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Most of the students that apply to these schools are kids who are in the middle of 
certain standardized test scores, or falling behind, and we see the principal’s and 
teachers’ recommendations too and they say that they will probably be more 
efficient or they would work better in an environment where there’re smaller 
classes, and that’s really the biggest reason why the students apply to--why the 
parents apply to these schools, this school, because it’s a small school. 

In this environment, teachers are charged with the task of helping students who previously 
had not been successful in school, to achieve the uniform standards set forth by the city and 
state.  This often leads to the concern among teachers that while service-learning might be 
beneficial, some students might be better served by spending additional time at school. 
Anne, for example, explains that some teachers feel that service-learning, because it takes 
away from academic time, should be limited to certain students.  She stated: 

Some feel that although the aspect of service-learning is good, they feel that it 
should only be for those children who are achieving to level academically, 
whereas the other ones could use the time here at school. 

She also said: 

Going back to the standard tests…the state outlines what we have to do, what we’re 
supposed to be doing with the kids, what they need to meet in order to graduate and 
go on to the next grade, and of course I would say personally speaking there are 
times when I feel guilty saying, well there are maybe five children who really, 
really would be better off, staying here, working on their reading or working on 
their writing, rather than going to service-learning…There’s always a struggle, 
because I’m very pro service-learning but then on the other hand, if these kids 
aren’t meeting exactly what the standards say they’re supposed to meet, then there’s 
that struggle.  Ok, what do I do?  Do I leave them here to do that extra work?  Do I 
leave the class back entirely to do that extra lesson with them academically?  Or do 
we say, ok, we can give that up for now and go on to service-learning? 

Lynn, like Anne, struggles with issues related to the time spent at service-learning.  She 
realizes that students may be benefiting from service-learning, but she expresses the 
concern that they may also be losing out on the academic time that they so desperately 
need.  She said: 

We’re taking time away from other things that they need to be doing, and yet, for 
some children, there’s no tradeoff. They will just continue to benefit.  The ones 
who need it the most may be losing the most and that’s the dilemma there. 

In her last statement she also expresses the understanding that the students who may 
benefit, or need service-learning the most, are also the ones who may be losing out 
academically by not having the extra time in the classroom. 
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The dilemma that teachers experience is exacerbated by the context in which they work. 
These teachers work with struggling students, yet district, city, and state education 
authorities judge student achievement, and thus teacher performance, based on results on 
uniform standardized tests.   These criteria do not consider issues such as students’ 
previous educational experiences, their social or emotional growth, or whether or not they 
have learned to be active participants in their community.  Similarly, grades are given for 
academic subjects, but not for service-learning, and parents, as Al explained, are concerned 
about letter grades and graduation: 

Even though [service-learning] is emphasized in the school, it’s not a major 
subject. It’s just something they do once a week.  They only get a letter 
grade…There’s no test at the end of the year.  It’s not required for graduation and 
we can emphasize it, but parents are concerned about test grades and graduation. 

Al expresses the belief that because students only receive a letter grade (E, S, N, U) in 
service-learning and it is not tested, nor required for graduation, issues related to whether 
a child is progressing in service-learning are not prominent in parents’ minds. 

Benefits Accrued by Students 

The middle school teachers are clearly concerned about whether the time spent in 
service-learning detracts from students’ academic learning, and they understand that 
parents, education authorities, and grant-making agencies look for academic progress to 
the detriment of considerations of the social and emotional development of students 
participating in service-learning.  However, when asked about vivid experiences with 
service-learning, teachers are quick to discuss their students’ success stories, especially 
the successes of students who struggle either academically or socially away from the 
service-learning site. 

Al:  We have success stories for students who are not succeeding here in any way, 
but they are succeeding over there, and every year I’ll hear something like that 
from a teacher. I’ve heard that this year, and it was a kid who is failing 
practically everything, and last year it was the same thing--the teachers going out 
of their way to compliment some kid who really can’t do much here as really 
doing a good job there for whatever reason. 

Anne:  I had one student, a little boy, [who] was very, very, very shy [and] very, 
very afraid of making friends or actually doing anything…It wasn’t until maybe 
March or April, and usually every time I passed the room I would…just see him 
being a quiet participant...I happened just to be passing…and he was actually 
sitting in a chair, with maybe six or seven students around him, and he happened 
to be sharing a project that he happened to do on his own that I didn’t ask him to 
do. What he did was he brought a book in, and he was reading the story…it had 
to do with colors and shapes, and he had actually made a poster with all the 
different colors and shapes.  He was asking the children as he came to that 
particular point in the book to point to it and they were very excited. 
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Chloe: I have this kid, I guess you can call him a problem kid in my class.  He 
seems to behave really well at the service-learning site, and that’s the interesting 
part about it. 

Lynn:  Some of them come to us and the only positive part of the week that they 
own is service-learning and they get a lot of recognition there…So that’s an oasis 
for them, and it’s a chance to really be peaceful and happy, and to produce what 
they can produce on their terms…So those children might benefit in a totally 
different way. 

It is examples like these that contribute to the dilemma of standardized vs. experiential 
education experienced by these teachers.  Pressures from parents and state and local 
school boards, as well as their own beliefs about the purposes of schooling all contribute 
to how teachers view the value of service-learning.  The first inclination seems to be to 
consider the academic aspects of students’ development, to view service-learning with 
suspicion because it takes time away from the academic subjects, and to question the 
logic behind removing academically struggling students from classrooms for 90 minutes 
each week.  Still, the teachers also see the benefit of putting students in situations where 
they can be successful, even if the standardized testing requirements and parental 
pressures encourage them to see academic learning as the only valuable learning. 

A combination of success stories and the understanding that Urban Middle School was 
founded on the philosophy that all approximately160 students would participate in 
service-learning weekly has led the teachers to continue to allow all students to attend 
service each week.  The only exceptions are in the rare instances of students with such 
severe behavior problems that they were not welcome at the service-learning sites.  The 
teachers continue to question this decision, even to the point of considering alternatives 
for the upcoming year, but at the present time they manage this dilemma by remaining 
true to the founding principles of the school. 

Teacher Control vs. Student Independence 

One of the common themes found in service-learning literature is that students should play 
a major role in making decisions about service-learning activities.  Pritchard (2002) states 
that one characteristic of service-learning programs is “student involvement in selecting or 
designing the service activity” (p. 7) and Zeldin and Tarlov (1997) assert that one of the 
benefits of service-learning is that students have the opportunity to “make decisions and 
contributions” and “take on new and progressively more complex roles and 
responsibilities” (p. 177). In discussing teachers experiences, and observing them as they 
interacted with their students at service sites, it is clear that this goal is not easily attained, 
and that the teachers struggle with how much responsibility to give their middle school 
students. 
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Service Benefits Middle School Students 

Just as the Carnegie Corporation report, Turning Points:  Preparing American Youth for 
the 21st Century (1989), described the specific needs of young adolescents, ages 10 to 15, 
and stated that youth service in the community was one way to address these specific 
needs, teachers at Urban Middle School assert that for their students, service-learning is a 
particularly valuable experience.  Anne, for example, speaks specifically to the 
empowerment her students feel when they realize they have the ability to impact their 
community through their service.  She said: 

A lot of times they don’t understand how they can actually effect, or make an 
impact on something.  When we talk about the outside world they look at it as this 
big thing that’s out of reach and they don’t realize that [with] the minor things that 
they’re doing, they’re actually making an impact…whether it’s the children, 
whether it’s the teacher, simply just helping the teacher, [or] whether it’s just 
benefiting them. 

Anne speaks specifically to the gains that students make when they realize that they can 
have a positive impact on their environment through helping the teachers or children at the 
school where they perform their service.  Chloe and Lynn, on the other hand, both speak 
about adolescence as a time in which the students undergo great change, and begin to 
solidify their identities.  Service, they assert, influences this process positively.  Chloe, for 
example, stated: 

I think during adolescence you’re in a stage of getting to know yourself and 
hormones are just out there.  You’re really trying to mold yourself and I think that 
by going to service-learning sites or volunteering that that’s just one more thing that 
you gain. 

Just as Chloe spoke of adolescents beginning to “mold” themselves, and service as a 
positive force in this shaping process, Lynn spoke in a similar manner about the gains that 
students accrue through service-learning, even if they are not necessarily willing learners. 
She said: 

It’s just a natural act for--I think especially middle school because of the kind of 
attention to emerging needs of adolescents and the changes that they’re going 
through, a way of bridging the gap between childhood and adolescence, giving the 
children something meaningful to do with peers or others while learning the skills 
that they may not want to learn, but they’re learning. 

While the teachers generally agree that service has a positive impact on students that is 
unique to the middle school age, it is ironic that many of the same characteristics that make 
service particularly valuable for middle school students, also make it challenging. 
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Students’ Motivations to Serve 

The teachers at Urban Middle School clearly understood that the middle school years were 
a unique time to have an impact on their students.  Students are beginning to mature out of 
childhood.  However, just as the teachers see service as an important part of the maturation 
process, inherent in this belief is the realization that their students are really just children, 
who in many cases are self-centered and primarily interested in having an enjoyable time. 
Many of the teachers expressed concern that their students were only interested in going on 
a trip on the school bus, or playing at the service sites.  Anne, for example, said: 

They think at this point it’s a time to be out of the school building.  They look at it 
as a free trip once a week.  They look at it almost as if it is a time for them to play. 
It’s hard here at our school because we don’t have an outside playground, so 
although we’re technically… a middle school, we’re still dealing with fifth and 
sixth graders who are elementary students.   So there’s no time for that recess time; 
there’s no time for them to be outside.  So I think in the beginning they look at it as: 
“It’s my play time.  I can really go out and I can have fun.” 

Lynn made a very similar comment when she discussed the struggles she faces each year in 
trying to help her students understand the importance of their service.  She said: 

Well, every year I have a few children who consider going to service-learning on a 
par with going to the playground--no responsibility and no school…So that’s a 
disappointment because I want to feel in September that I’m going to be able to 
reach every child, and I’m still hearing [in April], “Oh goody, we’re going on the 
bus” and “Oh goody, I don’t have to do anything for an hour and a half.” 

Al speaks for all of the teachers when he explains that although his students are focused 
on “How can I have fun?  What I am I going to enjoy?” he feels that it is his 
responsibility to teach the children the value of service.  He states: "I think my place is 
dealing with my kids, so I try to convince them to accept their role, or if possible to 
change it, to change their attitude, or whatever it may be.”  The service-learning teachers 
want their students to acquire a proclivity toward service, or at least an understanding of 
the value of service, and they see it as their responsibility to see that this happens. 

In addition to dealing with attitudes that may not be conducive to educative service-
learning experiences, the teachers also deal with the difficulties that may occur when 
students are given significant responsibility or freedom at the service sites.  For example, 
students are often allowed to work with minimal teacher oversight, either in preparation 
for service, or actually at the service sites. 

Student Independence 

One common theme in Lynn’s responses was that she felt that her students often took 
advantage of the freedom they were allowed at the service site.  She explains in the 
following quotation that she has had to deal with a child who caused a minor panic at the 
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service site and at the middle school when she decided to go to another classroom 
without notifying Lynn, or the teacher whom she usually served at the service site.  She 
also mentions two of her students who took advantage of the freedom they are given at 
the service sites and used the time to meet up with one another to socialize.  She 
explained: 

[This student] decided that she was going to go to another class.  I quickly looked 
in every room.  [The service site director] did a more thorough search and came 
up with her, but how do you get them to respect the fact that they have 
responsibility?  Matthew and Nat are across the hall from each other and Matthew 
has been caught in the hall by me going to the bathroom with Nat, and going into 
Nat’s room to check what time we leave, when I announce what time we leave to 
everybody…There’s a rule about not congregating with other kids, staying in your 
own classroom, but there are children who are going to make their own rules. 

Inherent in this school’s service-learning program is a certain amount of student 
responsibility because at the sites the students work individually or in pairs to assist the 
teachers at the elementary and preschools.  Although the middle school teachers circulate 
around the building and occasionally observe in the rooms where their students are 
serving, more often than not the students are not supervised by their middle school 
teacher.  This leads to many opportunities for the students to engage in behavior that is 
unacceptable by the teachers’ standards. 

Similarly, the teachers also struggle when they choose to give students choices, and the 
students are not able to follow through with a task, or do not make choices that are likely 
to provide them with the most educative experiences.  Anne explains her frustration 
when, at the end of the year, she allowed her students to design a project that they would 
bring to the service site.  She said: 

This is the first time that I let them choose a project on their own, and of course 
you think, ok, throughout the year you’re doing these projects and you’re giving 
them guidelines, they’re going to choose a wonderful project to do and they’re 
going to know exactly how to apply it, and exactly what to do.  A lot of 
them…just didn’t take what they learned the whole year and apply it to the last 
project. 

Anne clearly felt that she had provided her students with enough assistance over the 
course of the year that they could complete this assignment successfully.  She was 
disappointed when it did not happen and struggled with issues related to maintaining 
control so that her students are successful in what they do, but also wanting to allow them 
to take on additional responsibilities. 

Chloe also explains her concerns after she asked her students for their preferences 
regarding where to serve at their service site, a local elementary school.  She explains:  “I 
had one student who wanted to help in a sixth grade math class and I knew that he wasn’t 
apt to do it, you know and I had to basically coax him into a lower grade.”  Chloe 
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allowed her students to make significant choices with regard to their placement at the 
service-learning site, but then faced a dilemma when a student’s choice conflicted with 
what she thought would be the best environment for him, and the best way for the site to 
have its needs met. 

Just as with the other dilemmas the teachers experienced, teachers manage this dilemma 
in different ways.  Lynn and Anne, working with the younger children, focus on using 
reflective journals as a way to help their students think about the greater issues related to 
service. They believe that this is one way for the students to come to realize some of the 
broader goals associated with service. Al, the seventh grade teacher, focuses on getting 
his students to understand the importance of service thorough conversations he has with 
them during their homeroom periods.  In observing Chloe, it became clear that she does 
not address issues related to service with the class as a whole. Instead, she uses her time 
on the bus, and immediately before and after service to speak with students individually. 
During these conversations, she attempts to help them come to an understanding of the 
value of what they do. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS
 

As described previously, teachers at Urban Middle School are confronted by three 
dilemmas: (a) needs of the server vs. needs of the served, (b) standardized vs. 
experiential education, and (c) teacher control vs. student independence.  It is not enough, 
however, to name and describe these dilemmas, or even to consider how the teachers deal 
with them as they negotiate the expectations of the principal, state and local school 
boards, those at the service sites, and parents, all while considering their own beliefs 
about teaching and learning.  It is essential to push this consideration one step further:  to 
consider the implications of these dilemmas for service-learning practitioners, 
theoreticians, and researchers. 

At Urban Middle School there are a myriad of concerns about the implementation of 
service-learning at the school.  The concerns are found in the interview transcripts, where 
teachers describe their beliefs that their students are accepted reluctantly in some 
classrooms or wonder if the results justify the time and energy put into the program. 
These concerns are also reflected in the principal’s comment that something needs to be 
done to “reinvigorate” the program and the teachers.  From these concerns, and from 
others, come the broader dilemmas described previously.  The recommendations outlined 
below are drawn specifically from the words and experiences of teachers at Urban 
Middle School. However, just as the dilemmas described previously may reflect the 
lived experiences of teachers at other schools who are attempting to utilize service-
learning in their classrooms, these recommendations should be considered for their 
possible relevance to all involved with service-learning. 

Conclusions 

The conclusions below are derived from the interplay of the findings previously 
discussed with the theoretical and methodological frameworks on which this study was 
based. Berlak and Berlak (1981) emphasized “examining the macro in the micro, the 
larger issues that are embedded in the particulars of the everyday schooling experience” 
(p. 4) and Guba and Lincoln (1998) spoke of identifying a “local and specific constructed 
reality” (p. 203).  The conclusions, therefore, are a result of considering the larger issues 
that are inextricably embedded in the everyday lives of the teachers in this study, but are 
not intended to be generalizable to a larger school population.  They are a result of the 
reality the teachers and I constructed and are specific to their local context. 

Nature of Service and Learning at Urban Middle School 

Although many researchers and practitioners often draw clear distinctions between 
service-learning, community service, and volunteering (e.g., Schukar et al., 1996), at 
Urban Middle School the distinction is much less clear.  Teachers, and even the profile 
used to describe the school to perspective students and their parents, often use the terms 
interchangeably.  The school profile, for example, states:  “In addition to our regular 
academic instruction and support services, our theme of “Service Learning” is an integral 
part of our structure and focus…The theme of “Community Service” is carried through 
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many curriculum areas” (emphasis added).  While simply interchanging terms is not 
inherently problematic, it is indicative of the nature of the service program at the school. 

First, it is unclear whether Urban Middle School is striving to have a service-learning 
program, where service supports learning and learning supports service, or a community 
service program, where students have the opportunity to experience the benefits of 
service to the community.  This is evident in the extent to which teachers attempt to make 
connections between the service activities and the academic curriculum.  Some ask the 
students to create projects that further the students’ learning about a curriculum topic or 
subject area and can be of use to the service site.  Others see reflective journals or 
conversations as an academic component that moves community service into the realm of 
service-learning.  Others make no attempts at connections between service and the 
academic curriculum.  The school does not have a set definition for service-learning or 
clear goals or expectations for the service program, and teachers are unclear about what it 
is they are expected to accomplish.  Students’ experiences with service during their four 
years at Urban Middle School are quite different depending on which teacher guides 
them through their service activities. 

Second, when the teachers and principal were speaking, it was clear that their focus was 
not on the academic benefits students might accrue from participation in service-learning. 
The primary emphasis was on the social and emotional development of students, and in 
Lynn’s case, on providing a needed service.  Numerous authors (e.g., Buchanan, 
Baldwin, & Rudisill, 2002; Duits & Dorman, 1998; Luce, 1988; Schukar et al., 1996; 
Waterman, 1997b) emphasize that service-learning should provide for students’ academic 
achievement, yet at this school, service-learning is far removed from the standard 
academic curriculum.  The teachers explain that the students are learning; they are 
learning to be better people and to participate actively in their community, but the service 
is not directly tied to academic subjects.  These characteristics of service-learning at 
Urban Middle School, the school’s undefined definition of and goals for service-learning, 
and the impact these have on teachers’ expectations and practice with regard to the 
service-learning program, are inextricably connected to the dilemmas identified in this 
report, and also with the recommendations outlined below. 

Nature of Dilemmas at Urban Middle School 

The dilemmas experienced by the teachers at Urban Middle School cannot be separated 
from the contexts in which they occur. In considering the needs of the served vs. the 
needs of the server, for example, it is important to realize that part of the difficulty in 
finding service sites might be a direct result of service-learning’s “place” in the school 
schedule, and this schedule stems from some of the school’s unique characteristics as 
well as state directives.  Urban Middle School shares its building with a local high 
school, so physical education and computer classes, as well as lunch and passing periods, 
are timed precisely so that middle and high school students each have their “time” in the 
shared spaces.  Once these periods are negotiated, Urban Middle School bases the 
remainder of its schedule on state mandates for the amount of time students spend 
learning each subject.  This results in service-learning being relegated to a 90 minute 
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block on the schedule.  Allowing for transportation time, students have approximately 
one hour to spend at the service sites each week.  While it might be easier to find quality 
service sites, where the students meet a genuine need and participate in activities that 
connect more closely to their academic curriculum, if this schedule were more flexible, at 
the moment the school’s framework does not allow for this flexibility. 

As discussed above, service and academic learning at Urban Middle School are often 
isolated from one another, with the teachers seeing little connection between the service 
activities and their students’ academic growth.  This context is important in 
understanding the second dilemma, standardized vs. experiential education.  In another 
situation, where a school has endeavored to define what it means by service-learning, set 
reasonable goals based on this definition, and connect service with state and city 
mandates, this dilemma might not occur, or it might be less oppressive. 

The third dilemma, teacher vs. student control, is also inextricably linked to the 
characteristics of Urban Middle School.  This school was designed specifically to meet 
the needs of 10 to 14-year olds as they transition from elementary to secondary 
education. One of the founding principles of the school was that in a small school, with a 
small student-to-teacher ratio, the unique needs of young adolescents could be met. 
However, it is important to note that this group of young adolescents includes 10 and 11­
year-old students, who are, in many school districts, still considered elementary students. 
They are often given responsibilities, but are not necessarily mature enough to handle 
them.  Similarly, at the current service sites, advisory teachers do not supervise their 
students closely because the middle school students are working individually or in pairs 
to serve the teachers at the service site. 

In considering the dilemmas outlined in this report, and in reviewing the implications 
below, it is important, as Berlak & Berlak (1981) assert, to consider the macro in the 
micro.  In this case, the micro is the teachers in this study, and their classroom 
environments. The macro is the larger school and societal contexts in which they work. 
These dilemmas exist in a context that includes a lack of defined goals and expectations, 
an inflexible schedule, a student population with specific age-appropriate needs, and 
service sites that prohibit close supervision. 

Recommendations 

1.	 Teachers must be assisted in developing a strong connection between the service 
the students provide and the academic curriculum they are expected to master. 

An emphasis must be placed on developing a strong connection between the service 
students provide and the academic curriculum they are expected to master.  Teachers 
clearly recognize the value of service-learning for their students in terms of social and 
emotional benefits. They describe in vivid detail the successes that some of their most 
difficult students have experienced, yet they question service-learning’s impacts on 
academic achievement.  They see service-learning as a time consuming activity with, in 
this case, undefined expectations.  They are torn between the need to demonstrate 



 

     

  
 

   
 

 

 

 

 

   
  

 

   
 

45 

academic success, mandated by state and local school boards and expected by the parents 
and the principal, and the desire to allow students, even struggling ones, to participate in 
service activities.  This tension occurs because teachers do not see service-learning as 
enhancing student learning. Instead, it is seen as an extra, albeit a beneficial one, that takes 
away time from academics. 

It is clear, therefore, that teachers need ongoing and explicit assistance in connecting the 
service activities to the traditional academic needs of their students.  Once these 
connections are made, it is possible that instead of struggling to find a balance between 
service and standards, teachers will see a payoff in students’ academic performance as a 
result of the service-learning activities. 

2.	 Schools must be assisted in identifying a variety of service sites that have a genuine 
need that can be met by a school’s population of students. 

A primary concern for service-learning practitioners must be the identification of a 
variety of service sites that have genuine needs that can be met by a school’s population 
of students. The teachers at Urban Middle School struggle to balance the needs of their 
students with the needs of those at the service site.  While this situation may not be 
unique to this school, it is exacerbated because the middle school teachers believe that the 
teachers at the service sites have mixed feelings about the service the middle school 
students provide. They know that their students’ placement at these schools is 
precarious, so they are unable or unwilling to push for changes that will better the 
experience for their students out of fear that the teachers at the service site will simply 
decline to accept the middle school students in their classrooms and the middle school 
teachers will be left without a service site. 

Teachers also realize that it is clear to their students when they are not performing a 
genuine service.  This places the teachers in the awkward position of promoting a 
program that they, as well as their students, know is not beneficial to those purportedly 
served, and the teachers must work to counteract the negative attitudes the students 
develop toward service. 

Ideally, each teacher would have an opportunity to accompany his or her students to a 
service site where the students are able to meet a genuine need while having a positive, 
educative experience.  The teachers, however, do not have the time to do the research and 
make the phone calls to arrange these opportunities, and for that reason need outside 
assistance, or the assistance of a part-time service coordinator. 

3.	 Teachers and researchers must investigate when negative outcomes might result 
from problematic service-learning programs. 

The teachers studied here made it clear that when students are involved in service 
activities where they are clearly aware that they are not performing a genuine service, 
they “close down,” “shut down” or can “not even be bothered.”  This is a disturbing 
finding, even at a local level.  One must question whether the negative view of service 
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these students are developing is worth any possible benefits accrued.   Teachers and 
school officials must be willing to alter drastically or temporarily stop service-learning 
programs where possible negative outcomes seem to outweigh positive ones.  Also, while 
obviously not wanting to dissuade any committed schools and teachers from engaging in 
service-learning with their students, researchers must consider when the absence of 
service-learning might actually lead to better student outcomes than the presence of 
inadequate programs. 

4.	 Conceptions of assessment and accountability must be broadened to include 
measures beyond standardized tests. 

Organizations that fund service-learning in schools, while necessarily pushing for 
accountability, must realize that the impacts of service-learning on student achievement 
may not be easily measured on a standardized test.  Will a multiple choice test or even a 
survey instrument aimed at understanding a student’s attitudes toward service necessarily 
identify the benefits accrued by a student who now is more understanding of his younger 
siblings because he has volunteered in a preschool?  Teachers and principals, the 
individuals with the most direct connections to students in schools, see powerful benefits 
when students engage in service-learning. Their knowledge, gained through experience, 
must be valued. 

5.	 Practitioners and researchers must work together to identify the age-specific 
needs of students involved in service-learning, and design service-learning 
programs accordingly. 

Teachers at Urban Middle School often spoke about the specific needs of the students 
with whom they worked.  The fifth and sixth grade teachers were concerned that their 
students were asked to take on too much responsibility, and the seventh and eighth grade 
teachers wondered how to combat the negative attitudes toward service their students 
often conveyed.  While service-learning is often promoted as appropriate for just about 
any age of students, from early elementary to higher education, all service-learning is not 
appropriate for all ages.  The experiences of the teachers in this study speak to the need 
for dialogue and research on what types of service-learning are appropriate and most 
meaningful for students at different ages. 

6.	 Teachers need worthwhile professional development and time to collaborate with 
their colleagues as they strive to understand and implement both the theory and 
practice of quality service-learning. 

On a very basic level, teachers who will be working in service-learning schools need 
assistance in understanding the philosophies and pedagogies that form the foundation of 
service-learning and in tying service to the academic curriculum.  This type of 
professional development will most likely be most useful for new teachers and for those 
new to service-learning.  Professional development and time for collaboration, however, 
is a fundamental need for all teachers.  Teachers at Urban Middle School, from Chloe, a 
first-year teacher, to Lynn, a 30-year veteran, need time to meet with colleagues and plan 
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curricula that connect service to academics and devise methods of managing the 
dilemmas they experience at the attempt to implement quality service-learning in their 
schools. 

7.	 Support for service-learning programs in schools must be ongoing, not just 
limited to the adoption and implementation phases. 

While there are often funds to assist schools that are in the beginning stages of adopting 
and implementing service-learning, there are far fewer opportunities for schools to obtain 
funding once the initial implementation process is completed.  For example, several 
resources supporting the service-learning program at Urban Middle School have been 
eliminated over time. These included the funding sources that allowed for a part-time 
service-learning coordinator; compensation for teachers to meet during the summer or 
after school to plan curricula; and the purchasing of materials for use in the service-
learning programs.  The school had plenty of support when it was beginning to adopt 
service-learning, but now that it has reached the point of presumed sustainability, the 
funding is gone and the program has suffered.  The connections to the academic 
curriculum are rare; students are serving in places where their services are not necessarily 
wanted; and new teachers are expected to successfully utilize service-learning with few 
of the supports that were in place when the school opened its doors in 1992. 

8.	 The service-learning research agenda must be expanded to include studies on the 
experiences of teachers. 

Teachers are at the forefront of service-learning implementation.  Researchers and 
practitioners agree that teachers play a major role in the success or failure of service-
learning and that preservice and in-service teacher education should strive to address the 
needs of those who are currently using or will use service-learning in their classrooms. 
Without research, however, teacher educators have no basis from which to begin to meet 
these needs. This study identified three dilemmas faced by middle school teachers in one 
specific context, but additional research is needed to determine if these findings can be 
generalized to other contexts.  If service-learning is to achieve the student impacts 
researchers are desperately trying to document, quantitative and qualitative studies on 
teachers’ experiences must be given the same emphasis as studies on service-learning’s 
effects on students.  Effective service-learning cannot be achieved without quality 
service-teaching. 
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APPENDIX A: PILOTED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
 

1.	 I would like to ask you about your teaching history. How long have you been 
teaching?  How long have you been at this school?  How long have you been using 
service-learning? 

2.	 How do you prepare students for a service-learning experience? 

3.	 What do you and your students typically do at a service-learning site? 

4.	 What do you have the students do after a service-learning experience? 

5.	 Please describe some of your vivid experiences with service-learning. 

6.	 Describe a difficulty you have experienced with service-learning. 

7.	 Considering your experiences with service-learning, what would you say are some of 
the benefits of making it part of the curriculum? 

8.	 What would you say are some of the drawbacks of including service-learning in the 
curriculum? 

9.	 Do you think “dilemma” is an appropriate term to describe the difficulties faced by 
teachers of service-learning?  Why or why not? 

10. What do you think are the sources of dilemmas you face as a service-learning 
teacher?  (Administrators? Parents? Students?  Community members?  Yourself?) 
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APPENDIX B:  INTERVIEW PROTOCALS
 

Interviews of Service-Learning Teachers
 

Interview 1 
1.	 I would like to ask you about your teaching history. How long have you been 

teaching?  How long have you been at this school?  How long have you been using 
service-learning? 

2.	 How do you prepare students for a service-learning experience? 

3.	 What do you and your students typically do at a service-learning site? 

4.	 What do you have the students do after a service-learning experience? 

5.	 Please describe some of your vivid experiences with service-learning. 

6.	 Describe a difficulty you have experienced with service-learning. 

7.	 Considering your experiences with service-learning, what would you say are some of 
the benefits of making it part of the curriculum? 

8.	 What would you say are some of the drawbacks of including service-learning in the 
curriculum? 

9.	 I noticed ________________ as I was observing in your classroom.  Can we talk 
about that? 

Interview 2 
1.	 You’ve previously been given a copy of the transcript from the last interview.  Is 

there anything you would like to expand on or change? 

2.	 It has been approximately a month since we last talked.  Can you describe some of 
your positive experiences with service-learning over the last month?  Difficulties? 

3.	 What do you view as the goals of service-learning activities?  Do you think these 
goals are realistic? 

4.	 If I asked the same question of your teaching colleagues, what do you think they 
would say?  The principal?  Parents? Students? Service site coordinators?  Service 
site teachers? 

5.	 Thinking about the goals that you and others set for service-learning, do you think 
they are attainable? 
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6.	 If you were not at a school that mandated service-learning, do you think you would 
attempt to use it in your classroom?  Why or why not? 

7.	 I noticed ________________ as I was observing in your classroom.  Can we talk 
about that? 

Interview 3 
1.	 You’ve previously been given a copy of the transcript from the last interview.  Is 

there anything you would like to expand on or change? 

2.	 It has been approximately a month since we last talked.  Can you describe some of 
your positive experiences with service-learning over the last month?  Difficulties? 

3.	 Please describe a time when you felt you were having a difficult time meeting the 
needs or expectations of everyone involved in a service-learning activity?  What did 
you do? 

4.	 Several teachers have mentioned that teachers at the service site are sometimes 
reluctant to accept middle school volunteers.  Why do you think that is?  How does 
that impact what you do or do not do at the service site? 

5.	 Do you think the school, parents, and community all have similar opinions on the 
value of service-learning? If yes, what do you think those opinions are? If no, from 
where do you think the differences arise? 

6.	 What unique difficulties do you encounter as a teacher of service-learning? 

7.	 If you are going to continue to use service-learning next year, what would you like to 
keep the same?  What might you like to change? 

8.	 If I asked the same question of your teaching colleagues, what do you think they 
would say?  The principal?  Parents? Students? Service site coordinators? 

9.	 Researchers often draw a distinction between community service and service-
learning.  Do you think there is a difference?  If so, what is it?  What do you call your 
program here? 

10. What do you think are the purposes of schooling, and where does service-learning fit 
into these purposes? 

11. I noticed ________________ as I was observing in your classroom.  	Can we talk 
about that? 

Interview 4 
1.	 You’ve previously been given a copy of the transcript from the last interview.  Is 

there anything you would like to expand on or change? 
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2.	 It has been approximately a month since we last talked.  Can you describe some of 
your positive experiences with service-learning over the last month? Difficulties? 

3.	 If you could design your ideal service-learning program, what could it look like? 

4.	 Many educators use the term dilemmas to discuss difficulties faced by teachers.  They 
use this term instead of problems because they believe the term “problems” indicates 
a solution can be found. Dilemmas, on the other hand, can have many possible 
resolutions, but no real solution. Do you think “dilemma” is an appropriate term to 
describe the difficulties faced by teachers of service-learning?  Why or why not? 

5.	 Do you think your experience dilemmas?  What might they be? 

6.	 What do you think are the sources of dilemmas you face as a service-learning 
teacher?  (Administrators? Parents? Students? Community members? Yourself?) 

7.	 What drew you into teaching?  Why have you remained in teaching? 

8.	 Do you draw on any personal experiences with service in your work with the 
students? 

9.	 I noticed ________________ as I was observing in your classroom.  Can we talk 
about that? 

10. This will be our last interview.  	Do you have any additional comments you would like 
to make? 

Focus Group 
1.	 As a group of teachers, what are you trying to accomplish with service-learning? 

What is working? What is problematic? 

2.	 What about the structure (scheduling, physical layout, etc.) of the school supports the 
implementation of service-learning?  What hinders its implementation? 

3.	 What types of supports from outside the school would assist you as you implement 
service-learning? 

4.	 How do you think service-learning at this school could be improved? 

5.	 Do you see differences in how service-learning is implemented in the fifth and sixth 
grade compared to how it is implemented in the seventh and eighth grade? 

6.	 Is it reasonable to conclude that service-learning exacerbates existing 
difficulties/dilemmas within schooling?  (Examples:  time, communication, teacher 
vs. child control, etc.) 
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7.	 Is it reasonable to conclude that service-learning creates some unique difficulties that 
might not exist if service-learning was not part of the curriculum?  (Example: 
negotiating with the service-learning site.) 

Interview of Additional Educators 

1.	 I would like to ask you about your teaching/administrative history. How long have 
you been teaching/acting as an administrator?  How long have you been at this 
school? 

2.	 What role do you play in the implementation of service-learning at this school? 

3.	 Considering your experiences with and knowledge of service-learning, what would 
you say are some of the benefits of making it part of the curriculum? 

4.	 What would you say are some of the drawbacks of including service-learning in the 
curriculum? 

5.	 What do you view as the goals of service-learning activities? 

6.	 If I asked the same question of your teaching colleagues, what do you think they 
would say?  The principal?  Parents? Students? Service site coordinators? 

7.	 Do you think the school, parents, and community all have similar opinions on the 
value of service-learning? If yes, what do you think those opinions are? If no, from 
where do you think the differences arise? 

8.	 What unique difficulties do you think teachers of service-learning encounter? 

9.	 Many educators use the term dilemmas to discuss difficulties faced by teachers.  They 
use this term instead of problems because they believe the term “problems” indicates 
a solution can be found. Dilemmas, on the other hand, can have many possible 
resolutions, but no real solution. Do you think “dilemma” is an appropriate term to 
describe the difficulties faced by teachers of service-learning?  Why or why not? 

10. What do you think are the sources of dilemmas teachers of service-learning face? 
(Administrators? Parents?  Community members?  Students?) 
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