 

How did service 

learning relate to class 

content? Please 

provide an example 

of what you learned 

and how Service 

Learning exemplified 

this. 

No mention 

of class 

content 

0 

Identified and 

described basic 

class concept but 

no link 

1 

Applied class 

concepts to 

Service 

Learning 

experience 

Linked both 

2 

Analyzed course 

content relative to 

Service Learning 

experience 

compared, 

contrasted, or 

explained greater 

understanding 

3 

Evaluated need for 

more information, 

how did Service 

Learning inform 

practical 

application content 

4 

 

Guiding Questions Not present 

0 

Identify/Describe 

1 

Apply 

2 

Analyze and 

Synthesize  

3 

Evaluate 

4 

Total 

Describe one 

particular event 

during your Service 

Learning experience. 

What were the 

broader social issues 

that impacted the 

event?  

 Count number of 

systems 

mentioned 

    



152 

Paper analyzed 

according to:  

-Complexity of 

systems-Number of 

distinct systems 

involved as subjects, 

targets of action, or 

reason for actions 

-Multidimensionality of 

issues- Number of 

dimensions related to 

the issue or focus 

 Count number of 

dimensions 

mentioned 

    

-Understanding of 

relationships between 

the individuals and 

social systems (i.e. 

disparities, social 

justice) 

No 

0 

Yes 

1 

    

How did it impact 

your view of the 

world Yes/No 

No Impact 

0 

Yes impact 

1 
    

 

 

 



10 FINAL NOTES 
For the last ten years, Service Learning as an experience-based pedagogy in 

higher education as become more and more popular in Europe. Teachers starting 

with Service Learning usually have many questions regarding the implementation 

of this teaching method. This Workbook wants to support them in realizing their 

intentions. The Workbook offers an initial introduction to this method and provides 

important practical information on a wide range of topics related to Service 

Learning. In the context of this Workbook, it was possible to provide a detailed 

literature list giving insight into this pedagogy, and at the same time to present it 

in a highly practical and easy-to-understand manner. Research results, such as 

evaluation results, were neglected based on the objective of providing practical 

guidance, especially for university lectures. In a more intensive study of the 

approach, however, it can make sense to take a deeper look at different research 

approaches about Service Learning and to compare them with your own results 

and findings from practical experience, and to further expand the research in this 

regard. 

There are various interpretations and understandings of Service Learning in 

different regions – this should not be disregarded. For example, the term 

“community-based learning” is often used to describe the method in Ireland, in 

German-speaking area the term “learning through engagement” is common. 

Service learning can be 

culturally and linguistically 

shaped, linked to different 

connotations in different 

countries and cultures. If the 

approach is transmitted to 

one's own university and 

cultural context with the aim 

to implement Service 

Learning at the university 

this should be considered. 
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The descriptions in the Workbook make it clear that the implementation of 

Service Learning relates to the institutional and curricular framework conditions at 

each university. Depending on the respective requirements, it may be easier or 

more difficult to integrate Service Learning into the curriculum or to obtain 

sufficient resources to support the implementation. The institutional framework in 

particular offers many open questions that need to be answered. For example, 

what forms and to which extent university lecturers need support if they become 

familiar with the Service Learning approach. How can students' learning and 

engagement be further linked in terms of quality assurance in order to actually 

achieve the associated expectations of Service Learning and which methods are 

available to ensure this? Which formats of courses prove to be the most effective 

according the related aims? In particular, the assessment of Service Learning 

activities seems to have been neglected so far. How to include activities in the 

context of service components into assessments and final evaluation of students 

is still unclear. Which forms of recognition do students actually want for their 

engagement in the community? In times of the COVID-19 pandemic, digital 

formats of E-Service Learning are becoming increasingly important for the 

implementation of service activities. How can and should online forms of Service 

Learning be used sensibly and how do they differ from traditional Service 

Learning? What are the limits of E-Service Learning? All of these questions prove 

to be trendsetting for dealing with Service Learning in the future. 

We hope that the workbook offers an orientation for all those interested in 

Service Learning and we wish you exciting moments when working with students 

and community partners. In this context, we would like to thank all of our 

colleagues who actively contributed to this workbook and who supported us with 

feedback on the way. 
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