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In the past few years, the research on the impacts of participation in K-12 service-learning on students has mushroomed, and results are promising.  Service-learning, when implemented with high quality, yields statistically significant impacts on students’ academic achievement, civic engagement, acquisition of leadership skills, and personal/social development.  To make the case for service-learning in schools, practitioners must become aware of the most current rigorous research documenting impact (and in some cases, lack of impact) on students.  Use the information to improve your approaches so that service-learning can be more effective.   In this article, the research linking service-learning and academic achievement in K-12 schools is presented.
About a dozen studies have been conducted over the past three years that have shown the impact of service-learning on students’ academic achievement.  Two state level studies are of note:  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).  Researchers compared the students on measures of school engagement and on their performance on the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP).  The study had 1,988 student respondents, 1,437 of whom participated in service-learning.  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.  No other statistically significant differences were found.  The two aspects of service-learning that were most closely associated with positive results were linkage with curriculum and direct contact with those being served.
In California, high school students who performed service-learning were compared with peers who either performed community service or no service at all (Furco, 2002).  Students who engaged in any type of service had higher scores on attitude toward school surveys, though gender and school site may have confounded the results.  The service-learning group scored higher on all academic measures though the only statistically significant differences were between the service-learning and the no service group.  Researchers found that academic impacts were related to clarity of academic goals and activities, scope, and support through focused reflection (Ammon, Furco, Chi & Middaugh, 2001).
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; however, the same effects were not found for other grade levels, however.  Data analyses showed that the differences may be attributable to the content and quality of the service-learning experience.
In a study of Learn and Serve, Melchior and Bailis (2002) also reported increases in school engagement and math scores, although differences were not statistically significant.

In several New England schools, students who participated in CO-SEED, a service-learning program focused on environment, showed that sixth grade service-learning participants in New Hampshire demonstrated statistically significant gains in achievement scores on state assessments relative to their own performance in the past.  Vermont sixth grade students also demonstrated positive trends, though the data were not statistically significant.  No differences were found for students in other grade levels (Klute, 2002).

Several studies of alternative schools also revealed positive academic outcomes as a result of students participating in service-learning.  Laird and Black (2002), for example, showed that students who participated in Literacy Corps, a service-learning option in one alternative school in Michigan, scored higher than their nonparticipating peers on the Michigan state assessment.  In Kansas, Kraft and Wheeler (2003) found that alternative school students who participated in service learning showed strong gains over time on measures of attitude toward school, writing scores on a six-trait writing assessment, and grade point averages.

Other studies have shown achievement gains on measures of cognitive complexity and problem-solving (Billig & Meyer, 2002; Meyer & Billig, 2003); on grade point averages (Kirkham, 2001) and motivation to learn (Ritchie & Walters, 2003).  

More research is needed to understand the conditions under which service-learning can boost academic achievement.  Results, however, are promising, particularly for students in the upper elementary and middle schools.  It appears that when high quality service-learning is intentionally tied to academics, participation can make a difference on standardized tests.
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