
21

F r o n t i e r s : 	 The Interd�sc�pl�nary Journal of Study Abroad
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The broad enthus�asm for serv�ce-learn�ng on U.S. campuses and �n educa-
t�on abroad �s an extremely welcome development. However, serv�ce-learn�ng 
�n both domest�c and �nternat�onal contexts ra�ses �mportant �nst�tut�onal and 
pedagog�cal quest�ons that have not rece�ved suffic�ent attent�on. Fundamen-
tally, �s serv�ce-learn�ng pr�mar�ly “good works” and, as such, a form of com-
mun�ty volunteer�sm or �s �t an academ�c program based on “act�on research” 
through commun�ty engagement? As a consequence of an unclear understand-
�ng or resolut�on of th�s quest�on, serv�ce-learn�ng rema�ns, for the most part, 
a m�nor (and somet�mes suspect) act�v�ty on many campuses. It �s frequently 
constructed and presented as a c�v�c or rel�g�ous duty rather than as a method 
of teach�ng and learn�ng. As such, wh�le �nst�tut�ons may tolerate or even wel-
come serv�ce learn�ng, they may fa�l to regard �t as �nherently ser�ous, let alone 
�ncorporate �t �nto the�r core purposes.

Serv�ce-learn�ng has been defined as a programme based on “engagement 
w�th underserved groups or organ�zat�ons and projects focused on �ssues of the 
common good; structured reflect�ons on serv�ce-related as well as d�sc�pl�ne-
spec�fic  concerns;  and  respect  for  the needs  and  �nterests  of  the  commun�ty 
partner.”1 Other defin�t�ons have stressed the �mportance of the creat�on 
of a new k�nd of pedagogy or an eth�cal �deology or, �ndeed, as a tool out 
of wh�ch educat�onal reforms can be constructed.2

However  serv�ce-learn�ng  �s  defined,  though,  �t  conta�ns  a  set  of 
potent�al compl�cat�ons that need to be addressed. A key �ssue may be 
summar�zed as follows:

In the Un�ted States, serv�ce-learn�ng �s now an accepted pedagogy, even �f �t 
rema�ns at the marg�ns of the curr�culum �n most colleges and un�vers�t�es.3

In short, the status of serv�ce-learn�ng �s problemat�c �nst�tut�onally and 
academ�cally.  It  �s  frequently  not  located  �n  ma�nstream  academ�c  depart-
ments or �s seen as an �nc�dental act�v�ty nor does �t, for the most part, ach�eve 
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 par�ty of esteem w�th more trad�t�onal academ�c approaches. At the heart of 
th�s d�lemma l�es the fact that serv�ce-learn�ng �s “often l�ttle more than just 
 �nst�tut�onal commun�ty serv�ce.”4

S e r v i c e  L e a r n i n g  a n d  V o l u n t e e r i s m
Clearly, the emphas�s must sh�ft from serv�ce to learn�ng �f we are to ach�eve 

some strateg�c object�ves. In essence, the debate about whether we wr�te about 
“serv�ce learn�ng” or “serv�ce-learn�ng” (the pesky �ssue of the hyphen) has to 
be about real substance rather than style of the endeavor. The strateg�c objec-
t�ves for ach�ev�ng th�s sh�ft are to ach�eve par�ty of esteem for serv�ce learn�ng 
w�th other academ�c courses and to �ncrease �t academ�c cred�b�l�ty.

In order to ach�eve par�ty of esteem for serv�ce learn�ng w�th other academ�c 
courses, the pr�or�ty must be to demonstrate the educat�onal value of serv�ce 
learn�ng as pedagogy. Th�s form of learn�ng needs to be clearly d�st�ngu�shed 
from volunteer�sm. Volunteer�sm �s obv�ously commendable and worthy, reflect-
�ng the �deal�sm of youth. It may or may not have some educat�onal value but 
that �s not the central purpose. The purpose �s to “do good.” Serv�ce-learn�ng 
may or may not “do good.” It should at least, as Humphrey Tonk�n argues, “not 
do damage.”5 The purpose �s essent�ally educat�onal. If that �s a somewhat cyn�-
cal posture, �t reflects the need to move the emphas�s from “serv�ce” to “learn-
�ng,” and to move away from the rhetor�c of soc�al �mprovement.

The cruc�al mechan�sm that w�ll enable th�s fundamental sh�ft �s the develop-
ment of two k�nds of appropr�ate curr�culum: the first �s a content-based course 
that creates an �ntellectual context �n the g�ven area; the second �s an �ntroduct�on 
to bas�c ethnography so that students may acqu�re some essent�al tools that w�ll 
enable them to observe �ntell�gently the env�ronment w�th wh�ch they engage.

In  contrast,  the  key  concept  �n  volunteer�sm  �s  the  not�on  of  pos�t�ve 
contr�but�on to soc�al good: arguably pos�ted �n the prov�nce of the Church 
rather than the un�vers�ty. Part�c�pat�on �s a matter of free cho�ce. No academ�c 
cred�t �s g�ven and the un�vers�ty probably has no cruc�al funct�on �n regula-
t�on. Where the un�vers�ty has a fac�l�tat�on role, th�s �s l�kely to be located �n 
student l�fe, the chapla�ncy, or, somet�mes, �n a careers or commun�ty serv�ce 
office.  The  adm�n�strat�on  of  volunteer�sm  �s  analogous  to  that  of  a  dat�ng 
agency: �ntroduct�ons are made and the part�c�pants then get on w�th �t. Out-
comes may be uncerta�n and properly may be left unmon�tored.

Clearly, no member of a c�v�l soc�ety can object to voluntary “serv�ce”: t�me 
freely g�ven to support projects a�med at ach�ev�ng soc�al good. That �s what 
countless char�t�es and not-for-profit agenc�es ex�st to do; but what �s that to 
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do w�th un�vers�t�es? The object�ves of un�vers�t�es are complex and, somet�mes 
controvers�al, as d�scuss�ons of the commod�ficat�on of h�gher educat�on make 
clear. Wh�le there �s a broad consensus that learn�ng and teach�ng are core act�v-
�t�es, other quest�ons rema�n. Are un�vers�t�es b�g bus�nesses or are they agenc�es 
for soc�al good? Can they be both? Volunteer�sm ra�ses the quest�on of what 
d�st�ngu�shes the funct�on of a un�vers�ty from the funct�on of a soc�al agency. 
Such an enqu�ry cuts to the heart of a d�lemma. There can be no object�on to 
do�ng good th�ngs but, �f that �s the pr�or�ty, �t may not properly belong w�th�n 
the academ�c env�ronment except as a per�pheral soc�al or rel�g�ous act�v�ty �n 
wh�ch students may be encouraged to part�c�pate as part of the�r “tra�n�ng” for 
c�t�zensh�p. To establ�sh the academ�c value of serv�ce learn�ng we must be able 
to demonstrate that a g�ven top�c �s best stud�ed through some form of serv�ce 
or, at least, that serv�ce �s a ser�ous enhancement to teach�ng and learn�ng.

It �s self-ev�dent, for example, that a study of commun�ty theater �s greatly 
enhanced through an engagement w�th such a theater. It �s equally true that a mar-
ket�ng major may ga�n cons�derable �ns�ght, wh�le perhaps mak�ng a s�gn�ficant 
contr�but�on, through a per�od of mean�ngful comm�tment to a small char�ty.

The  �mpl�cat�on  �s  that  serv�ce-learn�ng  needs  to  be  constructed  �n 
terms that enhance the core academ�c funct�on of the un�vers�ty. It needs to 
be demonstrably ser�ous,  �ntellectually challeng�ng and, cruc�ally, have clear 
�ntegrat�on �nto the curr�culum. Volunteer�sm, however valuable and worthy, 
may be located w�th�n any number of agenc�es where �t may be a core act�v�ty. 
Wh�le there can be no object�on to locat�ng volunteer act�v�t�es w�th�n un�ver-
s�ty l�fe, these act�v�t�es should properly rema�n per�pheral to core funct�ons. In 
contrast, as John Annette has argued, serv�ce-learn�ng:

�nvolves reflect�ve learn�ng act�v�t�es wh�ch enable a student to develop key 
sk�lls and capab�l�t�es, and a greater sense of c�v�c awareness and   a c t � v e 
c�t�zensh�p. The exper�ence should be of suffic�ent length to enable students 
to benefit fully from �t, and they must be challenged to be reflect�ve and to 
l�nk the�r learn�ng to the�r college curr�culum.6

In short, the key concept �n serv�ce-learn�ng ought to be that �t �s an aca-
dem�c act�v�ty. As such �t should be cred�t-bear�ng, located �n a department, 
managed by a professor, and subject to the same academ�c demands (�nclud-
�ng evaluat�on) of any other course. It should go through the usual processes 
of approval that are carr�ed out on a g�ven campus and be subject to the same 
r�gorous rev�ew of curr�culum and qual�ty.
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In str�v�ng for academ�c cred�b�l�ty for serv�ce learn�ng, there are some key 
quest�ons:

•	 What do we want students to learn?
•	 What do students want and need to learn?
•	 How can these learn�ng object�ves be real�zed?
•	 Can exper�ence through serv�ce-learn�ng enhance the course, �mprove 

learn�ng, and add academ�c value?
If the answer to these quest�ons �s �n the affirmat�ve, then serv�ce-learn�ng 

has real cred�b�l�ty and emerges as a teach�ng and learn�ng tool that �s more 
effect�ve  and effic�ent  than  learn�ng  that  rema�ns only  �n  the classroom.  In 
other words, �t enacts the Ch�nese proverb: “To know and not to do �s to not 
yet know.”

The status of serv�ce-learn�ng �s not only governed by course content. It 
�s  also,  as  I have  suggested,  a quest�on of  �nst�tut�onal  locat�on. As Mon�ca 
Pagano argues, �t “�s st�ll be�ng placed at the marg�n of h�gher educat�on cur-
r�culum.”7 That �s partly because of a frequently fuzzy �nd�st�nct�veness about 
the d�fferences between serv�ce-learn�ng and volunteer�sm; however, �t �s also 
a quest�on of locat�on w�th�n the structure of an �nst�tut�on. Serv�ce-learn�ng 
has to be located w�th�n academ�c departments as a learn�ng methodology. In 
that respect, �t �s not substant�ally d�fferent from the other tools that enhance 
learn�ng: read�ng l�sts, research papers, tutor�als, sem�nars, lectures etc. These 
are  mechan�sms  through  wh�ch,  �n  comb�nat�on,  we  seek  better  to  educate 
our students. It would be patently absurd to separate tutor�als or sem�nars, for 
example, from academ�c departments and to locate the theory and pract�ce of 
small group teach�ng �n the chapla�ncy or careers office. If serv�ce-learn�ng �s 
to be seen as a ser�ous mode of �nqu�ry �t cannot reasonably be separated and 
located outs�de of the academ�c context.

Serv�ce-learn�ng wh�ch phys�cally res�des �n a spec�al�zed un�t on campus 
�s, probably, not go�ng to be taken ser�ously w�th�n the w�der academ�c com-
mun�ty �n so far as the locat�on �s a metaphor for �ts d�stant relat�onsh�p to the 
academ�c departments. In any case, serv�ce-learn�ng act�v�t�es have d�rectly to 
relate to �ssues of curr�culum development and pedagogy and that relat�onsh�p 
has to be �nt�mate and dynam�c.

There  �s  also  a  need  for  the  �nst�tut�on  to  demonstrate  a  comm�tment 
through, for example, faculty tra�n�ng. Above all, the �nst�tut�on needs to cre-
ate cond�t�ons  that allow  faculty  to develop  th�s pedagog�cal  approach. The 
process �s t�me consum�ng and, as w�th any new pedagogy, faculty need to have 
space �n wh�ch to develop a better understand�ng of theory and pract�ce. Th�s 
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w�ll �nvolve �nvestment �n terms of course release t�me, tra�n�ng opportun�t�es 
and so on. The value of work �n th�s area also needs to be recogn�zed when �t 
comes to quest�ons of tenure rev�ew. The emphat�c l�nk between publ�sh�ng 
and tenure may need to be nuanced and mod�fied. L�ke any other educat�onal 
act�v�ty,  serv�ce-learn�ng  requ�res  s�gn�ficant  resource  �nvestment.  Unless  �t 
takes �tself ser�ously and �s cons�dered to be ser�ous �n the w�der commun�ty, 
the necessary  resources w�ll not be  �nvested  and  the  enterpr�se w�ll be  con-
s�gned to the underfunded backwaters of the academ�c env�ronment as a harm-
less but hardly cruc�al past�me �ndulged �n only by the comm�tted few.

D e f i n i n g  L e a r n i n g  O b j e c t i v e s
To create par�ty of esteem w�th�n academ�a, serv�ce learn�ng programs need 

to be constructed �n concrete and cred�ble terms. It follows that the learn�ng 
object�ves have to be defined as prec�sely as any other aspect of a course of study 
and th�s can be done �n two ways: through establ�sh�ng both d�sc�pl�ne-spec�fic 
object�ves and general�zed learn�ng object�ves.

Discipline-specific objectives
These  object�ves  w�ll  usually  be  descr�bed  �n  terms  of  demonstrat�ng 

(rather than just talk�ng about) the relat�onsh�p between theory and pract�ce 
�n a spec�fic area. For example, at the Foundat�on for Internat�onal Educat�on 
(FIE) �n London, serv�ce-learn�ng has three closely �ntegrated and requ�red ele-
ments. The first �s a three-cred�t classroom-based study of U.K.-U.S. compara-
t�ve soc�al welfare: h�story and pract�ce. At the core of the h�stor�cal mater�al 
�s a compar�son of the Br�t�sh Welfare State w�th Roosevelt’s New Deal and 
Johnson’s  “Great  Soc�ety.”  A  rev�ew  of  contemporary  pract�ces  (contrast�ng 
not�ons of ph�lanthropy; d�verse models of fund�ng and government �nterven-
t�on, for example) completes the course wh�ch �ntends to create an �ntellectual 
context for the student on the�r placement. Learn�ng object�ves are defined �n 
terms of acqu�r�ng knowledge of comparat�ve U.S.-U.K. soc�al h�story; under-
stand�ng  the  role  of  publ�c  and  pr�vate  sector  agenc�es;  explor�ng  �ssues  �n 
soc�al pol�cy; financ�ng and manag�ng commun�ty-based projects; soc�al and 
pol�t�cal structures �n another nat�onal context. 

The other curr�cular element �s a set of sem�nars a�med at, among other 
th�ngs,  g�v�ng  students  the  bas�c  tools  through wh�ch  they  can move  from 
observat�on  to  analys�s.  In  essence,  students  are  taught  elementary  ethnog-
raphy and, thus, take on the role of part�c�pant-observer �n a form of “act�on 
research.” Observat�on, recogn�t�on and analys�s of cultural, soc�al and pol�t�cal 
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d�fference are at the heart of th�s enterpr�se. The sem�nars also must be sched-
uled dur�ng the placement so that students have a d�screet and reflex�ve space 
where quest�ons, observat�on and problems can be exam�ned by both the aca-
dem�c leader and the peer group of part�c�pants.

The th�rd element �s student placement w�th�n a commun�ty. The student 
�s matched as well as poss�ble to an organ�zat�on where the�r sk�lls w�ll be most 
appropr�ately employed. The requ�rements are:

1)  The  relat�onsh�p  between  FIE  and  the  organ�zat�on  �s  susta�nable. 
Commun�ty organ�zat�ons may  rely on  a  cont�nued  supply of well-
mot�vated and qual�fied part�c�pants.

2)  The student has the potent�al to be an act�ve learner and the place-
ment organ�zat�on  �s w�ll�ng  to  create  an  env�ronment where�n  the 
student can ach�eve that goal.

3)  The student has to be comm�tted to mak�ng as s�gn�ficant a contr�bu-
t�on as poss�ble w�th�n the�r ab�l�t�es.

Through  the  comb�nat�on  of  placement  and  coursework  requ�rements, 
students  are  obl�ged  to  read  cr�t�cally, wr�te  effect�vely,  speak  clearly,  l�sten 
carefully and act respons�bly. These are clearly transferable sk�lls. The whole 
creates �ntegrated learn�ng that �s potent�ally transformat�ve.

We know that students w�ll ga�n �n other ways: they w�ll mature; they 
w�ll learn that not everyth�ng that �s taken as true �n the U.S. �s necessar�ly 
seen  so  �n  other  cultures;  they w�ll  confront  the�r  own  stereotypes  and  see 
other  real�t�es  �n  a  less  s�mpl�st�c  manner  and  so  on.  These  outcomes  are, 
however s�gn�ficant they may be to �nternat�onal educators, per�pheral to the 
necessary d�scourse wh�ch places serv�ce-learn�ng w�th�n a spec�fic and cred-
�ble academ�c context. The general pr�nc�ple �s that the prec�se defin�t�on of 
learn�ng object�ves should be governed by the subject matter that �s the focus 
of the course of study.

The arguments for the value of serv�ce-learn�ng are frequently made �n 
non-academ�c terms enforc�ng the sense �n trad�t�onal academ�a that, wh�le 
th�s  �s  a  “good  th�ng,”  �t may be  of per�pheral  �nterest. As  a  consequence, 
the emphas�s on serv�ce  (rather  than  learn�ng) and on cross-cultural under-
stand�ng �n an �nternat�onal context underm�nes the cred�b�l�ty of the act�v-
�ty. That soft-centred rat�onale �s on �ts own, s�mply, not good enough �f the 
broader academ�c commun�ty �s to be conv�nced of the essent�al ser�ousness 
of the endeavour.
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General learning objectives
In  order  to  enhance  the  status  of  serv�ce  learn�ng,  spec�fic  object�ves 

related to a g�ven course need to be comb�ned w�th a defin�t�on of general 
learn�ng  outcomes  and  ant�c�pated  transferable  sk�lls.  In  very  broad  terms 
students are taught soc�al respons�b�l�ty and �ntercultural sens�t�v�ty but �t �s 
poss�ble to �dent�fy other learn�ng object�ves. At least some of the follow�ng 
outcomes are �dent�fiable:

•  An enhanced understand�ng of how soc�al, pol�t�cal or econom�c sys-
tems funct�on ga�ned through part�c�pat�on and observat�on,

•  An �ns�ght �nto the processes of negot�at�on and confl�ct resolut�on,
•  Problem analys�s (and perhaps problem solv�ng),
•  Ethnograph�c (act�on research) methodology,
•  The ab�l�ty to work �n a team and the need to comprom�se personal 

preferences so as better to serve the group.
•  Integrated  commun�cat�on  sk�lls:  speak�ng,  l�sten�ng,  read�ng  and 

wr�t�ng,
•  Empower�ng students to take control of the�r own learn�ng,
•  C�v�c sk�lls, such as learn�ng about the real�t�es of power and pr�v�lege, 

and soc�al empathy.

As John Annette argues8, serv�ce-learn�ng can be a form of pol�t�cal tra�n-
�ng �n c�v�c engagement and c�t�zensh�p (however we may define those elus�ve 
concepts). 

C o n c l u s i o n s : 
S e r v i c e  L e a r n i n g  a n d  S t u d y  A b r o a d

Dangers and Pitfalls
The ideal ist ic  tendency
The benefits of �nternat�onal educat�on �n general are trad�t�onally, usually, 

descr�bed  �n  relat�vely  broad  and  �nexact  terms:  global  competence,  cross-
 cultural commun�cat�on, enhanc�ng mutual understand�ng, personal growth 
etc. etc. Those of us comm�tted to �nternat�onal educat�on subscr�be heart�ly 
to these not�ons and are dr�ven by the m�ss�on �nherent �n our act�v�t�es. We 
are conv�nced that educat�on abroad, for the most part and to some degree, �s a 
cruc�al and cr�t�cal act�v�ty �n the world where the �nterdependence of nat�ons 
(for good and �ll) �s part of current global real�ty. W�th�n the field of educat�on 
abroad we can share these �deals �n a relat�vely untroubled manner but �n the 
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w�der academ�c commun�ty we need to change the terms of the debate and go 
from human�tar�an general�sat�on to spec�fic�ty.

There  �s  a  challenge  to go beyond defin�t�ons  that  are based on vaguely 
human�tar�an and vaguely �deal�st�c concepts. If we add �mprec�se not�ons of 
serv�ce to that l�beral m�x, the melange becomes softer yet and threatens to sag 
beneath the we�ght of starry-eyed �deal�sm. Unless serv�ce-learn�ng outcomes 
are mon�tored, made expl�c�t and concrete, the whole enterpr�se w�ll s�nk �n a 
sea of l�beral hogwash. Th�s �s a challenge for serv�ce-learn�ng �n general and a 
part�cular challenge for the concept �n study abroad programm�ng.

There �s the related �ssue of serv�ce-learn�ng as pedagogy. If �t �s true that 
learn�ng �s enhanced through these mechan�sms, there �s no reason to suppose 
that they can only be appl�ed to the study of poverty. The problem w�th con-
centrat�ng serv�ce-learn�ng only �n areas of soc�al depr�vat�on �s that �t further 
deepens the susp�c�on that the act�v�ty �s �nextr�cably constructed as a means 
of engagement w�th those who are less well-off, at home or abroad. It deepens 
the susp�c�on that there �s �n pract�ce l�ttle d�fference between these act�v�t�es 
and volunteer�sm. If the pedagogy �s to have academ�c cred�b�l�ty, �t must be 
seen as a tool that �s appropr�ate to a broad range of areas of �nvest�gat�on. The 
study of  theater  �s  an obv�ous  area where  students  could ga�n pract�cal  and 
theoret�cal �ns�ghts, for example, �nto the financ�ng of fr�nge or “off Broadway” 
product�ons through part�c�pat�on �n commun�ty theater groups. A journal�sm 
major work�ng for a t�me �n a local newspaper would, also, be engaged �n a 
comb�nat�on of commun�ty contr�but�on and learn�ng that �s at the heart of the 
enterpr�se. It �s also perfectly poss�ble to env�sage a market�ng course that �nte-
grates serv�ce-learn�ng �nto �ts structure by hav�ng students contr�bute to the 
market�ng strateg�es of char�t�es and NGOs, or a finance course where students 
help  these  same  organ�zat�ons  rev�ew  the�r  financ�al  management  pract�ces, 
create bus�ness plans, development strateg�es and so on. 

It m�ght be argued that th�s approach blurs the d�st�nct�on between ser-
v�ce-learn�ng and �nternsh�ps but that may be, �n pract�ce, no bad th�ng. The 
development of the �nternsh�p as an academ�c act�v�ty has gone further, w�th 
emphases on  evaluat�on  and outcomes,  than has  the  theory  and pract�ce of 
 serv�ce-learn�ng. At one level, the d�st�nct�on �s more a matter of emphas�s 
and focus than substance. Both demonstrate the value of exper�ent�al educa-
t�on �n that they requ�re students to become act�ve part�c�pants �n the world’s 
messy real�t�es. The essent�al d�fference l�es �n the nature of the real�ty w�th 
wh�ch  the  part�c�pant  engages  and  �n  the  subject  matter  upon  wh�ch  the 
 student focuses.
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The missionary tendency
G�ven not�ons of man�fest dest�ny �n the U.S.A and the (deeply suspect) 

not�on that the U.S.A �s  the repos�tory of  the democrat�c  �deal,  there  �s  the 
potent�al  for  unwelcome  m�ss�onary-style  �ntrus�on.  The  wholly  cred�table 
des�re of youth to contr�bute to soc�al development abroad can man�fest �tself 
as the w�de-eyed enthus�asm of the m�ss�onary determ�ned to br�ng l�ght to the 
l�ves of poor fore�gners den�ed the benefits of be�ng an Amer�can. Serv�ce-learn-
�ng that �s constructed as a sort of m�n� Peace Corps enterpr�se does no serv�ce, 
I bel�eve, to the field as a whole. 

Students and the�r teachers have to construct the exper�ence as a partner-
sh�p where�n students are learners �n the commun�ty not necessar�ly contr�bu-
tors to �t (though contr�but�ons may well be made). Th�s may well seem an 
obv�ous po�nt but the declared mot�vat�on of students and the rhetor�c of fac-
ulty champ�ons frequently suggests otherw�se. Th�s �s not to deny that there �s 
(or ought to be) a mutual�ty of benefit between the learner and the commun�ty 
but the field needs to be wary of �ts own rhetor�c and consc�ous of the underly-
�ng mot�vat�ons that may dr�ve students to part�c�pate. As the popular�ty of 
serv�ce-learn�ng grows,  th�s danger w�ll probably grow and may underm�ne 
the necessary precond�t�on for true learn�ng.

The Benefits
Wh�le there are good reasons to approach that �ncreased popular�ty w�th 

caut�on, there are also good educat�onal reasons to be proact�ve champ�ons of 
these act�v�t�es. Serv�ce-learn�ng abroad conta�ns enormous potent�al to create 
a hol�st�c and �ntegrated academ�c program for part�c�pants where�n there �s 
d�rect correlat�on between what �s exper�enced through part�c�pat�on and what 
�s  learned theoret�cally:  to embody John Dewey’s assert�on that “there  �s  an 
�nt�mate and necessary relat�on between the process of actual exper�ence and 
educat�on.”9 There �s cons�derable potent�al for added value �n serv�ce-learn�ng 
and th�s would apply equally �n an �nternat�onal context. 

In all contexts (domest�c or �nternat�onal) serv�ce-learn�ng has another pos�-
t�ve �mpact. It serves to enhance the somet�mes problemat�c relat�onsh�p between 
gown (academ�a) and town (the world outs�de). The barr�er between the student 
and the commun�ty may be art�fic�al but �t �s real �n some contexts. One benefit of 
serv�ce-learn�ng �s to br�ng the student, the un�vers�ty, and the w�der commun�ty 
closer together �n a context that �s both ser�ous and mutually benefic�al. It �nev�ta-
bly enhances understand�ng and commun�cat�on so that the �vory tower may not 
be seen as qu�te such a d�stant and unapproachable ed�fice.
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When we construct cred�ble serv�ce-learn�ng programs �n an �nternat�onal 
context, there are some add�t�onal added-value benefits.

Community  engagement
Educat�on abroad �s, by �ts very nature, exper�ent�al: �t locates educat�onal 

benefit �n learn�ng processes beyond the walls of the classroom. Impl�c�tly or 
expl�c�tly,  educat�on  abroad  conta�ns  the  assumpt�on  that  cross�ng  nat�onal 
borders creates potent�al for enhanced learn�ng. At least part of any educat�on 
abroad curr�culum �s the subject of “abroad” �tself.

If we add serv�ce-learn�ng to study abroad, we empower students to cross 
more than �nternat�onal front�ers: they cross the border between the classroom 
walls and the nat�onal culture where�n that classroom �s located. As an engage-
ment model, serv�ce-learn�ng �s a clear tool for g�v�ng students access to w�der 
learn�ng env�ronments than those of the classroom. After all, to parody Ger-
trude Ste�n, a classroom �s a classroom �s a classroom, be �t located �n M�am�, 
Be�j�ng, London or Erewhon. 

Perhaps  the  most  cogent  summary  of  these  benefits  was  made  by 
 Howard Berry:

students go beyond  s�mpl�st�c not�ons  of  culture  to  encounter mult�d�-
mens�onal  levels  of  soc�ety  and  the  human  cond�t�on.  When  l�nked  to 
�ntent�onal  and  coherent  learn�ng,  the  value  of  the  exper�ence  becomes 
exponent�al. The serv�ce �s �nformed by learn�ng, and the learn�ng acqu�res 
depth far beyond the classroom.10

Going beyond the f irst  person
 We also asp�re to have our students cross metaphor�cal borders between 

the self and the “other.” Clearly, serv�ce-learn�ng �s a mode of part�c�pat�on that, 
when balanced w�th gu�ded observat�on, should g�ve students a capac�ty to go 
beyond the first person and develop analyt�cal sk�lls. In all educat�onal enter-
pr�ses we want  students  to move  from a purely personal v�ew of  the “other” 
culture to an analyt�cal perspect�ve ach�eved through a comb�nat�on of cr�t�cal 
empathy, comm�tment, and gu�ded reflect�on. The model of part�c�pant-obser-
vat�on  serves  these  object�ves  well,  g�ven  that  �t  requ�res  a  balance  between 
engagement and separat�on through the creat�on of d�screet �ntellectual space. 

A recurrent problem �n study abroad  �s  that  students  tend to construct 
the�r exper�ences only �n terms of the�r first-person percept�ons: “I learned a 
lot.  I w�dened my hor�zons.  I grew as a person etc. etc.” Those are not bad 
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outcomes �n themselves but they are very l�m�ted. Th�s also tends to be encour-
aged by the “journal” approach to wr�t�ng wh�ch �nv�tes a “dear d�ary” personal 
and confess�onal mode. As educators, we want students to reflect not only on 
the self but on the space outs�de of the self. All of us see the world through our 
own eyes. We have no other eyes w�th wh�ch to see. The process of educat�on 
�s to try and create other lenses through wh�ch students can see �nto the space 
beyond the self — beyond the “I.”

Serv�ce-learn�ng can be a h�ghly s�gn�ficant mechan�sm that can enable 
students to cross the d�fficult border between self and the world beyond. It 
empowers students to penetrate the other;  �t g�ves them analyt�cal tools to 
help them to understand that new place, and �t may, consequently, create the 
soc�al empathy that w�ll truly be transformat�ve. In short,  �t may take stu-
dents from a preoccupat�on w�th the�r nat�onal “I” to a sense of be�ng part of 
an �nternat�onal “we.”

In order to make such a s�gn�ficant contr�but�on, serv�ce-learn�ng has to be 
located w�th�n the context of core academ�c act�v�ty. It has to ach�eve par�ty of 
esteem and to be recogn�zed as a val�d pedagogy w�th�n h�gher educat�on. The 
context of the debate has to be w�dened so that pract�t�oners and theor�sts of 
serv�ce-learn�ng go beyond talk�ng to themselves and address the�r ma�nstream 
colleagues w�th�n and beyond the academy. Otherw�se, respect, �nst�tut�onal 
comm�tment, and, above all, fund�ng �s unl�kely to follow. In short, the field 
has to demonstrate that th�s �s, after all, ser�ous stuff.
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