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Service-Learning and A Blueprint for Reform: The Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
Service-learning is an instructional approach that engages students, increases academic achievement, and increases rigor and relevance in the curriculum. It promotes cognitive, social-emotional, and experiential engagement in meaningful learning. Because young people are given an opportunity to make a difference through the knowledge and skills they are learning in school, service-learning gives them more motivation to learn, understanding of how to put their learning to good use, develops an ethic of efficacy, and gives them a sense of democracy in action. In quality service-learning experiences, teachers guide students through a learning process that facilitates high academic performance and empowers them to enact genuine social change in their communities. Service-learning can transform our schools through systemic change in providing a 21st century education resulting in a narrowing of the achievement gap and increased student engagement.

Service-learning is a method:

1 under which students learn and develop through active participation in thoughtfully organized service experiences that meet actual community needs and are coordinated in collaboration with the school and community;
2 that develops critical 21st century skills that will prepare students to be competitive in a global economy such as critical thinking and problem solving, communication and collaboration, creativity and innovation, information literacy, and global awareness.

3 that is integrated intentionally into students’ academic curriculum and provides structured time for a student to think, talk, or write about their participation throughout the service experience;
4 that increases student engagement in and ownership of the learning process.
5 that is supported by regular assessment to inform progress monitoring, provide evidence for data-based decision-making and drive continuous improvement.
In creating a cadre of high quality teachers, we must provide professional development. To that end, new instructional approaches have been developed, some of which are far more powerful than the “stand and deliver” modes of the past. One such promising approach is service-learning, an instructional approach that engages students in addressing community issues as a way of deepening their academic skill development. Service-learning is unique in that it helps students acquire knowledge and skills in a hands-on way (shown to be a critical component for many learners) but also in a way that engages them socially and emotionally, by showing them that they can make a difference. They connect to the community and to their classmates in ways that are far more powerful than simple cooperative learning. By applying their knowledge and skills to solve real community problems, they learn the value of their schooling, the ways that they can contribute to the world, and the need to work with others to meet needs. 

Principals report that service-learning has a positive impact on teacher satisfaction, school climate, academic achievement, and school engagement. Teachers who use service-learning are significantly more likely to use high quality teaching strategies like cooperative learning, participate in projects integrating technology and requiring data collection, use primary resources, and make meaningful connections to the community (Billig, Jesse and Root, 2005).

· A review of research (Furco, 2007) indicates that high quality service-learning, because of its utilization of effective, experiential learning strategies, can enhance academic outcomes in such content areas as reading, writing, mathematics, and science. A variety of studies have shown evidence of a range of achievement-related benefits from service-learning, including improved attendance, higher grade point averages, enhanced preparation for the workforce, enhanced awareness and understanding of social issues, greater motivation for learning, and heightened engagement in prosocial behaviors. 
· Schools in high poverty areas are less likely to employ service-learning as a teaching strategy, yet research has shown this is a particularly effective pedagogy for use in such schools. 
· In Philadelphia, low socio-economic status students in service-learning classes gained more on math and science standardized tests than their nonparticipating peers. Similar results occurred in Michigan and Texas when service-learning was of high quality (Billig, 2008).
· Service-Learning can significantly reduce the achievement gap between affluent and low-income students. Low-income students who participated in service opportunities and had lengthier participation in service-learning had better school attendance and grades than low-income students who did not participate. (Scales, Roehlkepartain, Neal, Kielsmeier, & Benson, 2006).
· A review of data from the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS) suggested that:
· Civic engagement activities raised the odds of graduation and improved high school students’ progress in reading, math, science and history. 
· Students who participated in service-learning activities in high school were 22 percentage points more likely to graduate from college than those who did not participate. 
· Students who participated in service-learning scored 6.7 percent higher in reading achievement and 5.9 percent higher in science achievement than those who did not participate in service-learning.
· Service-Learning Makes Good Teachers. 
· Research demonstrates that successful teachers are those who are adequately prepared to use instructional strategies that challenge students to use higher order thinking skills, engage students in solving complex problems, probe for deeper learning, and seek opportunities for students to transfer knowledge from one context to another (Rosenshine & Furst, 1973; Darling-Hammond, Wise, & Pease, 1983; Good & Brophy, 1986; National Research Council, 1999). 
· Less well-prepared teachers are less able to manage active, inquiry-oriented classrooms and more likely to resort to easier to manage strategies that rely on passive tasks and workbook activities (Carter & Doyle, 1978; Cooper & Sherk, 1989). 
· Active pedagogies and inquiry-based instruction are the very methodologies that develop the 21st century skills our students need to succeed in their communities and workplace. Service-learning effectively addresses these 21st century skills, while also engaging students in their communities and meeting one of the essential, and neglected, functions of schooling: preparing students for active and effective citizenship.
· Service-learning studies have shown a large impact when done well. This pedagogy works  because students are more likely to be engaged when their work is challenging, when they have some autonomy, and when they are given meaningful tasks to perform (National Research Council, 2003).

· Yet, of the estimated 53.3 million youth in our country, only 4.7 million K-12 students are reported to have been engaged in any kind of service-learning experiences (National Youth Leadership Council, 2008).                                     

When teachers and administrators work in a thriving educational system, performance improves, retention is greater, and continuous improvement is evident at every level. Service-learning has been shown to have a significantly positive impact on teacher attitudes, student engagement, and overall school climate.

Students’ academic performance, civic engagement, and social-emotional functioning will improve when teachers are equipped with the skills they need to incorporate service-learning as an effective pedagogy. As importantly, addressing issues of teacher quality within a systems approach to preparing and supporting teachers in our lowest performing schools will increase the equitable distribution of quality teachers. 
Research on the effectiveness of service-learning demonstrates increased academic engagement and performance on measures of academic achievement.

· In Michigan, students that participated in Learn and Serve-funded programs were compared to matched groups of students who did not participate in service-learning (Billig & Klute, 2003).  Results showed that service-learning students in grades 7-12 reported more cognitive engagement in English/language arts (e.g., paying more attention to schoolwork, putting forth effort) than nonparticipants.  For students in grades 2-5, students who participated in service-learning reported greater levels of behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement in school than their nonparticipating peers, showing statistically significant differences in the effort they expended, paying attention, completing homework on time, and sharing what they learned with others.  The Michigan study also revealed that service-learning students in the fifth grade demonstrated significantly higher test scores on the state assessment than their nonparticipating peers in the areas of writing, total social studies, and three social studies strands:  historical perspective, geographic perspective, and inquiry/decision-making. 
· In Philadelphia, sixth grade students that participated in Need in Deed, a service-learning approach, had statistically significantly higher scores on the Terra Nova, a standardized test, in the areas of science and language arts (Billig, 2003).
· High school students in service-learning in Philadelphia scored higher on state reading achievement tests than nonparticipants (Billig & Jesse, 2005).
· Philadelphia service-learning middle and high school students had significantly higher scores than nonparticipating peers on resilience; prosocial behaviors; and citizenship (Billig & Jesse, 2006). 
 Research on learning supports instructional practices that are found in high quality service-learning.
· According to the National Research Council (1999), transfer of learning is dependent on a number of factors that are incorporated into high quality service-learning practice:

· deliberate practice that helps students monitor and correct their learning;

· the degree to which knowledge has been taught in a variety of contexts; 

· explicit learning about how and when to put knowledge to use; 

· the degree to which students have at least some understanding of the new context in which they are to apply what they learned; and

· learning which takes place in multiple contexts increase flexible ability to apply knowledge.

· A meta-analysis of research conducted by Marzano (2003) identified a number of instructional strategies that have been shown to have a strong relationship to student achievement. These strategies are supported in high quality service-learning in meeting the K-12 Service-Learning Standards of Quality Practice.

· summarizing and note taking

· reinforcing effort and providing recognition

· cooperative learning

· setting objectives and providing feedback

· generating and testing hypotheses

· questions, cues, and graphic organizers

· The National Research Council (2004) specifically suggests the use of service-learning as an important engagement strategy for high school, implicitly recognizing that service-learning incorporates many of the research-based factors associated with student engagement in academic work.

A cross-analysis of service-learning and educational research supporting high quality practice conducted by Shelley Billig and Judith Northup yielded a broad range of supportive evidence for the K-12 Service-Learning Standards of Quality Practice. Some notable examples include:

· Lepper (1988) found tasks that are relevant, contextualized within the real world, and challenging but achievable have been found by researchers to increase student achievement when they are aligned with learning goals.

· Jacobson and collaborators (n.d.) reviewed the literature on learning about complex systems and described six design principles for creating learning environments and tools:

· connect with the learner’s passions, interests, or experiences so they become more motivated to learn and receptive to instruction;

· students should experience complex systems phenomena through systematic observations and experiments. experiences allow students to “iteratively explore questions and hypotheses” (p. 4) in either real life or virtual settings;

· core concepts should be made explicit;

· students should engage in collaboration, discussion, and reflection;

· engage students in constructing theories, models, or experiments. This may be accomplished by having students generate questions and hypotheses and testing them with others or through experimentation; and 

· students should be encouraged to deepen their understandings and explorations so they engage in trajectories of learning. “Complex systems concepts learned in one class…should form a conceptual toolkit that students will be able to use and to enhance in subsequent classes” (p. 6).

· Ravitz and Becker (n.d.) defined “meaningful thinking” tasks as having students: work on tasks with no indisputably correct answer, suggest or help plan classroom activities or topics, debate and argue a point of view sometimes different from their own, represent the same idea/relationship in more than one way, make conjectures about what they might learn, and/or lead a discussion or presentation for more than one hour. Meaningful tasks were also facilitated by teachers who raise unanswered questions, elicited student ideas and opinions, asked students to justify or explain their reasoning, and asked students to relate the work to their own experiences. Working in small groups to come up with a joint solution, writing an essay explaining one’s thoughts, and assessing one’s own work on an assignment were also considered meaningful cognitive tasks.

Based on the evidence collected through service-learning and broader educational research, it can reasonably be concluded that high quality service-learning is an effective component of high quality instruction which will lead to increased academic achievement. It is also well-documented that ongoing high quality professional development and collaboration is an important element in changing instructional practices. Linking service-learning to the Blueprint for Reform in the preparation and training of high quality teachers and administrators holds tremendous promise for increasing the effectiveness of instruction in raising students’ academic achievement.
How could service-learning address the purpose of A Blueprint for Reform?

Incorporating professional development and support for institutionalization of service-learning can be an effective means of meeting the goals of Developing Effective Teachers and Leaders. The following strategies outlined in the Blueprint are closely aligned with high quality service-learning practice:
· Foster and provide collaboration and development opportunities in schools and build instructional teams of teachers, leaders, and other school staff;

· Support educators in improving their instructional practice through effective, ongoing, job-embedded professional development that it targeted to student and school needs;

· Carry out other activities to improve the effectiveness of teachers, principals, and other school staff, and ensure the equitable distribution of effective teachers and principals.

Service-learning can be a valuable component of Ensuring a Well-Rounded Education. Our communities depend on a world ready workforce that has developed the integrated critical thinking that is required to meet the challenges of an interconnected world. Students need to learn to apply knowledge and skills within the context of a global community, deepening their understandings and increasing their ability to think critically and solve problems.

A well-rounded education is one that intertwines individual achievement outcomes with educating for the common good. Public education demands that we strive to create responsible, competent citizens who understand that creating a better world is the responsibility of each and every citizen. Service-learning experiences provides an opportunity for integrated teaching and learning across academic disciplines, effectively using technology to access and use information, and fostering a collaborative learning environment among students, teachers, principals, other school staff, parents, and the wider community.
Service-learning can become central in our schools through high quality professional development that transforms instructional practice, developing curricular models, and creating systemic change that supports service-learning as part of a 21st century education that results in reduced dropout rates and a narrowing of the achievement gap.

Specific recommendations for advancing service-learning practice:
· Advance a cascade model of professional development in service-learning that provides ongoing skill development, including development of exemplar models, mentoring, implementation that fosters continuous improvement, and serving as a mentor for other educators.
· Allocate or prioritize funding that specifically addresses support for ongoing professional development and teacher mentoring in high quality service-learning practice.
· Develop leadership institutes and support systems that assist school and district leaders in simultaneously adopting the five critical components for institutionalization of service-learning: Vision and leadership; curriculum and assessment; community-school partnerships; professional development; and continuous improvement.
· Allocate or prioritize funding for districts to institutionalize service-learning throughout the educational experience, incorporating the instructional practice into the expectation for all teachers as well as the assessment process in documenting student progress.
· Foster the advancement of service-learning in teacher preparation programs through funding priorities and high quality teacher requirements.

· An emphasis on increased state level support and public policy to advance service-learning as part of education reform and teacher quality initiatives.
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