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Service learning benefits educational institutions, students, and the community.  A commitment from the educational institutions to include the community in addressing educational needs, outcomes, as well as the needs of the community through service learning is identified through the college’s missions.  Service learning also focuses on student learning through volunteer activities. As such, there is a need to assess the quality of the services provided by students and how these volunteer service activities enhance learning. A major tendency in service learning research and evaluation is the approach where educators attempt to observe and strengthen linkages between service providers and service recipients, resulting in the improved efficiency and productivity of volunteer activities.  While service providers include three of the four constituencies in service learning (students, faculty, institution and community), many of the efforts have focused on identifying outcomes from the perspectives of students and agencies. Moreover, the focus from the perspective of students has been one dimensional, where researchers sometimes concentrate on one of several individual developmental domains that include academic achievement, ethics, civic participation, social development, and career development.  

The emphasis on student learning and community impact has been criticized by service learning practitioners as being either restrictive or not “holistic” enough to capture the true essence of service learning and its impact on its constituencies.

We acknowledge these criticisms and have addressed them elsewhere. For example in Birdsall’s (2003) dissertation, the virtue of such holistic integration in service learning research has been explored, and through the use of focus groups, the benefits of linking the impact of service learning to the constituencies have been identified. In this presentation, however, we limit our concentration to two of these constituencies: students and the community. We argue that this concentration provides a specificity that can be expanded to also influence efficiency and productivity in the other two variables (constituencies). Our focus is the impact of service learning on students and the community, outcomes which can be used to improve faculty delivery of course content and the relationship with community agencies as well as institutional support for the service activities. 

A critical component of service learning is evaluation and reflection.  Evaluation is vital to growth and program development.  Evaluation as a shared, collaborative process is critical in service learning to help administrators determine and understand the effects and impact of service on the community.

We use standard social science research approach, where we identify selected success criteria for students in service learning (some in the developmental domains) and then collect and analyze data to evaluate whether the goals established for our service learning program are being met. These results can then be used to enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of service learning delivery.

Our sample includes economics classes involved in service learning at Butte College over the past two years, and community agencies in two states. While we consider the impact of service learning on these students, most of the presentation will focus on community impact using focus groups.

Economics has an excellent fit in the service learning pedagogy. The main benefits of studying economics are (a) to develop better citizenry through informed decision making related to scarce resources, and (b) to make personal and professional applications in real life situations. Economists have attempted to improve long-term economic literacy of students in order to maximize the benefits of the discipline. By allowing students to do what economists do, service learning provides an opportunity to assess the extent of economic literacy among economic students.

In this presentation, we attempt to use both qualitative, anecdotal explanations and quantitative outcomes. Our criteria for specificity limits us to two variables in the developmental domain, academic achievement as measured through the economic achievement of students doing service learning (compared to students who did not do service learning in an economics class), and citizenship as measured through students proclivity for volunteer service and civic participation in the future (compared to students who did not do service learning in an economics class).

The outcome of our presentation is to have participants return to their campuses with ideas that would allow them to specify criteria for evaluating service learning in particular constituencies and how such an evaluation can influence changes that lead to the holism suggested in the service learning research literature.

