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Rationale for One-time or Short-term Service Learning (hereafter referred to as SL)

Many SL initiatives focus specifically on freshmen, although SL occurs at all levels of college and graduate courses.  

Concentration on freshman results in part from the attrition of volunteers during students’ transition from high school to college.  Many high school students volunteer, but the rate of volunteerism drops dramatically once kids enter college.  Hence there is a definite need to introduce first-year students to SL--not only to turn them on to it but also to encourage their continued dedication to volunteering.

One-time SL can provide an easy entrée into college volunteering for students who might otherwise avoid service; indeed, the first-year college experience is already so different and difficult for students that in the rush to learn how to function independently, make friends, and perform well academically, students forget about SL.

Importantly, even one-time or short-term SL activities have been shown to help students both reconceive the types and duration of volunteer service they can provide and reconsider their preconceptions about the people who need them.

Reasons Why Students Participate in SL

Students participate in SL primarily out of egotism and altruism.  Hence providing awards and recognition to the students after the service can make a big difference in students’ perceptions of their service experiences.  Moreover, students can feel good about themselves after SL volunteering and identify groups of like-minded students also engaged in SL projects that they might befriend.  The positive aspects of involvement in SL for the first time motivates students to continue volunteering throughout their college careers.

Research shows that participation in SL has led students to have a greater stake in their education over all.

Goals of Service Learning 

In order for students to want to continue volunteering in college, it is imperative that they reflect on and be educated about the people they help and the services those people need.  For example, if students collect toys for homeless people, they need to understand the issues surrounding homelessness--for instance, that homelessness is not necessarily a choice.  Indeed, many children are homeless neither by choice nor dint of what they did or didn’t do.

It is critical that students both have a sense of “shared purpose” with the community members they help and recognize the “social impact” they are making and might continue to make through ongoing commitments to SL.  Providing information about the volunteer locations, the groups of people being served, and what the SL project entails BEFORE service begins helps ensure that students understand both the purpose and impact of their SL efforts.   

Successful SL activities entail both challenges for the students (in the form of exposure to new people and groups, perhaps) and support (in the form of good planning, supervision, and the ability to reflect on their experiences).

Planning

Since establishing shared goals and expectations amongst the students and community members being served  should happen before SL starts, forming a “leadership coalition” to develop expected outcomes and  tantamount to the success of SL.  Coalitions like these typically consist of student leaders who have already engaged in SL, representatives from the community organizations being served, and faculty and administrators.    

There are three forms of SL programs:  

1. Indirect, which entails little to no interaction between students and community members, might include raising money for programs or groups and making things for the needy.  

2. Nondirect, in which students again do not come into direct contact with community members, might include cleaning people’s houses or painting and building them, etc.

3. Direct, in which students are directly involved with the community members, might include serving food in soup kitchens, tutoring children, etc.

SL activities concerning the environment, AIDS, literacy, hunger and homelessness are just some of the programs that attract students.

Reflection, as noted before, is key to the students and community’s benefiting from SL and should be included pre-service, in-service, and post-service. 

Students learn more when they determine ahead of time what they want to gain from their SL experiences and are educated about what to expect once they are engaged in SL projects.  Part of this process is learning how to walk “in others’ shoes.”

For example, asking students to reflect for five minutes before the SL project starts about their goals for  participating is one way to enable students to learn more from their experiences.

It is critical that students be able to share and compare their SL experiences not only with each other but with the community members they served.  I am particularly fond of the idea given in the book that students might write to the school newspaper, reflecting on their SL experiences; an added bonus of this sort of writing is that it advertises the SL opportunities on campus.  

Post-service feedback sessions amongst students, faculty members, and community representatives is crucial for evaluating the efficacy and usefulness of the SL programs and for planning SL future projects.

A Very Brief List of Ideas for One-time and Short-term SL Experiences 

Including SL activities and opportunities in Student Orientation is becoming commonplace on college campuses.

Providing opportunities for students to participate in one-day SL events through their residence halls.  

