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What Is Service-Learning?

AGuide for Parents provides
information about your role in
participating in and promoting this
effective way of teaching. Service-
learning takes place in schools and
youth groups across America. Your
involvement can make a difference!
Simply put, service-learning
connects classroom studies with
the natural caring and concern
young people have for their world.
Service-learning allows young
people to contribute to solving
problems by helping others in their
school community, their neighbor-
hood, or around the world. When
students apply what they are
learning in ways that help others,
the results are memorable. Students
gain lessons that last a lifetime.
While learning, they develop the
ability to contribute to a better
society and we all benefit.

What does service-learning look like?
Here are a few examples.

Elementary children in Florida
studied the consequences of natural
disasters through books and newspaper
articles and by interviewing city officials.
They determined that families need a
place to gather their important papers
in case of evacuation. So the children

designed a large envelope with a checklist for this purpose. They
added tips about rescuing pets and other advice to make a difficult
situation easier. Students distributed the envelopes to families
through school and community organizations.

Middle school students in Pennsylvania learned about the
health consequences of poor nutrition and lack of exercise. They
wanted to do something to change those habits for themselves and
their families. So students conducted health fairs to educate their
neighbors and worked with their English teachers and families to
create a cookbook with healthy versions of family recipes. Then,
because it was difficult to find
fresh produce, students worked
with their math, social studies,
and shop teachers to open a
fruit and vegetable stand for
the school and community.

High school students in Oklahoma investigated how a
local creek became polluted. In social studies, they researched the
history of mining that led to the problem. They learned which
government agencies help clean toxic waterways. Science students
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Learn and Serve America is a program of the
federal agency the Corporation for National and
Community Service. Created by Congress and the
President to promote service-learning, Learn and
Serve America engages more than one million
young people from kindergarten through college
and is the largest supporter of service-learning in
the United States. Visit www.learnandserve.gov to
find out more. To obtain a copy of the video,
Bring Learning to Life, or to find
out more about service-
learning,
contact Learn and
Serve America’s
National Service-
Learning Clearinghouse
toll-free at
1-866-245-SERV (7378) or
visit www.servicelearning.org.

restoring habitats
Is service-learning happening at your child’s school? Talk to teachers and
administrators to find out whether service-learning is already taking place at your child’s school.

Yes! What now?
1. Let your support be known! Talk to your child’s teachers and/or school administrators to

find out how you might be able to help.
2. Make sure that those in charge of service-learning at your child’s school are aware of all

the great resources available through the National Service-Learning Clearinghouse.
3. Consider working with the PTA—the parent, teacher, student association—or another

parent/teacher organization to develop a plan for parents to be of support to teachers.
The PTA recognizes that collaboration with the community strengthens schools, families,
and student learning. Service-learning is an excellent way to foster partnerships with the
community. Support your child in helping the community! Visit www.pta.org for more
information.

No. What now?
1. Take copies of Bring Learning to Lifematerials to your child’s school to inform teachers and

administrators of the benefits of service-learning.
2. School administrators may welcome articles on the impacts of service-learning in education.

Resources on this and other service-learning topics can be found on the last page of this
publication and by visiting www.servicelearning.org.

3. State Education Agencies receive funding from Learn and Serve America to help build
networks of teachers and school administrators, parents, and community agency partners
who are knowledgeable about service-learning and can work to get programs started. Visit
www.learnandserve.gov/about/contact/sea.asp to find contact information for someone
in your State Education Agency who can help connect you to this larger community
of service-learning supporters.

Get involved in other service-learning opportunities. Service-learningdoesn’t
just happen in schools! Inquire at local youth, community, or faith-based organizations to find
existing service-learning programs where your child can be involved. If they’re not involved in
service-learning, introduce them to its benefits with Bring Learning to Lifematerials.

Visit the National Service-Learning Clearinghouse "Resources for Parents" page for additional
information on service-learning and a list of organization websites you can search for volunteering
and/or service-learning opportunities in your area.
www.servicelearning.org/instant_info/parents/index.php.

This guide to the basics of service-learning for parents is a companion piece to the Learn and Serve
America video, Bring Learning to Life. This eight-minute video offers insights from teachers, principals,
and students who have experienced the benefits of service-learning, and provides an introduction to
service-learning as an effective strategy to improve academic achievement, increase student engage-
ment, improve social behavior, build civic skills, and strengthen community partnerships. The video,
available in VHS, CD-Rom, and DVD formats, also includes two television public service announcements
(60-second PSA and 30-second PSA).

Visit www.servicelearning.org or call 1-866-245-7378, ext. 130 to order free copies of Bring Learning
to Life DVDs, posters, and the teachers’ getting started guide Service-Learning in Action to share with
your school. Across America, service-learning is helping students perform better in school while
improving their communities through service. By connecting classroom lessons with community
service projects, service-learning engages students and brings learning to life!

For more about service opportunities in your area and additional resources, visit
Learn and Serve America’s National Service-Learning Clearinghouse "Resources
for Parents" page at www.servicelearning.org/instant_info/parents/index.php.

Books can help you learn more, see examples of service-learning projects, and promote service-
learning in the community.
n The Busy Family’s Guide to Volunteering: Do good, have fun, make a difference as a family! by Jenny Lynn
Friedman, Robins Lane Press, 2003. An informative compilation of ideas and resources to involve
every family member in collaborative projects.
n The Complete Guide to Service Learning: Proven, Practical Ways to Engage Students in Civic Responsibility,
Academic Curriculum, & Social Action, by Cathryn Berger Kaye, Free Spirit Publishing, 2004.
A comprehensive resource for teachers, youth workers, and parents that covers service-learning
planning and implementation, with over 300 examples of service-learning scenarios.
n The Kid’s Guide to Social Action, by Barbara Lewis, Free Spirit Publishing, 1998. A useful resource
packed with information for helping kids transform their ideas into results, with many stories of
accomplishments.
n Parent Involvement in Service Learning, by Cathryn Berger Kaye, National Dropout Prevention
Center, 1998. Part of the Linking Learning with Life series, this publication offers ideas to involve
parents in supporting service-learning in schools and engaging in service-learning as a family.

Written by Cathryn Berger Kaye, M.A. © 2007 Learn and Serve America’s National Service-Learning Clearinghouse.
Photocopying for nonprofit educational purposes is permitted.
Portions of this brochure adapted from The Complete Guide to Service Learning: Proven Practical Ways to Engage
Students in Civic Responsibility, Academic Curriculum & Social Action by Cathryn Berger Kaye, M.A., © 2004. Used with
permission of Free Spirit Publishing Inc., Minneapolis, MN; 1-866-703-7322; www.freespirit.com. All rights reserved.
For more information, contact Learn and Serve America’s National Service-Learning Clearinghouse www.servicelearning.org.For more information, contact Learn and Serve America’s National Service-Learning Clearinghouse www.servicelearning.org.

Resources
What can I do to be sure service-learning
is a part of my child’s education?

Find out more
animal rescue

promoting safety
painting murals
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What does service-learning look like?
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tested water. In English classes,
students interviewed residents. Now,
students have authored two books of
research, memoirs, and poetry about
Tar Creek. These activities helped
make officials aware of the pollution
and now the creek is being cleaned

and restored. Every year, students sponsor a conference to involve
and teach others.

With service-learning,
students apply knowledge,
skills, and talents
as they show leadership
and contribute to their
communities in many
ways. Every student can
succeed. Classroom
participation increases as students recognize that learning
is relevant and that they have a role to play in their communities.

How is service-learning different from community
service or volunteer work?
Service-learning differs from community service or volunteer
work because the education of students and young people is
always at its core. Students are actively participating in the process
of understanding, integrating, and applying knowledge from various
subjects as they work to improve their communities. The question
"Why am I learning this?" disappears as they see what they have
learned in action.

tutoring visiting with elders recycling

Service-learning can be
defined as a teaching method
that includes service to others.
With service-learning, students:
n connect academic subjects,
n meet real community needs,
n become leaders who contribute ideas,

make decisions, and solve problems,
n discover benefits for everyone involved,
n get toworkwith community partners, and
n develop as active members of society.

Four stages of
service-learning
Preparation – Students acquire new
information as they read, research,
interview, and visit places, all leading to
a better understanding of real community.
Action – Students develop and implement
a plan of action, transforming their ideas
into practical ways to contribute to the
common good.
Reflection – Students consider how their
actions made an impact on themselves
and others, and ways to improve as they
continue to learn and serve.
Demonstration – Students show or
tell others what they have learned and
contributed; they may write articles,
make presentations, or create a website.

"Service-learning is a natural extension
of the civic mission of schools—giving
students from all backgrounds a better
education while giving our society
better citizens. It's a win-win, a bridge
between the classroom and the community
that brings passion and energy to both."
Elizabeth Burmaster
Wisconsin State Superintendent

“We know that service-learning benefits
young people in a variety of ways. As
individuals, service-learning improves
self-esteem and self-confidence, and
reduces involvement in risky behavior.
As citizens, service-learning gives
young people an increased sense of
civic responsibility and a commitment
to community involvement. As students,
service-learning helps improve school
performance and academic engagement.”
Dr. William Richardson
Former President & CEO
W.K. Kellogg Foundation

“Schools and college campuses are
rediscovering their role in citizenship
education, including through a great
idea called service-learning—an approach
that weaves academic study with
real-world problem-solving through
community service. We can all join in
as mentors, partners, and supporters..."
Angus King
Former Maine Governor

Research shows that service-learning
positively affects youth in three general
areas: academic engagement and achieve-
ment, civic attitudes and behaviors, and
social and personal skills. To read more
about this research, information is provided
by Learn and Serve America at this website:
www.learnandserve.gov/pdf/07_0224_
issuebrief_servicelearning.pdf.

For example:
APhiladelphia study found that 6th grade
students participating in service-learning
programs had higher scores than non-
participants in tests for language arts and
science. (Billig 2004)

Civic engagement activities raised the odds
of graduation and improved high school
students' progress in reading, math, science,
and history. (Dávila, A. and Mora, M. 2007)

Students in service-learning had a stronger
set of job and career related skills and
aspirations than students who did not
participate. (Yamauchi, et.al. 2006)

Students classified as “at risk” made
significant progress in reading and
writing, and in school adjustment and
general resiliency. Attendance and
participation rates increased, as did
grade point averages and positive attitude
toward themselves and school. (Kraft and
Wheeler 2003)

interviewing veterans

As educator
John Dewey said,
“Education is not
preparation for life.
It is life itself.”

How do students benefit from service-learning?
Studies show that service-learning can develop students’ knowledge
and abilities in many ways. Through service-learning programs and
experiences, students may:
n increase motivation and desire to learn;
n develop responsibility, make decisions, and solve problems;
n improve in many academic areas;
n have a better sense of self;
n develop the ability to work well with others;
n experience positive relationships with peers and community members;
n replace stereotypes with respect for others;
n be exposed to career options;
n be better prepared for college and the workplace;
n learn about community resources for themselves and their families;
n make a positive contribution to their community; and
n begin to develop a lifelong commitment to public service and to learning.

Is there a role for parents with service-learning?
Absolutely! Parents play a key role in the success
of service-learning in a variety of ways.

Parent involvement in schools
Parents bring valuable resources, information, and ideas to service-learning.
Consider these ways parents have been partners.
n Parents inform administrators and teachers about service-learning and

available state and national resources.
n Parents educate other parents about service-learning so they can assist

teachers in and out of the classroom.
n Parents attend service-learning conferences to stay informed and involved.
n Parents promote awareness about service-learning by:

n placing service-learning on parent meeting agendas,
n helping teachers and students showcase service-learning at

Back-to-School night,
n writing an article for the school newspaper,
n assisting students to create service-learning displays, and
n incorporating or showing Bring Learning to Lifematerials at

parent-teacher meetings.

Being involved in your child’s education sends a direct message to your child
that learning matters. When supporting service-learning, you also teach
your children that at every age we can be contributing members of society.
Parent encouragement of their child’s involvement in service-learning
If your child is participating in a service-learning experience, express support
to your child, your child’s teacher, and school administrators. Ask how you
can be helpful. Have conversations with your child about community issues.
Read books and newspaper articles on the topics with your child for shared
experiences and to learn together.

Parent participation in non-school settings
Wherever youth gather, service-learning is a way to engage in meaningful
activities that benefit everyone. A service-learning approach may include
leadership development, surveys of community needs, and plans that allow
youth to transform ideas into action. Discuss with program staff ways
parents can be helpful throughout the process.

tree-planting building homesdelivering meals

For more information, contact Learn and Serve America’s National Service-Learning
Clearinghouse www.servicelearning.org.

For more information, contact Learn and Serve America’s National Service-Learning
Clearinghouse www.servicelearning.org.

For more information, contact Learn and Serve America’s National Service-Learning
Clearinghouse www.servicelearning.org.

assisting immigrants
community gardens

stocking food pantries
writing books


