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Abstract 

Pulling it Together: A Method for Developing Service-Learning and Community Partnerships 
Based in Critical Pedagogy is a guide to creating service-learning programs and activities that 
are developed through sustained collaboration between educators, students, and community 
organizations. The methodology recommends approaches to service-learning to address 
possible limitations in traditional service-learning activities and move beyond a focus on 
individual student benefits; that is, the method seeks to expand community access to institu­
tional resources, enhance the benefits and support community organizations receive in such 
partnerships, and to support or create community coalitions that include educational institu­
tions to address and solve community issues.

 The theoretical framework and the detailed methodology in this manual are based on 
extensive research in service-learning, critical pedagogy, and participatory and action re­
search. Additionally, they are based on the examination and review of current developments 
in campus-community partnership centers and initiatives. The methodology was further 
developed in collaboration with both academics and community members through a pilot 
program in Tucson, Arizona in 2000-2001. The pilot program resulted in the creation of the 
guidelines in this manual, including worksheets, resource pages, the elements of the process, 
alternatives, and the analyses of institutional factors and other constraints that practitioners 
will need to consider as they undertake community-based partnerships for educational 
activities.

 Based on the research I have done and the results of the pilot program, the methodology 
recommends a theoretical framework of critical pedagogy, grounded in the concepts articu­
lated by Paulo Freire: Praxis, History, and Dialogue. The methodology utilizes these concepts 
in a process that, ideally, involves multiple instructors or students and community organiza­
tions in a series of workshops or meetings to develop activities, to assess those activities 
according to shared goals, and to create shared resources that extend beyond the individual 
projects each instructor and organization participate in. By working together to create 
individual projects and shared resources, the service-learning activities tend to be more 
responsive to community needs, community members are able to participate in the shaping 
of the curricula surrounding those projects, and significant relationships tend to develop to 
extend partnership possibilities beyond a single semester or group of students. Additionally, 
educators of varying experience-levels with service-learning pedagogy have the opportunity | 2 | 

to be mentored, and both educators and community organizers gain access to supporting 
resources for activities such as assessment.

 This manual, then, is primarily directed at educational coordinators for service-learning 



activities: directors of service-learning centers or programs, and lead instructors in depart­
mental service-learning projects or working groups. However, the manual has been de­
signed with a good deal of flexibility such that it can also be useful for individual instructors, 
community organizers seeking to make connections with educators, and students who are 
interested in creating their own service-learning projects. The worksheets and resources are 
intended to enhance and guide any approach to service-learning.
     For more information or to obtain a copy of the manual, please email the author, Danika 
Brown, at danika@u.arizona.edu or access the manual online at: http://www.nationalservice.org. 
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Executive Summary 

In September of 2001, I initiated a pilot service-learning program in Tucson, Arizona to 
develop a model for implementing service-learning and other campus-community partner­
ships based on the principles of critical pedagogy.  I perceived the need for such a methodol­
ogy based on critiques of traditional service-learning practices as not fully meeting their 
potential to more integrally address community benefits. The need for further theorizing 
service-learning partnerships also is grounded in the significant growth of campus-commu­
nity centers, in the literature and centers devoted to community-based research, and in the 
study of relationships between “academics” and “communities.” What these trends have 
revealed is that campus-community relationships are most effective when undertaken 
collaboratively, when institutional resources are leveraged to address or solve problems on 
the level of systemic causes, and when educational institutions work in coalition with other 
organizations in the community in a sustained, mutually accountable fashion. The pilot 
program I initiated and the methodology that has come out of that program creates an 
approach to service-learning activities that is consistent with those efforts to create more 
substantial and productive relationships between educational institutions and other aspects 
of the community through student placement, and does so from a critical theory framework.

 Current practices in service-learning often have instructors placing students in commu­
nity organizations to perform volunteer service in conjunction with course assignments and 
reflection. Instructors may look to service-learning coordinators for placement suggestions, 
curricular ideas, resources, or even advice on creating meaningful service-learning compo­
nents. Instructors also may work directly with community organizations to create placement 
opportunities related to coursework. However, for the most part, these projects tend to be 
constructed in relative isolation. Further, service-learning activities—and assessment of 
those activities—tend to be primarily concerned with individual student educational out­
comes and with creating an “ethic of service” in individual students. The benefits to com­
munity are often secondary concerns, and often the relationship with the community orga­
nization is maintained almost exclusively by students over the duration of a semester (or 
two). Additionally, while the service-learning activity may result in a “product” useful for 
the community—such as a newsletter, article, or brochure—often there is no mutual evalua­
tion strategies worked out between the organization and the instructor, and there is not 

| 4 |necessarily a historical record created of progress on the organization’s issue, which causes 
the possibility for efforts to be simply duplicated in future semesters. Another limitation in 
current practices is that when service-learning activities are undertaken in relative isolation, 
there is a tendency to focus on single issues, which may delimit the opportunity for students, 



 

instructors, and community organizers to understand issues within larger systemic contexts.
 In order to theorize alternatives to service-learning activities to address these possible 

limitations, I have turned to critical pedagogy, specifically Paulo Freire, and the concepts of 
praxis, history, and dialogue. Praxis, the enactment of a critical theory concerning social 
equality and addressing social inequity through practice, depends on both an understanding 
of history and the engagement of genuine dialogue. History, according to Freire’s theories, 
involves analyzing multiple layers and contexts to issues, social relations, and individual 
experience to understand the power relationships and networks of causes for inequities. 
Dialogue is a situated, open-ended exchange between human agents directed toward an 
object of knowledge. Dialogue is constitutive of relationships; that is to say, it is the process 
of dialogue that creates relationships and the relationships recursively shape and respond to 
the context in which they are created. These concepts construct an understanding of the 
world and human agency in terms of hope. Praxis, history, and dialogue assume that social 
relations are complex, that they are humanly constructed and humanly alterable products.

 These critical concepts are highly suited to service-learning because service-learning 
pedagogy tends to be based on the same assumptions that change in social conditions is 
possible through the participation of students. Service-learning pedagogy itself is founded 
on critique of traditional education practices and on engaging students directly in their 
communities to improve those communities. Freire’s concepts, then, provide an articulated 
framework by which we might conceptualize and enact service-learning activities. An analy­
sis of service-learning from this theoretical framework leads us to understand the goals of 
service-learning partnerships as: 

➤	 tying research and education to concrete community issues by making curricula
 
and educational activities responsive to community issues and community need;
 

➤	 examining the characteristics of citizenship or community membership through
 
the principles of history and dialogue, interrogating the systemic and historical
 
contexts of issues and responses to issues;
 

➤	 contributing to the function of education in discovering causes and long-term
 
responses to social issues by engaging in activities that have impact in
 
communities as defined through dialogue with that community;
 

➤	 employing academic knowledge in applications to community problem-solving 
| 5 |through the concept of praxis and critical dialogue; 

➤	 expanding educational institutions’ (and the individual representatives of those
 
institutions) participation in community, especially in terms of fostering
 
coalitions and creating responsive resources for and with that community.
 



These principles for service-learning maintain an emphasis on educational opportunities, 
but create the context for mutual accountability and collaboration with the community in a 
more critical fashion.

 The methodology for enacting these principles that I advocate in this guide, then, is a 
process of placing community members—educators, students, community organizers, and 
others—in a sustained dialogue with each other about how to construct educational activi­
ties that are mutually beneficial and collectively address social issues. The process itself has 
five essential elements, all of which are highly adaptable to specific community settings and 
needs. For each step of the process, I have provided worksheets and resource pages based on 
the goals of the process.

 The first step of the process is initiating diverse contacts. In this stage, a coordinator 
for service-learning, or, alternatively, an individual instructor, community member, or 
student, identifies potential participants through research and interviews; the coordinator 
contacts those potential partners, gathering information about the community-issues rel­
evant to those individuals, or their research interests, and their ideas about working in 
coalition with other community members and educators on those issues. After a list of 
potential partners has been contacted and connections emerge from the interviews, the 
coordinator determines a focus for a series of meetings or workshops where specific projects 
can be collaboratively developed.

 The second step of the process is precisely the implementation of those meetings, bring­
ing the group together to workshop to create curricula and projects, including articu­
lated goals for each party. The coordinator determines a schedule for these meetings that, 
ideally, will enable a group of people to come together to brainstorm ideas, identify specific 
projects, discuss goals and assessment, and see connections between those specific projects 
and the other projects created by participants in the group. Additionally, these collaborative 
sessions will include the distribution of and discussion about practical and theoretical mate­
rial on service-learning, issues in working in campus-community partnerships, and perhaps 
articles on the community issues themselves. That is, in addition to providing participants 
the opportunity to create individual service-learning activities, the workshops will also 
provide access to resources that enable all the participants to approach these activities with 
analytical tools and will encourage the participants to have a genuine dialogue about the 

| 6 |potentials and limitations of collaborating in this fashion.
 The third element of the process involves sustaining the collaboration established in the 

initial steps, not only between individual partners (such as an instructor and community 
organization’s course service-learning project), but also between a whole group of instruc­



 

tors, students, and organizations working on separate projects. By having participants re­
port back on the partnership progress to a larger group as well as to each other, the 
process enables everyone the opportunity to get and give helpful feedback, identify re­
sources, identify connections between individual projects, and to envision possibilities for 
collaboratively enhancing and supporting each other’s work.

 Building a collaborative environment and sustaining the connections between partici­
pants in this process also enables the fourth step—collaboratively assessing the projects 
in terms of articulated goals. The process provides participants with resources for and 
discussion about assessment, enabling individuals to determine what type of assessment of 
the partnership projects is appropriate and to design instruments to meet those needs. 
Additionally, the group of participants might include assessment “experts,” such as graduate 
students, faculty, or community organizers who work with educational or community orga­
nization assessment and who might make their individual projects focused on actual assess­
ment activities of other partnership projects or the larger group process itself. Incorporating 
this step into this process helps ensure that the projects are considered in terms of mutual 
accountability and in terms of each participant’s specific goals and needs. Tying the process 
to assessment contributes to the process’ continued responsiveness to the participants’ input 
and goals as well.

 The final element of this collaborative process is for the group to consider and create a 
resource out of the collaboration itself. The goal of this fifth element is to create a history 
and useful resource that connect and sustain the collaborations. Such a resource might be a 
newsletter detailing the projects and their results; or it might be a group presentation to 
community officials to share project findings and make recommendations; or the resource 
might be a compendium of sources collected during the process, such as a handbook of 
community resources. Whatever the final “product” of the collaborative process might be, it 
should incorporate the principles of praxis, history, and dialogue that have been honored 
throughout the other steps, and should contribute to creating a sense of connection between 
the participants, their organizations, and the issues that individuals addressed.

 The methodology itself is not meant to be a lockstep process. It does not depend on size 
or scale as much as it depends on enacting the principles of collaboration, agency, and 
coalition building. The ultimate goal of the theory and practices outlined here moves be­
yond finding more effective ways of educating students. The methodology asks educators 

| 7 |and community organizations to engage in a substantial and sustained dialogue about ways 
to work together to identify and address issues that their communities face and to employ 
educational activities in that process. 
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