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Utilizing Service Learning to Extend the Goals of Citizenship and Community Involvement to Practice-Oriented Educational Programs

I am interested in investigating service learning (SL) as a pedagogical tool with relevance for practice-oriented education (POE).  My interest is in examining SL as it relates to the goals of POE, and I propose an examination of SL not only as a method for linking course content with professional goals and experience but also in addressing the broader educational goals of citizenship and community involvement.  This should be of particular importance at Northeastern University (NU) where we see ourselves as an urban institution interested in community outreach.  I would suggest now is the time to explore the benefits that a pedagogy like SL can offer for POE.  We can begin by assessing the ways in which SL can address the broader agenda of higher education civic engagement and liberal arts integration as it shapes the development of students’ attitudes toward civic responsibility.  

I see SL as an important aspect of NU’s practice-oriented mission.  Various forms of POE can aid students as they apply course theories and principles to prepare themselves for the workforce and for life.   However, unlike other pedagogies, SL has the added goal of fostering engagement and a sense of civic duty among our students (which can be viewed as a means for achieving some of the goals of a traditional liberal education).  Indeed, SL may be explained as providing students with “an educational opportunity that meets identified community needs and encourages reflection upon the service activity in such a way as to gain further understanding of the course content and an enhanced sense of civic responsibility.”

My interest is in designing a research project to assess the effectiveness of SL as a pedagogical tool not only to facilitate application-based learning but to influence students’ attitudes about community involvement and social responsibility.  In doing so, this project would add to the current understanding of POE by adopting a focus on “praxis.”   In praxis, we do meta-analysis (i.e., think about our thinking while engaged), and this reflective stance can bring out contradictions inherent in the current power structure.  Thus, the focus on citizenship and participation in SL can arguably take on a liberating stance that might be less common in co-op/internships where the students (especially without on-going reflective opportunities) may be more likely to accept the status quo as given.  This study responds to a call wherein Hoffman-Kipp, Artiles, and Lopez-Torres (2003) suggest that the current “situated learning discourse community rarely interrogates issues of power or the plight of minorities” and that “clearly a synthesis is required for a new form of reflection” (p. 3).    
