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SERVICE-LEARNING: 
A BALANCED APPROACH TO EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION 

BY ANDREW FURCO 

THE SERVICE-LEARNING STRUGGLE 
FOR OVER A QUARTER OF A CENTURY, education research
ers and practitioners have struggled to determine how to best 
characterize service-learning. In 1979, Robert Sigmon defined 
service-learning as an experiential education approach that is 
premised on "reciproca1learning" (Sigmon, 1979). He sug
gested that because learning flows from service activities, both 
those who provide service and those who receive it "learn" 
from the experience. In Sigmon's view, service-learning oc
curs only when both the providers and recipients of service 
benefit from the activities. 

Today, however, the term "service-learning" has been used 
to characterize a wide array of experiential education endeav
ors, from volunteer and community service projects to field 

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

In 1989, Honnet and Poulsen developed the Wingspread 
Principles of Good Practice for Combining Service and Learn-

ing (Honnet & Poulsen, 1989, 

TODAY, HOWEVER, THE TERM "SERVICE-LEARNING" HAS BEEN USED TO CHARACTERIZE Appendix B). While these 
guidelines offer a useful set of 
best practices for service ori
ented educational programs, 
they are not solely germane to 
service-learning and could eas-

A WIDE ARRAY OF EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION ENDEAVORS, FROM VOLUNTEER AND 

COMMUNITY SERVICE PROJECTS TO FIELD STUDIES AND INTERNSHIP PROGRAMS. 

studies and internship programs. By perusing schools' ser
vice program brochures, one realizes that the definitions for 
service-learning are as varied as the schools in which they 
operate. While some educators view "service-learning" as a 
new term that reveals a rich, innovative, pedagogical approach 
for more effective teaching, others view it as simply another 
term for well-established experiential education programs. As 
Timothy Stanton of the Haas Center for Public Service at 
Stanford University once asked, "What is service-learning any
way? ... How do we distinguish service-learning from coop
erative education, internship programs, field study and other 
forms of experiential education?" (Stanton, 1987). The Na
tional Society for Experiential Education, which for years has 
focused on various types of experiential education programs, 
broadly defines service-learning as "any carefully monitored 
service experience in which a student has intentional learning 
goals and reflects actively on what he or she is learning 
throughout the experience." (National Society for Experien
tial Education, 1994). 
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ily serve as best practices for 
other types of experiential education programs (e.g., intern
ships or apprenticeships). Similarly, the Association for Ser
vice-Learning in Education Reform (ASLER) has compiled a 
set of common characteristics of service-learning that help 
program directors determine whether their programs are 
meeting the overarching service-learning goals (ASLER, 1994, 
Appendix A). Again, while these characteristics are very use
ful in helping practitioners develop effective service-learning 
programs, they do not provide a definitive characterization 
of service-learning. ASLER characterizes service-learning as a 
method of learning that enables school-based and commu
nity-based professionals "to employ a variety of effective teach
ing strategies that emphasize student-centered [sic.] or youth
centered [sic.], interactive, experiential education ... Service
learning places curricular concepts in the context of real-life 
situations ... Service-learning connects young people to the 
community, placing them in challenging situations ... (ASLER, 
1994). One could easily contend that other approaches to ex
periential education (i.e., internships or field education) pur-
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port to do the same. So then, how is service-learning differ
ent from other approaches to experiential education? 

DEVELOPING A DEFINITION 
According to Sigmon, "If we are to establish clear goals [for 
service-learning] and work efficiently to meet them, we need 
to move toward a precise definition." (Sigmon, 1979). Recently, 
Sigmon attempted to provide a more pre-

might lie. The pictorial is based on both Sigmon's earlier "re
ciprocal learning" principles and his most recent typology. 
Where each service program lies on the continuum is deter
mined by its primary intended beneficiary and its overall bal
ance between service and learning (see Figure 2). 

As the pictorial suggests, differ~nt types of service programs 
can be distinguished by their primary intended purpose and 

cise definition of service-learning 
through a typology that compares differ
ent programs which combine service and 
learning. This typology broadened his 
earlier "reciprocal learning" definition to 
include the notion that "service-learning" 
occurs when there is a balance between 
learning goals and service outcomes. 
Herein lies the key to establishing a uni-

FIGURE 1: A SERVICE AND LEARNING TYPOLO(;Y (Sigmon, 1994) 

service-lEARNING: Learning goals primary; service outcomes secondary 
SERVICE-learning: 

service learning: 
SERVICE-LEARNING: . .• . 

· Service outcomes primary; learning goals secondal)' · 
Service ·and learning goals completely separate 
SEirvice and learning goals of equal weight and each 

· enhances the other for all participants .. versal definition for service-learning (see 
Figure 1). 

In this comparative form, the typology is helpful not only 
in establishing criteria for distinguishing service-learning from 
other types of service programs but also in providing a basis 
for clarifying distinctionS among different types of service
oriented experiential education programs (e.g., school vol
unteer, community service, field education, and internship 
programs). 

DISTINGUISHING AMONG SERVICE PROGRAMS 
To represent the distinctions among various types of service 
programs, a pictorial is offered that presents an experiential 
education continuum upon which various service programs 

FIGURE 2: DISTINCTIONS AMONG SERVICE PROGRAMS 

focus. Each program type is defined by the intended benefi
ciary of the service activity and its degree of emphasis on service 
and/or learning. Rather than being located at a single point, 
each program type occupies a range of points on the con
tinuum. Where one type begins and another ends is not as 
important as the idea that each service program type has 
unique characteristics that distinguish it from other types. It 
is that ability to distinguish among these service program types 
that allows us to move closer toward a universal definition of 
service-1 earning. 

Using the pictorial as a foundation, the following defini
tions are offered for five types of service programs. 

Recipient .... ~-----------Service ..,.._. .... ________ _ 
BENEFICIARY 

FOCUS! 
----------11--~ Provider 
---------.. -.~ Learning 

COMMUNITY SERVICE. 
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VOLUNTEERISM 
VOLUNTEERISM IS THE ENGAGEMENT OF STUDENTS IN ACTIVITIES WHERE THE 
PRIMARY EMPHASIS IS ON THE SERVICE BEING PROVIDED AND THE PRIMARY 
INTENDED BENEFICIARY IS CLEARLY THE SERVICE RECIPIENT. 

According to James and Pamela Toole, the term volunteerism 
refers to "people who perform some service or good work of 

meets a local community (or global) need. Recycling, hunger 
awareness, and environmental improvement are all forms of 
community service causes around which students have formed 
organizations to formally and actively address the issue. While 
the students' primary purpose for engaging in the service ac
tivity is to advance the cause, their engagement allows them 
to learn more about the cause and what is needed to be done 

to ensure the cause is dealt with ef
UNLIKE A FIELD EDUCATION PROGRAM IN WHICH THE SERVICE IS PERFORMED IN 

fectively. As the service activities be
come more integrated with the aca
demic course work of the students, 
and as the students begin to engage 

ADDITION TO A STUDENT'S COURSES, A SERVICE-LEARNING PROGRAM 

INTEGRATES SERVICE INTO THE COURSE(S). 

their own free will and without pay (Toole & Toole, 1992). 
The inherent altruistic nature of volunteer programs renders 
them as service focused, designed to benefit the service re
cipient. A prime example is a school-based program in which 
student-volunteers occasionally or regularly visit the local hos
pital to sit with Alzheimer patients who need some company. 
The primary intended beneficiaries of the service are the 
Alzheimer patients (the service recipients), and the focus of 
the activity is on providing a service to them. Although the 
student-volunteers may receive some benefits from the expe
rience (e.g., feeling pleased with themselves) as well as learn 
something in the process, these outcomes are clearly seren
dipitous and unintentional. As the hospital visits of the stu
dent volunteers become more regular, and as the students be
gin focusing more on learning about Alzheimer's disease, the 
program moves toward the center of the continuum to be
come more like community service (or even service-learning). 

COMMUNITY SERVICE 
COMMUNITY SERVICE IS THE ENGAGEMENT OF STUDENTS IN ACTIVITIES THAT 
PRIMARILY FOCUS ON THE SERVICE BEING PROVIDED AS WEll AS THE 
BENEFITS THE SERVICE ACTIVITIES HAVE ON THE RECIPIENTS (E.G., PROVIDING 
FOOD TO THE HOMELESS DURING THE HOLIDAYS). THE STUDENTS RECEIVE 
SOME BENEFITS BY LEARNING MORE ABOUT HOW THEIR SERVICE MAKES A 
DIFFERENCE IN THE LIVES OF THE SERVICE RECIPIENTS. 

As with volunteer programs, community service programs 
imply altruism and charity. However, community service pro
grams involve more structure and student commitment than 
do volunteer programs. School-based community service pro
grams might include semester-long or year-long activities in 
which students dedicate themselves to addressing a cause that 
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in formal intellectual discourse 
around the various issues relevant 
to the cause, the community service 

program moves closer to the center of the continuum to be
come more like service-learning. 

On the opposite side of the continuum lie internship pro
grams. 

INTERNSHIPS 
INTERNSHIP PROGRAMS ENGAGE STUDENTS IN SERVICE ACTIVITIES PRIMARILY 
FOR THE PURPOSE OF PROVIDING STUDENTS WITH HANDS·ON EXPERIENCES 
THAT ENHANCE THEIR LEARNING OR UNDERSTANDING OF ISSUES RELEVANT 
TO A PARTICULAR AREA OF STUDY. 

Clearly, in internship programs, the students are the primary 
intended beneficiary and the focus of the service activity is on 
student learning. Students are placed in internships to acquire 
skills and knowledge that will enhance their academic learn
ing and/or vocational development. For many students, in
ternships are performed in addition to regular course work 
often after a sequence of courses has been taken. Internships 
may be paid or unpaid and take place in either for-profit or 
nonprofit organizations. For example, a political science ma
jor might engage in an unpaid summer internship at a city 
hall.to learn more about how local government works. Al
though the student is providing a service to the city hall of
fice, the student engages in the internship primarily for his/ 
her benefit and primarily for learning (rather than service) 
purposes. Similarly, a legal studies student may have a paid 
summer internship that allows that student to learn more 
about how a law firm operates. The student's primary moti
vations for partaking in the program-to learn legal skills and 
make some money-are clearly intended to benefit himself/ 
herself. As both these students place greater emphasis on the 
service being provided and the ways in which the service re-

f 
1 
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cipients are benefiting, the closer the internship program moves toward the center of the continuum and becomes more like field education (and service-learning). 

FIELD EDUCATION 
S FIELD EDUCATION PROGRAMS PROVIDE STUDENTS 

tions to benefit the recipients of the service are evident, the focus offield education programs tends to be on maximizing the student's learning of a field of study. For example, students in Education programs may spend up to one year as student teachers to hone their teaching skills and learn more about the teaching process. Because of their long-term commitment to the service field, students do consciously consider how their service benefits those who receive it. However, the program's primary focus is still on the student teachers' learning and their overall benefit. 

SERVICE-LEARNING 
SERVICE-LEARNING PROGRAMS ARE DISTINGUISHED FROM OTHER 
APPROACHES TO EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION BY THEIR INTENTION TO 
EQUALLY BENEFIT THE PROVIDER AND THE RECIPIENT OF THE SERVICE 
AS WELL AS TO ENSURE EQUAL FOCUS ON BOTH THE SERVICE BEING 
PROVIDED AND THE LEARNING THAT IS OCCURRING. 

To do this, service-learning programs must have some academic context and be designed in such a way that ensures that both the service enhances the learning and the learning enhances the service. Unlike a field education program in which the service is performed in addition to a student's courses, a service-learning program integrates service into the course( s ). For example, a pre-med student in a course on the Physiology of the Aging might apply the theories and skills learned in that course to providing mobility assistance to seniors at the local senior citizen center. While the program is intended to provide a much needed service to the seniors, the program is also intended to help the student better understand how men and women age differently, how the physical aging of the body affects mobility, and how seniors can Jearn to deal with di-
r WITH CO-CURRICULAR SERVICE OPPORTUNITIES THAT 

ARE RELATED, BUT NOT FULLY INTEGRATED, WITH 
THEIR FORMAL ACADEMIC STUDIES. STUDENTS 
PERFORM THE SERVICE AS A PART OF A PROGRAM· 
THAT IS DESIGNED PRIMARILY TO ENHANCE STU· 
DENTS' UNDERSTANDING OF A FIELD OF STUDY, 
WHILE ALSO PROVIDING SUBSTANTIAL EMPHASIS ON 
THE SERVICE BEING PROVIDED. 

WHilE STRONG INTENTIONS TO BENEFIT THE RECIPIENTS OF THE SERVICE 
ARE EVIDENT, THE FOCUS OF FIElD EDUCATION PROGRAMS TENDS TO BE 

ON MAXIMIZING THE STUDENT'S lEARNING OF A FIElD OF STUDY. 

Field education plays an important role in many service oriented professional programs such as Social Welfare, Education, and Public Health. In some of the programs, students may spend up to two years providing a service to a social service agency, a school, or health agency. While strong inten-

minishing range of motion and mobility. In such a program, the focus is both on providing a much needed service and on student learning. Consequently, the program intentionally benefits both the student who provides the service and the seniors for whom the service is provided. It is this balance that distinguishes service-learning from all other experiential education programs. 

EXPANDING BOUNDARIES: SERVING AND LEARNING-S 
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CONCLUSION 
While conceptually, this pictorial can assist in bringing us 
closer to a more precise definition of service-learning, it is 
obvious that many gray areas still exist. What about the field 
education program or community service project that is lo
cated near the center of the experiential education continuum? 
How might we distinguish these programs from service-learn
ing? I might argue that no experiential education approach is 
static; that is, throughout its life, every experiential education 
program moves, to some degree, along the continuum. Thus, 
at a particular point in time, a community service program 
may be farther left of center appearing to have greater focus 
on the service and its benefit to the recipient. At another point 
in time, the same program might appear to have an equal 
emphasis on service and learning, providing benefits to both 
the recipients and providers of the service. It is this mobility 
within program types that suggests that to fully distinguish 
service-learning programs from other forms of experiential 
education approaches, one must first determine a program's 
intended focus( es) and beneficiary(ies ). From there, every ser
vice program's continuum range can be gauged to determine 
where it falls among the myriad of experiential education en
deavors. •!• 

ANDREw FuRco is Director of the Service-Learning Research & 
Development Center at the University of California in Berkeley, 
California. 
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"LEADERSHIP AND LEARNING ARE INDISPENSABLE TO EACH OTHER." 
-JOHN f. KENNEDY, 

REMARKS PREPARED FOR DELIVERY AT THE 
TRADE MART IN DALLAS (NOVEMBER 22, 1963) 

THE CORPORATION FOR NATIONAL SERVICE 
THE CORPORATION FOR NATIONAL SERVICE, CREATED BY THE NATIONAL AND COMMUNITY SERVICE TRUST ACT OF 
1993, ENGAGES AMERICANS OF ALL AGES AND BACKGROUNDS IN COMMUNITY-BASED SERVICE. THIS SERVICE 
WILL ADDRESS THE NATION'S EDUCATION, PUBLIC SAFETY, HUMAN, AND ENVIRONMENTAL NEEDS TO ACHIEVE 
DIRECT AND DEMONSTRABLE RESULTS. IN DOING SO, THE CORPORATION WILL FOSTER CIVIC RESPONSIBILITY, 
STRENGTHEN THE TIES THAT BIND US TOGETHER AS A PEOPLE, AND PROVIDE EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY FOR 
THOSE WHO MAKE A SUBSTANTIAL COMMITMENT TO SERVICE. 

THE CORPORATION SUPPORTS A RANGE OF NATIONAL AND COMMUNITY SERVICE PROGRAMS, PROVIDING OP
PORTUNITIES FOR PARTICIPANTS TO SERVE FULL-TIME AND PART-TIME, AS VOLUNTEERS OR AS STIPENDED PARTICI
PANTS, AND AS INDIVIDUALS OR AS A PART OF A TEAM. THROUGH AMERICORPS, THOUSANDS OF AMERICANS ARE 
GETTING THINGS DONE THROUGH SERVICE IN EXCHANGE FOR HELP IN FINANCING THEIR HIGHER EDUCATION OR 
REPAYING THEIR STUDENT LOANS. THE NATIONAL SENIOR SERVICE CORPS USES THE SKILLS, TALENTS AND EXPERI
ENCES OF NEARLY 500,000 OLDER AMERICANS IN ADDRESSING URGENT ISSUES FACING THE NATION. LEARN AND 
SERVE AMERICA PROGRAMS INTEGRATE SERVICE INTO THE DAILY ACADEMIC LIFE OF OVER 800,000 STUDENTS AT K-
1 2 AND HIGHER EDUCATION LEVELS. 

THE LEARN AND SERVE AMERICA: HIGHER EDUCATION PROGRAM HAS TWO PRIMARY OBJECTIVES: 1) TO SUPPORT 
HIGH-QUALITY SERVICE-LEARNING PROGRAMS THAT ENGAGE STUDENTS IN MEETING COMMUNITY NEEDS WITH 
DEMONSTRABLE RESULTS, WHILE ENHANCING STUDENTS' ACADEMIC AND CIVIC LEARNING, AND 2) TO SUPPORT 
EFFORTS TO BUILD CAPACITY AND STRENGTHEN THE SERVICE INFRASTRUCTURE WITH AND/OR ACROSS INSTITU
TIONS OF HIGHER EDUCATION, IN PARTNERSHIP WITH COMMUNITY AGENCIES, IN ORDER TO INCREASE THE NUM
BER, QUALITY AND SUSTAINABILITY OF SERVICE-LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDENTS. 

THE ARTICLES IN THIS MAGAZINE, EXPANDING BOUNDARIES: SERVING AND LEARNING REFLECT THE DIVERSE EF
FORTS OF THE HIGHER EDUCATION PROGRAMS. THE PROGRAMS REFLECTED IN THIS PUBLICATION ARE JUST A SAM
PLING OF THE MANY CREATIVE EFFORTS TAKING PLACE ACROSS THE COUNTRY TO INSTITUTIONALIZE SERVICE
LEARNING PEDAGOGY WITHIN HIGHER EDUCATION. WE HOPE THAT BY SHARING THESE EXPERIENCES, THERE IS A 
FACULTY MEMBER, STUDENT, STAFF PERSON OR COLLEGE ADMINISTRATOR WHO WILL BENEFIT FROM THE LESSONS 
LEARNED REPRESENTED WITHIN THESE PAGES. 
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