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Heads, Hearts, and Hands: The Research on K-12 Service-Learning 
Shelley H. Billig, Ph.D., RMC Research Corporation, Denver 

 
If you were going on a weight loss diet, as so many of us have, you would ask a few hard 
questions about any program that a friend or physician asked you to try.  First, you would want 
to know what the diet is (“Atkins?  South Beach?  What’s that?”)  Next, you would want to know 
if it works (“How much weight have people lost on that diet?  Really?!”)  Finally, you might ask, 
what do I need to do to make it work best? – Or perhaps, how do I know it will work for me?  
(e.g., “I don’t like some of these foods.  What should I do?”  “But what if I’m traveling?  Then 
what do I do?” or  “I don’t eat meat.  What about me?”)  There are probably lots of other 
questions you might ask, but these are most likely the big three. 
 
So it goes with service-learning.  If you call an educator, parent, or policymaker who does not 
know anything about service-learning, but cares about education, they will probably ask you the 
same three questions: 

•  What is it? (the “it” is service-learning); 
•  Does it work, that is, produce the outcomes we are seeking? and 
•  What does it take to make it work best and/or will it work for me? 
 

In this article, the research on service-learning that has been completed in the past few years will 
be summarized.  The article will show how educators, researchers, and the general public have 
begun to define the “it,” that is, the essence of service-learning.  It will address how the research 
has begun to converge on the impacts that service-learning appears to have on students in three 
domains: cognitive (“heads”), affective (“hearts”), and behavioral (“hands”), along with impacts 
on schools and communities.  Finally, the article will look at what the research has begun to 
discover on the aspects of quality programming, that is, what we want to do within the 
experience of service-learning that helps us to maximize outcomes or, more plainly, how to make 
it work best.  The paper will culminate in a discussion about the conditions under which different 
quality indicators matter.  (How can I make it work best for me?)  As you will discover, none of 
these issues is easy, but the research community is beginning to make headway.  In addition, 
researchers are recognizing how important it is for their work to be translated into advice for 
service-learning programs, so this article will attempt to do that, too. 
 
Definitions of Service-Learning 
 
Over the past several years, the literature shows that there is still some misunderstanding among 
researchers, the general public, and even practitioners of what service-learning is and is not.  The 
biggest confusion appears to lie in the distinctions between service-learning and community 
service.   
 
Confusion Between Community Service and Service-Learning.  Pritchard (2002) provided both 
insight and data to help draw the distinctions between the concepts and to shed light on current 
practice in the United States.  He analyzed three data sets: the 1999 U. S. Department of 
Education study that examined prevalence of community service and service-learning in public 
schools in the United States, the Service Learning Survey that examined prevalence in private 
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schools, and the 1999 National Household Education Survey that examined prevalence in both 
types of schools.   
 
These surveys showed that at least some students in 68 percent of all public schools and 88 
percent of all private schools participated in either service or service-learning.  Rates were lowest 
in elementary schools and highest in high schools.  In terms of student participation, the National 
Household Education Survey showed that over half of the public school students in the sample 
were found to participate in service or service-learning and that the percentages of private school 
students that participated were even higher.  Of those who said they provided service, about half 
said they participated in service-learning.  The conclusion was that about one quarter of all 
students participate in service-learning and about three-quarters of all schools participate in 
service-learning.   
 
Pritchard (2002), however, goes on to show that these statistics may be a little misleading since 
they are based on different definitions of community service and service-learning.  In the survey 
of public schools administrators, for example, Pritchard reported that when respondents were 
asked to use a definition of service-learning that included clearly identified learning objectives, 
student involvement in selecting or designing the service activity, a theoretical base, integration 
of service with academic curriculum, and student reflection, the percentage reporting that their 
schools were engaged in service-learning fell to 32 percent.   
 
In the private school study, respondents were asked to say whether they were engaged in service 
or service-learning, but no definitions were given.  In that study, only 9% described their 
programs as service-learning.  Surprisingly, though, a large number who said that they were 
engaged in community service and not service-learning said that the community service included 
curricular integration (62%); connection to an academic class (26%); student reflection (61%); 
and students designing service projects (61%).   
 
Same activities, same emphasis.  Another indicator that the two concepts were being confused 
with each other was the way in which activities were described as either community service or 
service-learning.  The activity lists were nearly identical for the two terms.  Whether their 
programs were called community service or service-learning, most students engaged in tutoring, 
providing companionship, working on environmental issues, and distributing food or other 
goods.  In both types, educators focus on the relationship between the community and the student 
service provider.   
 
Different objectives. The objectives identified for the activity, however, differed somewhat, but 
only among administrators.  Community service activities were more often associated with civic 
engagement and caring/altruism while service-learning was more often connected to learning 
critical thinking skills, problem solving, and other cognitive or academic outcomes.   
 
Other researchers have found similar results when examining the varieties of objectives 
associated with service-learning.  Ammon (2002), for example, studied service-learning 
implementation among teachers in California.  While all of the teachers called their approach 
“service-learning,” there were sizable variations in learning objectives, activities, program 
components, and teacher roles.  In her study, more teachers mentioned application of disciplinary 
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knowledge and awareness of social or civic issues as being part of the defining characteristics of 
service-learning.  These teachers tended to be less focused on social/personal development and 
career development skills.  However, there were 29 different categories of objectives that were 
identified.  Probing these results, she found that the design and implementation of service-
learning activities appeared to be influenced by: 

•  The clarity and specificity of teachers’ goals;  
•  The degree to which the goals were discussed with students;  
•  The roles established for teachers and students, and  
•  The connection with activities and content in specific curricular areas.   

 
Conclusion.  These analyses by Pritchard and Ammon shed some light on the variations in 
definitions apparent among different stakeholder groups.  A quick scan of the research literature 
affirms this result: practitioners, policymakers, and researchers simply do not define service-
learning in consistent ways.  So the answer to the question, “What is service-learning?” appears 
to vary depending upon whom you ask.   
 
Impacts of Service-Learning on Participating Students 
 
In 2000, a summary of the research literature (Billig, 2000) showed that the evidence of the 
positive impact of service-learning on participating students was beginning to build in four areas:  

•  Academic or cognitive domains, that is, what students were learning in terms of content 
or higher order thinking skills as a result of their participation;  

•  Civic domains, that is, connection to society and community; 
•  Personal/social domains, that is, personal and interpersonal development in areas such as 

youth empowerment, respect for diversity, self-confidence, and avoidance of risk 
behaviors; and 

•  Career exploration skills, such as knowledge of career pathways and workplace literacy. 
 
The results summarized in that article have found a good deal of support in more recent studies 
that have been conducted.  New studies in each of these domains will be summarized next. 
 
Cognitive/academic impact (“heads”) 
 
Because service-learning generally occurs within the school environment, there is great interest 
in identifying the academic or cognitive outcomes of participation.  The emphasis on this aspect 
of service-learning has grown in the current educational context that strongly stresses school 
accountability and standards-based education.  The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 has been 
shown to have a strong impact on teacher decision making (e.g., CIRCLE, 2002), especially in 
terms of the relative emphasis of content area instruction (with a heavier emphasis on 
reading/language arts and mathematics) and on the need to devote less time to subjects that are 
not considered to be part of the core curriculum.  However, many schools and school districts 
(see, e.g., Berman, 2000; Education Commission of the States, 2001) have embraced service-
learning as a key part of their educational reform efforts, either as a strategy for cognitive 
development, for revitalizing the civic mission of schools, or for helping to develop character 
and other traits.   
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There are still only a limited number of studies that have been conducted to show the academic 
impact of service-learning, though there are more that are underway.  The few studies that have 
been performed have promising results. 
 
Michigan Learn and Serve Study.  A study of Michigan Learn and Serve sites conducted by 
RMC Research (Billig & Klute, 2003; Klute & Billig, 2002) examined the impact of 
participation on students’ school engagement and on performance on the state assessment, the 
Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP).  Survey responses on school engagement 
scales and test scores of students who were engaged in service-learning were compared with a 
group of students from similar sites who did not participate in service-learning.  The study had 
1,988 student respondents, 1,437 of which participated in service-learning.  Teachers who 
facilitated service-learning activities also responded to a survey to determine the service-learning 
content and quality. 
 
Results from this study showed that service-learning students in Grades 7–12 were more engaged 
cognitively in English language arts than comparison students.  No differences were found in 
other areas of affective or cognitive engagement, and service-learning students were behaviorally 
less engaged than comparison students (e.g., paying attention in class and turning homework in 
on time).  For younger students, Grades 2–5, there were statistically significant differences in all 
aspects of cognitive engagement, with service-learning students more engaged than their 
nonparticipating peers.  This meant that service-learning students were more likely to pay 
attention to schoolwork, concentrate hard on learning, and try as hard as they could in class.   
 
The study also showed that service-learning was positively associated with test scores on the 
MEAP for students in the fifth grade.  Compared to nonparticipating students, statistical tests 
show that service-learning students scored significantly higher on the writing test, the total social 
studies score, and three of the social studies strand scores: historical perspective, geographic 
perspective, and inquiry/decision making.  The differences in test scores between the two groups 
also approached positive statistical significance on the earth science test.  No significant 
differences were found among students at the other grade levels tested.   
 
Philadelphia Need in Deed Study.  In another study by RMC Research, 6th-grade students who 
participated in Need in Deed, a service-learning programmatic approach that was implemented in 
Philadelphia, were found to have statistically significantly higher test scores on the Terra Nova, a 
standardized test, in the areas of language arts and science.  The same effects were not found, 
however, for 4th- and 8th-grade participants.  Qualitative data revealed that some of the 
differences may be explained by the content of the service-learning activities and the quality of 
the service-learning experiences.   
 
California Comparison Study.  A study by Furco (2002) compared high school students who 
participated in service-learning with students who performed community service, those who 
engaged in service-based internships, and those who performed no service at all.  The study 
addressed several domains, one of which was academic.  For this study, academic outcomes 
were defined in terms of mastery of course content, thinking and problem-solving skills, and 
attitudes toward learning.  Data analysis showed that students engaged in any type of service had 
significantly higher scores on surveys that measured attitude toward school, though some of the 
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differences may be explained by gender and school site (where students generally were more 
negative).  The service-learning group scored higher in all of the academic measures, though 
significant differences were only found between the service-learning condition and the no service 
condition, and not between service-learning and community service or service-based internships.  
Ammon, Furco, Chi, and Middaugh (2001) found that the factors that seemed to be related to 
higher academic impacts were clarity of academic goals, clear connections between goals and 
activities, reasonable scope, and support through focused reflection activities. 
 
New England CO-SEED Sites.  RMC Research (Klute, 2002) studied four sites in three New 
England states to determine the impact of participation in CO-SEED, an environmental 
stewardship service-learning program, on state achievement scores.  The analysis showed that 
New Hampshire students in the sixth grade had significantly higher achievement scores on the 
state assessments in the areas of language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies than their 
past averages.  No differences were found for 3rd-grade students.  Vermont 6th-grade 
participants also scored slightly higher and 2nd-grade students scored much higher in reading 
and word analysis.  No other differences were found.  The author suggested that the differences 
in outcome may have been related to the degree of quality implementation at the sites.  There 
was also variation in agreement and a general lack of agreement with a survey item that asked 
whether participation in projects related to the environment would help increase scores on 
standardized achievement tests. 
 
Alternative Schools Studies.  Two studies were performed with alternative school students as the 
primary respondents of the study.  Laird and Black (2002a) compared the academic outcomes of 
students in an alternative school in Michigan that implemented the Literacy Corps, a service-
learning tutoring program, with students who were on the wait list for the alternative school.  
Literacy Corps participants had statistically significant positive differences from nonparticipants 
in overall grade-point average, English grades, and math grades, and slightly higher scores on the 
MEAP in science.  Kraft and Wheeler (2003) interviewed students and tracked achievement of 
students in a Kansas alternative school.  Qualitative data showed a strong difference over time in 
attitude toward school and learning, and positive increases on a six trait writing assessment, 
changes in scores on a set of reading level indicators, and grade-point averages.  No comparison 
groups or baseline measures were used, however.   
 
Study of “At-Risk” Students.  Hecht (2002) conducted a study of Delaware students who were 
educationally “at risk” because they were retained or administratively assigned to seventh or 
eighth grade.  These students read to preschoolers at a local community center as part of their 
English language arts class.  In interviews, observations, and document reviews, Hecht 
demonstrated that students who engaged in service-learning found unexpected enjoyment and 
fun in their participation.  All students described the program in positive terms, showing that 
service-learning appeared to increase their engagement in school. 
 
Waianae, Hawaii, Study.  Billig and Meyer (2002) and Billig, Meyer, and Hofschire (2003) 
conducted research on the Hawaiian Studies Program in Waianae, Hawaii.  Students in this 
program engaged in a variety of service-learning rotations that focused on connecting them with 
the community and their cultural heritage.  Compared to their peers at the same schools, service-
learning participants were statistically significantly more likely to think school was stimulating.  
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At the trend level, they were also more likely to say that school was interesting and fun.  In focus 
groups, these students most often said that their participation resulted in learning practical 
knowledge and skills, and learning about the Hawaiian culture. 
 
Flint, Michigan, Study.  A study by Smartworks Incorporated (n.d.) surveyed service-learning 
students in Flint, Michigan in Grades 3, 5, 8, and 10 about their learning.  More than two-thirds 
reported that their participation helped them understand what they were learning in school and 
improved their academic achievement. 
 
Other Studies of Impact of Participation on Grade-Point Averages 
and Perceived Learning 
 
Several other studies showed the impact of participation on grade-point averages and general 
ratings of young people’s learning.  Surveys of Learn and Serve participants in Wisconsin 
(Kirkham, 2001) found that 97.9% of teachers who offer service-learning said that students 
learned more than what they would have learned through regular instruction.  Nearly half 
(46.4%) reported that students’ grades improved and 35.8% reported that absenteeism decreased.  
High school students who participated generally affirmed these findings.  On a survey, 77% said 
that they acquired new skills, knowledge, and interests; 67% reported that they gained a broader 
understanding of people and places; and 62% said they had a better understanding of the 
community and how it works.  In their evaluation of KIDS Consortium, Ritchie and Walters 
(2003) showed that both middle and high school students had statistically significant increases in 
their motivation to learn, putting forth the necessary effort to reach a goal, and understanding of 
everyday life.  Melchior and Bailis (2002) found that Learn and Serve participants had strong 
impacts on school engagement and math scores.  Scales, Blyth, Berkas, and Kielsmeier (2000), 
however, found no effects of service-learning on a cluster of achievement related variables. 
 
Studies of Student Problem Solving.  Three studies were conducted that examined the impact of 
service-learning on students’ problem-solving abilities and cognitive complexities.  The studies, 
conducted by RMC Research in Philadelphia, Denver, and Waianae, Hawaii, examined the 
degree to which students changed in the way they understood and tried to solve community 
problems as posed in scenarios on essay prompts.  Repeated measures analysis was performed 
and in each case, strong positive results were found among the students.  After engaging in 
service-learning, students were much more apt to view social or community problems as 
systemic rather than personal, become more action oriented in their solutions, pose more 
solutions, and advance more realistic solutions.  In the Hawaiian study, students also were more 
likely to become more empathic and take a deeper, more analytic approach to the problems.  In 
the Philadelphia study, the younger children had stronger results than older students,   
 
Conclusion (Heads Up): While there are still too few studies on the academic impact of 
participation in service-learning, the trend revealed by these studies is generally positive.  
Students who participated in service-learning were found to have scored higher than 
nonparticipating students in several studies, particularly in social studies, writing, and 
English/language arts.  They were found to be more cognitively engaged and to be more 
motivated to learn.  Studies show great promise for service-learning as an avenue for increasing 
achievement among alternative school students and other students considered at risk of school 
failure.  Studies on school engagement generally show that service-learning students are more 



 7

cognitively engaged in school, but not necessarily more engaged behaviorally.  Studies of 
students’ problem-solving abilities show strong increases in cognitive complexity and other 
related aspects of problem solving.  Service-learning, then, does appear to have a positive impact 
on students’ “heads,” helping them to engage cognitively in school and score higher in certain 
content areas on state tests.  Some of these outcomes are mediated by the quality of the program, 
to be discussed later in this article. 
 
Civic/citizenship impact (“hands”) 
 
Recent evidence suggests that there is a growing problem of civic disengagement among youth 
in the United States, particularly those currently in high schools.  Young people in high school 
report having little interest in civic and political affairs and little knowledge of or trust in the 
political system (Levine & Lopez, 2002; National Commission on Service-Learning, 2002; 
Torney-Purta, 2002).  Results from a recent poll indicate that many young people do not feel 
they can make a difference, solve problems in their communities, or have a meaningful impact 
on politics or government (Lake Snell Perry & Associates & The Tarrance Group, Inc, 2002).  
Young people do not vote in percentages equal to those in earlier generations (Levine & Lopez, 
2002) and they are not connected to political life in the same ways as those in the past (Flanagan, 
2004; Kahne & Westheimer, 2002; Levine & Lopez, 2002).  Policymakers and educational 
leaders alike have noted the woeful lack of interest in civic activities among youth and express 
concern about the future of democracy (for example; Education Commission of the States, 2002; 
National Commission on Service-Learning, 2002). 
 
The 1998 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) confirms that young people are 
not knowledgeable about many of the social and political institutions that govern American life.  
This national assessment measured: 
•  Student knowledge of government and society;  
•  Intellectual and participatory skills including the ability to identify and describe, explain and 

analyze; and evaluate, take, and defend a position; and  
•  Civic dispositions, such as willingness to become an independent member of society; 

assuming personal, political, and economic responsibilities of citizenship, respecting 
individual worth and human dignity; participating in civic affairs in an informed, thoughtful, 
and effective manner; and promoting the healthy functioning of American constitutional 
democracy.  

 
Results showed that 65% of 12th-grade students scored at the basic level, 26% at the proficient 
level, and 4% at the advanced level.  Those who scored the lowest were from schools with high 
poverty. 
 
Interestingly, this decline in civic engagement has been paralleled by an increase in volunteerism 
by young people.  Studies estimate that over half of young people participate in voluntary service 
(Skinner & Chapman, 1999).  As Putnam (2000) optimistically remarked, “A wide range of 
evidence . . . suggests that young Americans in the 1990s displayed a commitment to 
volunteerism without parallel among their immediate predecessors.  This development is the 
most promising sign of any that I have discovered that America might be on the cusp of a new 
period of civic renewal, especially if this youthful volunteerism persists into adulthood and 
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begins to expand beyond individual caregiving to broader engagement with social and political 
issues” (p. 13).   
 
The 2003 publication of the Civic Mission of Schools (Carnegie Corporation of New York & 
CIRCLE, 2002) along with the National Commission on Service-Learning Report (2002) 
stimulated or at least re-energized the national debate on the need for schools to play a stronger 
role in preparing young people for rights and responsibilities associated with U.S. democracy.  
The Civic Mission of Schools summarized the discussions and recommendations of a group of 
scholars and educators who examined the declining engagement of young people in civic 
engagement activities such as voting and working on issue and election campaigns.  Authors 
pointed out that strong democracies need competent and responsible citizens.  Four goals for 
civic education were specified: 

•  Assist students to become informed and thoughtful about American democracy through 
an understanding of history and democratic principles, including awareness and 
understanding of public and community issues, primarily through the development of 
skills that help young people obtain and analyze information, develop critical thinking 
skills, and enter into dialogue with those who hold different perspectives; 

•  Increase students’ participation in communities either through membership or through 
service, as a way of addressing cultural, political, social and/or religious interests and 
beliefs; 

•  Show students how to “act politically” by facilitating the acquisition of skills and 
knowledge related to group problem solving, public speaking, petitioning, voting, and 
serving other public purposes; and  

•  Help students to acquire virtues such as concern for the rights and welfare of others, 
efficacy, tolerance, respect, and social responsibility. 

 
Schools are considered to be the appropriate social institution to accomplish these goals both 
because they are the only institutions that have the capacity and mandate to reach virtually every 
young person and because they are a key contributor to the development of social norms.  The 
school environment can relatively easily be shaped to accomplish these citizenship goals, 
particularly since schools already address the cognitive and social foundations for activities that 
research shows are related to reaching these goals.  The Civic Mission of Schools positions 
service-learning as a “promising practice.”    
 
The National Commission on Service-Learning Report, Learning In Deed, also calls for schools 
to take a strong role in helping students develop civic knowledge and skills.  This report casts its 
recommendation in the form of reclaiming the public purpose of education, and shows that 
service-learning is an approach that is uniquely poised to help young people acquire civic 
virtues, especially when service-learning is designed to encourage public dialogue and 
community connections. 
 
Typically, the area of civics and citizenship contains calls for the acquisition of knowledge (most 
often reflected in standards and measured by the National Assessment of Educational Progress), 
skills, and dispositions or virtues.  Service-learning research in the area of civic engagement and 
citizenship is growing exponentially, especially in response to these calls for increased civic 
education.  Some of the more recent studies are summarized next. 
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Colorado Learn and Serve Program.  A study of the impact of the Colorado Learn and Serve 
program (Kim & Billig, 2003; Klute, Sandel, & Billig, 2002) examined 35 classrooms and 761 
students, about half of whom participated in service-learning and half of whom did not.  Results 
for these students showed a statistically significant difference in connection to community, 
connection to school, and civic responsibility for those participating in service-learning relative 
to their nonparticipating peers. 

California Service-Learning Programs.  Ammon et al. (2001) in their study of CalServe Service-
Learning Partnerships conducted a pre/post survey at 38 sites with schools engaged in service-
learning.  This study found an increase in civic engagement in some, but not all sites.  The 
differences in impact were attributed to differences in programmatic goals; disparity in the ways 
in which attitudes changed; the ways in which previous service experiences were linked to civic 
engagement; and the differences in student thinking about good citizenship.  Furco’s (2002) 
study of California’s high school programs also found a statistically significant difference in 
favor of service and service-learning on students’ awareness of societal issues and willingness to 
take active roles in the community. 
 
Philadelphia Freedom Schools Junior Leader Study.  Freedom Schools have a rich history of 
helping African American students and others to connect to their cultural heritage and to 
empower young people to develop leadership skills and help their communities, both through 
direct action and capacity building.  An evaluation of the Freedom Schools Junior Leader 
program in Philadelphia (Billig, 2002a) showed how powerful this approach can be.  High school 
students were selected through an application process, were provided with intensive professional 
development, provided tutoring to elementary school students in the summer, and engaged in a 
year long service-learning project on issues directly affecting the community.  The evaluation 
showed that over time, participants increased in statistically significant ways on measures of 
connectedness with community, connectedness to American society, taking action and making 
changes in their communities, developing a realistic perspective about higher education 
requirements, and acquisition of a variety of leadership skills, including the ability to plan 
projects. 
 
Waianae, Hawaii, Study.  In the same study cited previously, researchers (Billig, Meyer, & 
Hofschire, 2003; Yamauchi, Billig, Meyer, & Hofschire, in press;) showed that service-learning 
participants had statistically significantly more positive outcomes on their feelings of 
contribution to the school and to the community; feelings of being a valued part of the 
community by adults and other students; having pride in school; understanding issues that affect 
the well being of the community, and taking actions to make changes in the community.  
Service-learning students were also significantly more likely to want to help others and, at the 
trend level, were found more likely to be involved in activities that will make people’s lives 
better. 
 
Rural Community Study.  Henness (2001) conducted a study of service-learning in 11 Midwest 
rural communities.  He found that student social capital development (e.g., their relationship with 
adult civic leaders and community organizations) was much higher in students who participated 
in service-learning than those who did not.  There were no differences in human capital 
development in terms of civic knowledge, skills, and values.   
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Relative Efficacy of Service-Learning.  Several studies have been conducted to examine the 
effects of service-learning on civic engagement relative to other school-based interventions.  
Melchior and Bailis (2002) compared results from their evaluations of Serve America, Learn and 
Serve, and Active Citizenship Today (ACT).  Student participants in each of these programs were 
in middle and high schools across the United States.  In each of these programs, students 
engaged in service-learning, though there was less service-learning in ACT than in the other 
programs.  However, the Learn and Serve program participants were in schools that had “fully 
implemented” service-learning, while the Serve America and ACT participants were randomly 
selected.  Results indicated that both the Serve America and Learn and Serve programs had a 
statistically significant positive impact on students’ civic attitudes and behaviors, particularly in 
the areas of personal and social responsibility for the welfare of others; personal and social 
responsibility for community involvement, service leadership, acceptance of diversity, and 
communication skills.  Impacts were greatest among high school students.  The greatest impacts 
were in those areas that were directly affected by service-learning rather than on broad social 
responsibility areas.  These researchers also found that quality matters and that sustaining 
participation over time was associated with more lasting impacts.  ACT also had a number of 
positive impacts, particularly in the area of communication skills development.   
 
Kahne, Chi, and Middaugh (2002) evaluated the Constitutional Rights Foundation’s City Works 
program, administering a pre/post survey to students who participated in the program and those 
in control groups.  They also conducted classroom observations and focus groups.  These 
researchers found statistically significant greater commitments to become a participatory citizen, 
to justice-oriented values, and an interest in service generally among City Works students 
compared to nonparticipants.  At the trend level, they also found that City Works participants 
had greater personal responsibility, knowledge of social networks, leadership skills, and civic 
efficacy.  When the researchers deconstructed the components of City Works to see which type 
of intervention had the greatest impacts, however, simulations and exposure to role models were 
found to have a greater impact than service-learning.  Service-learning had a positive impact, but 
the impact was in fewer areas, specifically, the development of personal responsibilities, social 
networks, and increased commitment to service.  The authors conclude that the opportunities to 
work on issues that matter to students and learn about aspects of society that need changing were 
the key to producing broad civic engagement impacts. 
 
Environmentally Responsible Behaviors.  Covitt (2002) compared middle school students 
engaged in service-learning on environmental projects with non participating peers to determine 
whether service-learning participation was related to motive fulfillment, prosocial behaviors, and 
civic outcomes related to environmental responsibility.  The two different types of service-
learning that were implemented in these programs did not produce positive differences on any of 
the measures.  The author suggests that there are factors associated with pre-packaged service-
learning programs that may inhibit motive fulfillment and achievement of desired outcomes, and 
differences in the quality of implementation most likely affected the results.  Billig, Klute, and 
Sandel (2001) in a study of CO-SEED, a different environmental stewardship program described 
previously, found more agreement than disagreement from students that they felt a greater 
connection to local communities.  Colorado elementary school students in another environmental 
project, Earthwalk, were found to significantly increase their desire to make a difference in the 
community (Billig & Salazar, 2003).  Finally, students who participated in a Denver Zoo service-
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learning program also significantly increased their ratings on survey items related to young 
people’s abilities to make a difference and indicated that all young people should contribute.  
Differences were also found on measures of the need to take responsibility for the environment 
(Meyer, 2003). 
 
Meta-analysis.  Perry and Katula (2001) conducted a meta-analysis to examine the extent to 
which service affects citizenship.  These researchers found that three dimensions of citizenship 
were impacted by service:   

•  Individual’s motivations and skills that includes civic and political involvement and 
community attachment; cognitive capacities, and ethics;  

•  Philanthropic and civic behaviors, defined as nonpolitical behaviors that produce public 
benefits, such as volunteering and charity; and 

•  Political behaviors, including voting, campaign contributions, service on public boards or 
commissions, and running for public office.  

 
The meta-analysis examined both service and service-learning and both K–12 and higher 
education.  Perry and Katula describe the influence of specific antecedents like parental 
education and church attendance, the attributes of service such as quality, the attributes of the 
server, such as intellectual stimulation, socialization, and practice, and the degree of 
institutionalization of practices on service and service-learning impacts.  They conclude that the 
type of service that produces the most consistent positive results is service-learning (p. 360). 
 
Conclusion (Hands Up and Down): Most, but not all, of the studies of service-learning and its 
impact on various measures of civic engagement, show that service-learning has positive results, 
particularly for the domains of civic skills and dispositions.  The mixed results here have been 
analyzed by the researchers as being related to the quality and intention of service-learning 
programs.  When service-learning is intentionally oriented to a civic outcome, it appears to 
produce that outcome most of the time, especially for high school students.  However, for many 
programs, civic engagement is not an intentional goal, and in those cases, it appears that service-
learning may not accomplish civic outcomes as well as some other deliberate interventions.  As 
will be seen below, quality matters. 
 
Social/personal impacts (“heart”) 
 
Over the years, the social and personal impacts of service-learning have been most frequently 
documented.  Typical outcome areas that were shown to be strongly related to service-learning 
included self-efficacy, respect for diversity, self-confidence, collaborative skills, avoidance of 
risk behaviors, and resilience (Billig, 2000).  Over the past few years, the number of studies in 
this area has declined.  Researchers in the social-emotional learning field, however, have 
embraced service-learning as a key strategy for accomplishing the five core social-emotional 
competencies (self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills, and 
responsible decision making) that all young people should develop (Elias, 2003).  Social 
emotional learning theorists believe that “social emotional learning provides the skills while 
service-learning provides the opportunities to apply the skills” (p. 1).  Recent studies by 
researchers in the realm of social/personal impacts are presented next. 
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Ethics.  Several studies of the impact of service-learning participation on ethics have recently 
been conducted.  In these studies, ethics were generally defined as students’ willingness to stand 
up for what is right, the development of strong moral values and judgments, willingness to 
intervene for the sake of justice, and development of a strong sense of right and wrong, good and 
bad.  Furco (2002) once again found that there were statistically significant differences between 
service and service-learning participants and nonparticipants on all measures of ethics, with far 
more positive ratings for those who participate in service or service-learning.   
 
Leming (2001) examined whether service-learning reflection that contained an ethical reasoning 
component impacted student agency (feeling that they could make a difference), social 
relatedness, and political-moral awareness.  Students with the ethical component within their 
service-learning program were compared to those who engaged in community service with 
reflection but without the ethical component and with those who did not participate in service.  
Leming found that after one semester, high school students with the ethical component in their 
service-learning program scored much higher on the ethics measures (essay prompts scored 
according to an ethical awareness index) than students in either of the other conditions.  In both 
service-learning conditions, students scored higher than nonparticipants on measures of social 
responsibility and anticipated future participation in community affairs.  There were no 
differences on measures of self-esteem. 
 
Resilience.  A study of the Lions Quest program by Laird and Black (2002b) examined students’ 
“risk” behaviors such as potential for dropping out of school, use of alcohol and other 
substances, and misconduct.  They also conducted surveys that documented degrees of 
participation in service-learning and a checklist of personal gains.  This study found that 9th-
grade students who participated in service-learning classes had statistically significantly more 
positive scores on all measures of resilience, and that 12th-grade service-learning students 
maintained a low risk of dropping out compared to their nonparticipating peers, including those 
identified as being at high risk initially.  Those students who participated in environmental 
service-learning projects had higher scores on interpersonal attitude scales than those who 
participated in other forms of service.  Those involved in human service projects started out with 
lower scores and gained more than others.  This study also showed that those with more service 
hours showed higher scores on several areas, particularly measures of positive community values 
and interpersonal competencies.  Ninth-grade students were also more likely to decrease their 
cigarette smoking if they engaged in service-learning. 
 
Other Studies.  The Hawaii study cited previously (Yamauchi et al., in press) also showed 
statistically significant impacts of service-learning on a constellation of measures related to 
resilience, leadership, and prevention of school dropout.  Similar findings occurred in the 
Freedom Schools study (Billig, 2002a) and the Denver Zoo study (Meyer, 2003).  In addition, 
the study of Waianae students and Freedom Schools Junior Leaders show strong positive results 
in terms of connection to cultural heritage.  Qualitative data were also provided to support these 
findings. 
 
In a pilot study of elementary schools, Johnson and Notah (1999) found that 156 primarily 
Hispanic students had positive, but statistically insignificant effects from participating in service-
learning on students’ self-esteem and personal responsibility.  Morgan and Streb (1999) showed 
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that service-learning students showed greater empathy than comparison groups.  Scales et al. 
(2000) showed positive impacts of service-learning on concern for others’ welfare and efficacy 
in helping others.  Meyer and Billig (2003) in the evaluation of Need in Deed found that 4th-
grade service-learning participants scored higher on measures of altruism and empathy than 
nonparticipants, though this result was not found for 6th-grade students.  Finally, Kirby (2001) 
performed a meta-analysis of studies that addressed teenage pregnancy prevention.  He 
concluded that of all of the programs studied, service-learning had the greatest positive impact. 
 
Conclusion (Big Heart): These studies affirmed the strong evidence from earlier research 
summarized by Billig (2000) that service-learning produces an array of positive impacts in the 
area of prosocial behaviors, acceptance of diversity, connection to cultural heritage, development 
of ethics, and strengthening of protective factors related to resilience.  Service-learning clearly 
helps students to develop caring, altruism, and other social emotional learning associated with 
“heart.” 
 
Career exploration.  Several recent studies affirmed the research that has consistently shown the 
value of service-learning in helping young people explore career options.  Yamauchi et al. (in 
press), for example, showed students in service-learning relative to nonparticipating students had 
a stronger set of job and career related skills and aspirations, including knowledge of how to plan 
activities, desire to pursue postsecondary education, and job interview skills.  Furco (2002) found 
strong statistically significant differences on formulation of career plans and emphasis on finding 
a career that was personally satisfying and/or beneficial to others between the service-learning 
and service groups and the nonparticipants.   
 
Quality Matters 
 
As indicated previously, many of the studies cited here found that quality of service-learning 
matters in terms of the relative impact of service-learning.  One of the studies that addressed the 
impact of quality most directly was the study of academic achievement of Michigan students 
(Klute & Billig, 2002; Billig & Klute, 2003).  As part of the analysis for this study, teachers were 
asked to rate their service-learning programs on a variety of indicators related to the Essential 
Elements of Service-Learning (NSLC, 1999) and other variables found to be associated with 
quality in the research literature.  When the study controlled for quality, that is, when the data on 
high quality service-learning schools were compared with the data on low quality service-
learning schools, it was found that low quality schools had virtually no impact on students and in 
some cases, produced lower scores than the comparison schools with no service-learning.  The 
quality variables that had the greatest influence on outcomes were communication and 
interaction with community members and linkage to standards.  In both cases, when these 
variables were present, students were more engaged in school.  Results were mixed for youth 
voice, preparation for service work, and whether service was mandatory or voluntary, meaning 
that sometimes these variables were associated with higher scores and sometimes they were not.  
Challenging tasks, use of assessment for improvement, meaningful service tasks, valuing 
diversity, use of reflection, and duration of service-learning were not associated with school 
engagement in this study.   
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The Philadelphia Need in Deed data (Meyer & Billig, 2002) also suggest that quality of services 
and fidelity to the model made a difference in the impacts that were found.  Focus groups 
revealed that in some of the cases where the impact was lowest, teachers did not implement all of 
the service-learning activities or did so without allowing enough student voice or time for 
reflection.  The Colorado Learn and Serve evaluation (Klute et al., 2002), however, did not find 
significant differences based on quality in terms of school engagement and attachment to 
community.   
 
Melchior and Bailis (2002) found that quality mattered in their study.  In comparing outcomes of 
high quality Learn and Serve programs with Serve America and ACT programs, the high quality 
programs were found to have much larger impacts.  Ammon (2002) also found that quality 
counts, but in her study, quality was related to clarity of teacher goals, dialogue between the 
teacher and student about goals, and teachers’ roles as facilitators in understanding during 
reflection processes.  Covitt (2002) also found that quality of implementation affected results. 
 
Conclusion.  It appears as though quality matters, but more studies are needed to determine what 
aspects of quality make the most difference.  Early results appear to indicate that linkage with 
standards, intention design and clarity of goals, and direct contact with the community are the 
strongest predictors of impact on students. 
 
Other Pertinent Research 
 
There have been a few studies that have examined the impact of service-learning on teachers and 
schools, sustainability and institutionalization, and costs of service-learning.  Some of these 
studies are reviewed next.   
 
Social Trust.  Toole (2002) conducted a study on social trust, investigating the types of trust 
issues that arise among teachers implementing service-learning, the degree to which these trust 
issues influence service-learning implementation, and whether service-learning raises unique 
trust issues.  He studied the Generator School Network and selected a sample of seven K-8 sites.  
Results indicated that social trust issues emerged throughout all dimensions of service-learning 
implementation and that the issues influenced implementation.  High trust environments were 
associated with smoother processes.  Service-learning provoked specific trust conversations 
around justice and moral development and issues surrounding whether those involved were 
modeling the content of the service appropriately.   
 
Implementation Issues and Impact on Teachers.  Billig (2002b), in a study of service-learning 
educational reform sites in New Hampshire, found that teachers involved in service-learning 
tended to have different needs at different stages of implementation.  Implementation in these 
schools appeared to be easiest when there was a critical mass of teachers involved in support and 
implementation and when philosophies around teaching and learning were more alike.  
Seitsinger and Felner (2000) found that middle school teachers who used service-learning more 
regularly were those who were more knowledgeable about their state content standards, more 
experienced, and had better understandings of adolescent development. 
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Sustainability and Institutionalization.  There were several studies of sustainability and 
institutionalization of service-learning.  Koliba (2002) studied rural schools that were able to 
sustain service-learning for five years.  He found that the five sustaining schools were more 
likely to have adopted schoolwide norms for service-learning; a commitment to shared 
leadership; stable school leadership; active mission and vision statements; common definitions 
and terminology to discuss meaning; value and respect for students as community contributors; 
high levels of collegiality and trust among faculty and between faculty, staff, students, and 
community members, and a shared understanding that learning can take place in multiple 
settings.  Sites also had high “leadership density,” that is, a large number of advisory boards, 
committees, and governance structures.  Billig (2002b) found that sustainability was related to 
strong leadership, shared cultural norms and expectations, incentives, visibility, availability of 
financial resources, and measurable impacts on student achievement.  Billig and Klute (2001) in 
their retrospective study of W.K. Kellogg Foundation grantees showed the value of the 
cultivation of long term community partners, funding for a permanent staff position, tangible and 
positive results, connection to educational reform, and ongoing support from advisors and 
leaders were maintained.   
 
Cost/Benefit.  Melchior (2000) took on the task of determining the costs of service-learning in a 
quasi cost/benefit analysis.  He noted that there are an almost infinite array of service-learning 
implementation strategies so costs will probably vary by scope, integration with curriculum and 
community, and type of program.  Generally, though, he found that costs for service-learning 
tend to vary, with a range of $14 per student to $1,700 per student, and an average of $52 per 
student.  Higher costs are associated with having a permanent full time coordinator.  The 
Pritchard research cited toward the beginning of this article showed that very few sites received 
additional funds outside of district funds for implementing service-learning. 
 
Summary 
 
Heads, Hearts, and Hands: So if you were a person considering service-learning and you asked 
the questions, “What is it? Does it work? Under what conditions does it work?” you would likely 
get multiple answers since the research and practice are still unclear.  Most people agree on what 
service-learning is, but it is still confused with community service.  The research evidence is 
building around the set of outcomes that service-learning produces.  Service-learning has 
evidence of academic/cognitive, civic, social/personal, and career outcomes.  The research 
suggests that quality matters.   
 
The research base, while growing, is still in need of more studies, and of studies that meet the 
criteria for scientifically based evidence.  There are still too many evaluations and too few 
experimental and quasi-experimental designs to show impact and the components of service-
learning that make a difference.  However, the research shows that K–12 school-based service-
learning remains an enormously promising practice, especially if practice includes elements of 
high quality.  The evidence that service-learning affects the heads, hearts, and hands of our 
students is compelling enough to encourage all schools to try it. 
 
 


