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The education system is responsible for the choices and chances provided to the students it serves. Al-
though racial disparities continue to impede some students’ chance of success in education, service-
learning in the classroom context may be the transformative strategy needed to make institutions of higher
education the “great equalizers” they ostensibly aspire to be. Using data from an urban, public, Research
[ institution located in the Midwest region of the United States, this study assessed the use of service-
learning in two general education courses as a strategy to increase retention and graduation rates at the
institution. Service-learning was found to have a significant effect on student retention, grade point av-
erage, and graduation. Students who took either course performed better than their counterparts without

service-learning experiences.

Today, a high school diploma does not offer the
same promise of social mobility and stability that
it once did. As an academic credential, the college
degree has taken its place as a de facto requirement
for a middle class lifestyle. As a public good, high-
er education contributes to society by educating cit-
izens, improving human capital, encouraging civic
engagement, and boosting economic development
(Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2009). Because
student populations are increasingly diverse in nu-
merous ways — race and ethnicity, socioeconomic
backgrounds, educational preparation, and intel-
lectual abilities — the teaching and learning process
is concomitantly more complex (Altbach et al.). A
diverse student population requires a diverse curric-
ulum to make higher education accessible and to al-
low students to be successful within the institution.
Many colleges and universities face the challenge
of meeting the needs of all its students since retain-
ing and graduating students, especially students of
color, remains a growing problem. Nationally, the
six-year completion rate for Black undergraduate
students is 20% less than their White counterparts
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014).
Graduation for all student groups should be the pri-
mary goal of colleges and universities. Supporting
a diverse student body is motivation to be innova-
tive and creative about approaches to accomplish
this goal. Accordingly, pedagogical strategies must
be explored since research shows that classroom
teaching has an effect on student engagement in the
classroom (Kuh, 2008; Tinto, 1982, 2003, 2006,
2012). Service-learning, co-curricular service ac-
tivities, and community-based research are a few
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of the pedagogical approaches through which post-
secondary institutions may attempt to accomplish
their institutional goals.

Retaining and graduating students of color is a
problem endemic to higher education across the
United States. Race has a legacy in American so-
ciety that is fundamental to the social order. It has
been and continues to be an organizing element that
describes, prescribes, and dictates access and op-
portunity — including educational opportunity. By
failing to see the reproduction of racial stratifica-
tion, solutions to solve the achievement gap prob-
lem focus only on student-related interventions and
not pedagogical ones that are within an institution’s
control. That is, rather than asking what post-
secondary institutions can do differently to improve
retention and graduation rates, they prescribe what
students should do differently. Since schools do
not exist as independent social institutions separate
from economic, political, cultural, and social con-
texts, they can neither be insulated from the chal-
lenges that each context provides (Carter & Welner,
2013) nor can they remain blind to the solutions
needed. Although prejudice, discrimination, and
disadvantage did not begin within the university,
nevertheless the university is obligated to address
these issues since they impede progress and success
for achieving institutional outcomes (Altbach et al.,
2009). Thus, it is imperative that post-secondary in-
stitutions challenge the very foundation they stand
on with regard to policies and procedures, especial-
ly questioning its delivery of academic functions:
what is being taught; to whom; how; and most im-
portantly, is it working?



Theoretical Framework

Retaining and graduating students is an import-
ant responsibility for colleges and universities.
However, it remains a significant challenge for
many post-secondary institutions. Retention has
evolved from being conceptualized as a deficiency
of student attributes such as skill and motivation to
one that includes the academic environment and the
activities that occur therein (Astin, 1991; Pascarel-
la, 1980; Tinto, 1987). Relatively recent definitions
of retention have expanded our understanding of
how closely intertwined cultural, social, political,
and economic forces are with student retention
(Berger, 2001; Tinto, 1988). Researchers have also
found that classroom involvement is an important
aspect of retention (Tinto, 1997, 2001, 2006), and
not only is it important but how it is done and when
it is done is just as significant (Upcraft, Gardner,
&Barefoot, 2005).

Institutional practices can have a positive im-
pact on retention and graduation (Astin, 2005),
especially practices that combine faculty-led class-
room learning with hands-on experience. Service-
learning can assist higher education with improv-
ing the quality and productivity of instruction in
ways that may increase retention and graduation
rates for post-secondary institutions since as a
pedagogy it combines classroom engagement with
educationally purposeful activities (Kuh, Kinzie,
Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2011). There are nu-
merous definitions that frame the structure, intent,
purpose, and goal of service-learning at various
institutions; however, there are two main compo-
nents of all definitions that are consistent: commu-
nity service and reflection. Carefully crafted de-
scriptors depict the learning process such as pure,
discipline- or academically-based, experiential,
and community-based, and are used to distinguish
one pedagogical approach from another (Harkins,
Rudoff, Salvo, & Brophy, 2007; Heffernan, 2001;
Rama & Zlotkowski, 1998; Soska & Butterfield,
2005). Service-learning is an active and creative
pedagogy that integrates community service with
academic learning in order to strengthen a student’s
ability to think critically, solve problems practical-
ly, and prepare to be a citizen in a democratic soci-
ety (Batchelder & Root, 1994; Billig, 2004; Giles
& Eyler, 1994; Kuh, 2008). Classroom curriculum
is enhanced when community members and orga-
nizations are resources for learning (Harkins et al.,
2007). Service-learning courses have been found
to promote retention by increasing interaction with
faculty (Astin & Sax, 1998; Eyler, Giles, & Brax-
ton, 1997) and enhance students’ academic integra-
tion and commitment to the institution (Gray et al.,
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1998; Reed, Rosenberg, Staham, & Rosing, 2015).
When students are integrated into the campus com-
munity, they are more likely to be retained as a
result of being involved in educationally effective
activities.

Research is emerging about the effect of service-
learning courses on institutional outcomes such as
retention and graduation. Although the generaliz-
ability of the data can be questioned, it provides
insight into the success that some institutions are
having by utilizing a service-learning pedagogical
model. In all, service-learning has been found to
promote persistence toward graduation in under-
graduate students. A study conducted by Lockeman
and Pelco (2013) sought to analyze the longitudi-
nal relationships between student characteristics,
service-learning class participation, and degree
completion of the FTIAC (first time in any college)
population at one mid-Atlantic institution. Con-
trolling for grade point average, they found that
undergraduate students who participated in service-
learning courses were more likely to graduate in
six years than students who did not participate in
service-learning classes. They also found that mi-
nority and low-income students who took service-
learning classes were more likely to graduate than
their peers within this period as well. While explor-
ing the role of service-learning in promoting un-
dergraduate persistence, Reed, Rosenberg, Staham,
and Rosing (2015) found that it benefitted part-time
and full-time students’ persistence evenly. Students
who enrolled in service-learning classes were more
likely to reenroll in subsequent terms, especial-
ly in the first and third year. They also found that
service-learning was a stronger predictor of per-
sistence than student characteristics such as age,
gender or race.

Bringle, Hatcher and Muthiah (2010) found a
positive relationship between fall-to-fall retention
and service-learning class enrollment. By evaluat-
ing the effect sizes for service-learning outcomes
in 62 studies with control group designs, Celio,
Durlak, and Dymnicki (2011) found that service-
learning can be an effective practice for encour-
aging students’ academic success. Chaison (2008)
found that communication skills, multicultural and
cross-cultural competency skills, and personal ef-
ficacy, defined as confidence and leadership, im-
proved for freshman students who participated in
an international service-learning trip and were re-
tained for their sophomore year.

For colleges and universities, graduation is not
only a symbolic ceremony celebrating student suc-
cess; it is also a public demonstration of achieving
an institutional goal: retaining and graduating stu-
dents. Service-learning may assist higher education
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in reaching their benchmarks for retaining and grad-
uating students. Research on the effects of service-
learning on institutional outcomes is relatively new.
The present study builds on past empirical evidence
that suggests service-learning is a pedagogical ap-
proach to assist colleges and universities with im-
proving their retention and graduation rates. Four
research questions formed the basis for this re-
search: (a) Do students who take a service-learning
course persist at the university longer than compa-
rable students who do not take a service-learning
course? (b) Is taking a service-learning class a pre-
dictor of graduation? (c) Does race moderate the
effect of service-learning on graduation? (d) Are
grade point averages higher for students who take
a service-learning course than comparable students
who do not take a service-learning course?

Methods

To investigate the relationships between the
independent variables on enrollment status and
grade point average, this study utilized a quan-
titative, nonexperimental, ex post facto research
design (McMillan, 2011). Institutional data was
downloaded from the university’s Student Tracking
Advising Retention System (STARS). STARS is a
web-based application that interacts with a collec-
tion of databases that enable convenient access to
university data at both an individual and aggregate
level for advising, retention, curriculum tracking,
and program evaluation. Data were downloaded
for students who entered the university through the
fall 2008 and fall 2009 cohorts because students in
these cohorts had eight to ten semesters to graduate
by 2013.

Participants

Participants for this study included first time in
any college (FTTAC) students who entered the uni-
versity in the fall 2008 and 2009 cohorts (N=2,728)
and who took either an Introduction to Sociology or
English Composition class. FTTAC students were
used as the sampling frame in this study to align
with the trend found in achievement gap literature
as well as research on college student success.
These classes were chosen because they often in-
clude a service-learning component as part of the
learning objectives and one of the colleges adver-
tises them as fulfilling its service-learning require-
ment. Although honor students are required to take
a service-learning class, they are excluded from the
sample because they could potentially bias the re-
sults. Honor students are retained at higher rate and
tend to graduate in four or five years unlike many
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non-honors students at the university. Additionally,
honor students are required to have a 3.30 or high-
er grade point average in order to retain their hon-
or status. To assess service-learning as a possible
means to improve retention and graduation rates,
it is important that the sample being analyzed was
representative of the general student population and
not the special population of honors students.

To determine the representativeness of the ana-
Iytic sample, descriptive statistics were compared
to available official institutional data published
by the university. In most cases, the data suggest
that the sample is representative of the students in
the 2008 and 2009 cohorts. For instance, the offi-
cial 6-year graduation rate of the Fall 2008 cohort
was 33.8%, which is slightly higher than the 27%
in the sample. This difference is likely attributable
to the removal of honors students from the analyt-
ic sample. The racial composition of the sample
is generally consistent with university enrollment
data from 2009: the university reported an overall
racial composition of 48.7% White, 31.4% African-
American, 2.8% Hispanic, and 10.6% unknown
while the composition of the sample is 44% White,
33% African-American, 3% Hispanic, 9% Asian,
and 10% unknown. One difference between the
sample and the available institutional data is that
the sample contains a higher representation of fe-
male students (64.3%) than the official reports from
2009 (55.3%). Thus, overall it appears that the sam-
ple is generally representative of non-honors stu-
dents from 2008-2009, with the exception of an
over-representation of female students.

Analyses

Variables used for this study were limited to the
available data collected from the university: demo-
graphic information, enrollment status, grade point
average per term, cumulative grade point average
at final term enrolled, and number of classes com-
pleted. Race is defined using the standard categories
which universities are required to report to the feder-
al government. The categories are Black, Hispanic,
Asian, White, Native American, unknown, two or
more races, and non-resident alien.! Students iden-
tifying as belonging to either two or more racial cat-
egories or Native American were removed from the
sample because small sample sizes make results for
these groups unreliable. Students identified as non-
resident alien were added to the category unknown
because the race/ethnicity of students placed in this
category is not known. For example, many foreign
students at the university are Canadian. To answer
the research question: Does race moderate the ef-
fect of service-learning on graduation, students who



identified as White served as the reference category
for the other race variables since achievement gap
literature often compares success measures between
underrepresented and White students.

Although, individual departments and colleges
offer service-learning courses for various reasons,
they are not institutionally mandated, identified,
or tracked, making data on service-learning class-
es difficult to gather. The data containing service-
learning classes completed was constructed by
using the historical lists of service-learning classes
advertised by one of the colleges at the university
and cross-listing them with the course numbers of
the classes completed by students. By using their
tracking system, two classes were identified as of-
ten having a service component as part of the class-
room curriculum and as being offered regularly in
each term: English and Sociology. These courses
are general education courses that do not have re-
quired prerequisites, and tend to enroll a large per-
centage of first and second year students. Impor-
tantly, when students enroll in either class they are
not always aware that their specific section of the
course has a service component because this infor-
mation is not available on the schedule of classes
and the two classes have numerous sections offered,
with one or two actually being service-learning.
Admittedly, word of mouth as well as internet sites
that maintain information about specific instruc-
tors and courses may alert students to the service-
learning component. But since service-learning
courses are not easily identifiable at the university,
this study assumes that students essentially chose
these specific class sections without knowing about
the service-learning component based on the fact
that each course is part of the general education re-
quirement and the service-learning component was
mandated by the department and is not a curricular
decision by a specific instructor.

Multinomial logistic regression was used to ex-
amine the educational outcomes of students who
have and who have not taken a course that has a
service-learning component. As a predictive anal-
ysis, multinomial logistic regression is appropriate
for this study because it describes the relationship
between a polychotomous dependent nominal
variable and a mixture of continuous and binary
independent variables (Liao, 1994). The depen-
dent variable is a nominal variable with three lev-
els (graduated, stopped out, and retained). For the
models estimated, stopped out serves as the refer-
ence category; as such the multinomial logit esti-
mated as a model for graduated relative to stopped
out and a model for still enrolled relative to stopped
out. For instance, a model with only the binary
service-learning (SL) variable is:
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{Pr ob(yy = ji)

Prob(y;, =J,) }:Otk + By (SL)

The above equation depicts the log odds of stu-
dent i being in category j on the dependent vari-
able, relative to J, which is the reference category
of stopped out. In this model, a, can be interpreted
as the log odds of a student not taking a service-
learning class either graduating or remaining en-
rolled relative to stopping out. f3, is interpreted
as the difference between the log odds of service-
learning students either graduating or remaining en-
rolled compared to non-service-learning students.

. {Pr 0b(yy = m}

=, + Female
Prob(y, =J)) e+ Bud )

+ B, (Black)
+ B, (Hispanic)
+ B4 (Asian)
+ Bs (Unknown)

All predictors are added to the model in the same
way. For instance, the above equation shows the
model with the variables indexing race and gender.
Here, a, is the log odds of a White male student
either graduating or remaining enrolled relative to
stopping out. 8, represents how the log odds change
when the student is female and f,, represents how
the log odds change when the student is Black com-
pared to White. Because the magnitude of log odds
coefficients can be difficult to interpret, Odds Ra-
tios (OR) is also reported to aid in interpretation.
Odds ratios reflect the difference in the odds of the
outcome in question for a 1 unit increase in the in-
dependent variables and are computed by exponen-
tializing the log-odds coefficients. For example, in
the second equation above, €”  is interpreted as the
ratio in the odds of either graduating or remaining
enrolled for female compared to male students.

Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was
used to examine the relationship between the final
grade point average and the independent variables.
OLS is a technique that analyzes relationships be-
tween continuous, interval level outcomes and a
mixture of binary and continuous predictors (Mc-
Clendon, 1994). Final grade point average is used
as an indicator of student performance (DiMaggio,
1982; Kao & Thompson, 2003), and is measured
as the student’s cumulative grade point average re-
ceived at the university during their final enrolled
semester as of Fall 2013. Final grade point average
is measured on the standard 4-point scale.
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Results

Students were classified into three groups: grad-
uated by Fall 2013; stopped out or not enrolled in
Fall 2013; or remained enrolled during the Fall 2013
semester. Of the 2,728 students in the sample, 27%
graduated, 39% stopped out, and 35% remained en-
rolled at the university. The mean final grade point
average was 2.70 and 11% took a service-learning
class. The racial/ethnic composition of the sample
is Black 33%, Hispanic 3%, Asian 9%, White 44%,
and unknown 10%. Lastly, 64% of the sample is fe-
male. Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for
presented variables.

Table 2 shows the results of the presented mul-
tinomial logistic regression models to answer three
of the four research questions: (a) Do students who
take a service-learning course persist at the uni-
versity longer than comparable students who do
not take a service-learning course? (b) Is taking a
service-learning class a predictor of graduation? (c)
Does race moderate the effect of service-learning
on graduation? The variable service-learning is
dichotomous, comparing students who took a
service-learning class and those who did not. In
Model 1, which uses the binary service-learning in-
dicator as the sole predictor variable, students who
took a service-learning course had odds of gradua-
tion compared to stop-out students that were nearly
2.4 times greater (f = .873, p < .001, Odds Ratio=
e’ = 2.39) than students who did not experience
service-learning. Whether or not a student takes a
service-learning course does not have a statistically
significant impact on stopping out compared to re-
maining enrolled.

To illustrate further the results for service-

learning on graduation, Figure 1 presents predict-
ed probabilities from Model 1 with all variables
except service-learning fixed at the sample mean.
These probabilities can be interpreted as the coun-
terfactual probabilities that we would observe if all
students had the mean values on all independent
variables except service-learning and serve to illus-
trate the effect that service-learning has on gradua-
tion compared to stop-out at the university. Figure
1 shows that among students with service-learning
experience, the model predicts 47.7% to graduate
(among students who either graduate or stop-out).
However, for students without service-learning ex-
perience, the model predicts only 34.4% to gradu-
ate. Thus, service-learning has the potential to in-
crease graduation rates markedly at this university.
Moreover, the benefit of service-learning is equal
among students of all racial backgrounds.

Figure 2 illustrates this pattern by displaying
predicted probabilities of graduation by service-
learning and race. Figure 2 demonstrates that
service-learning, while not reducing racial dispar-
ities in graduation, does increase the chances of
graduation for all students. In a typical year, the
university enrolls around 3,000 FTIAC students;
the results here suggest that if all students were re-
quired to take service-learning courses, nearly 400
additional students in each incoming class would
graduate within 6 years rather than stopping out.

Table 3 presents the results of the ordinary least
squares (OLS) regression models that answers the
fourth research question: Are final grade point
averages higher for students who take a service-
learning course than comparable students who do
not take a service-learning course? Model 1 enters
the service-learning indicator variable only. Model

Table 1
Descriptive Data of Variables by Ethnicity
Asian Black Hispanic White Unknown
Total (n=242) (n=906) (n =89) (n=1212) (n=279)
Graduated 26.8 40.9 8.9 13.5 36.5 34.4
Stop-Out 38.6 24.8 59.5 46.1 27.1 30.5
Still Enrolled 34.6 34.3 31.6 40.4 36.5 35.1
Service-Learning (1=yes) 10.6 10.8 219 3.1 55.2 9.0
Female (1=yes) 64.3 8.4 39.2 3.1 39.6 9.8
Detroit High School (1=yes) 23.9 1.8 86.2 4.4 4.0 3.5
Final GPA* 2.70 3.02 2.10 2.68 3.08 2.87
(.98) (91) (.95) (.92) (.80) (.92)
ACT 20.7 2291 17.33 19.43 22.67 20.60
(4.54) (4.83) (3.20) (3.76) (3.97) (4.02)
HS GPA 3.26 3.491 2.90 3.16 3.46 3.38
(.67) (61 (61) (.63) (.60) (.61)

Source: Student Tracking Advising Retention System , XXX University Means (or percentages) and Standard Deviations (in parentheses)

“See text for description of variable metrics
N =2728
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Table 2
Multinominal Coefficients of Outcome Variable on Selected Independent Variables
Model 1 Model 5
Graduated Still Enrolled Graduated Still Enrolled
Service-Learning YRk -.056 S555%* -.309
(.150) (.172) 174 178
Female —-.149 —.350%%*
(.122) (.105)
Black —.816%** — 424 %%
(.192) (.147)
Hispanic =TT71%* —-.165
(.359) (.255)
Asian 180 -.010
(.193) (.189)
Unknown .385 205
(.206) (.195)
City -.560 -.076
(.202) (.137)
ACT 118 .041
(.016) (.014)
High School GPA 1.047%#%* S15%*
(.104) (.084)
—2 Log Likelihood 2788.179 2178.134
Note: *p < .05; #*p < .01; ##*p < .001
Figure 1 Figure 2

The Effect of Service-Learning on Graduation for
Service-Learning vs. Non-Service-Learning

60.00%

50.00%

40.00%

W Service Learning
30.00%

¥ Non-Service Learning

20.00%

0.00%

1 indicates that students who had taken a service-
learning class had final GPAs that are .381 (f =
381, p < .001) above students who did not take a
service-learning course, and that service-learning
experiences explain about 1.5% of the variation in
final GPA among the sample. Model 5 tests whether
service-learning experiences can explain variation
in GPA and indicates that service-learning experi-
ences (f = .155, p < .01) has an effect on student
GPA. Controlling for all of the student characteris-
tic variables, students who take a service-learning
course have GPAs that are .155 higher than students
who do not take a service-learning course.

To determine if the association between taking
a service-learning course and GPA is constant for
all students, I estimated interaction effects between

The Effect of Service-Learning on
Graduation by Race

70.00%

60.00%

50.00%

40.00%
uService Learning

30.00% ¥ Non-Service Learning
20.00%

10.00%

0.00%
Asian Black White Unknown

the service-learning dummy variable and all of the
independent variables. Two significant interaction
effects were detected which are displayed in Mod-
els 6 and 7. Model 6 shows the interaction effect
of female and taking a service-learning class on
students’ final grade point average. The interaction
effect in model 6 (f = .255, p < .001) indicates that
the effect of service-learning is stronger for female
students compared to males. Specifically, the re-
sults suggest almost no effect of service-learning
for male students (f = -.025, p > .05). However,
for female students, having service-learning ex-
periences lead to an increase in GPA of .230 (-
.025+.255=.230).

Model 7 presents the results of the interaction of
high school GPA and service-learning. The signifi-
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Table 3
OLS Coefficients on Final Grade Point Average
Model 1 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7
Service-Learning 381 AST#* -.025 =T777*
(.067) (.057) (.102) (.315)
Female .006 -.019 .001
(.038) (.040) (.038)
Black -450 -.449 — 452 %%k
(.057) (.056) (.056)
Hispanic -.050 -.051
(.101) (.101) (.101)
Asian -.078 -.079 -.073
(.065) (.065) (.065)
Unknown -.114 -.114 -.114
(.067) (.067) (.067)
Detroit —.226%%* —.225%%* 228k
(.053) (.053) (.053)
ACT .031 03]k .0301
(.005) (.005) (.005)
High School GPA 368%** 366%** .343%%xx
(.031) (.031) (.032)
Female X Service-Learning 255
(.123)
HS GPA X Service-Learning 269%%*
(.090)
R? .015 293 294 292

Note: * p < .05; *¥p < .01; **¥p <.001

cant interaction effect (f = .269, p < .01) in Model 7
suggests that the positive effects of service-learning
are most positive among students with higher high
school grade point averages. In other words, the
positive effect of service-learning increases as stu-
dents’ high school GPA increases.

Discussion

The purpose of this research was to show that
service-learning is a pedagogical approach that has
the potential to improve retention and graduation
rates specifically at the university under study and
perhaps at other institutions. Research findings
presented provide supporting evidence for exist-
ing studies that show the positive effects service-
learning has on institutional outcomes (Bringle et
al, 2010; Lockeman & Pelco, 2013; Reed et al,
2015). Students who took a service-learning class
had higher grade point averages and were more
likely to graduate than students who did not take
a service-learning class. Results indicate that stu-
dents who took a service-learning course gradu-
ated from the university within six years at a rate
2.4 times higher that students who did not take a
service-learning course, and had better final grade
point averages than comparable students who did
not take a service-learning course.

As institutions responsible for creating, distrib-
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uting, and perpetuating ideas for and about society,
colleges and universities transmit knowledge with
the purpose of preparing individuals to live “pro-
ductively” in society. Moreover, as social institu-
tions, the education system is also responsible for
the opportunities provided to the students it serves.
Albeit racial disparities continue to impede some
students’ chance of graduating from post-secondary
institutions, findings in this study suggest service-
learning as a possible solution to assist colleges and
universities with increasing the graduation rates
for the students they serve. Service-learning in the
classroom context may be the transformative strat-
egy needed to make institutions of higher education
the “great equalizers” they ostensibly aspire to be.
Contrary to my expectations, however, race did not
moderate the effect of service-learning on gradua-
tion; however, it was found to improve graduation
rates for all students regardless of their racial/ethnic
backgrounds. Therefore, by increasing the number
of students from all racial/ethnic backgrounds who
graduate, service-learning results in increasing
graduation rates students of color, thereby decreas-
ing the retention and graduation rate gaps.

Results showed that service-learning is effi-
cacious for retention, graduation, and GPA. For
students who took a service-learning class, 47.7%
were predicted to graduate rather than stop out of
college. However, for students who did not take a



service-learning class, only 34.4% were predicted
to graduate. The current six-year graduation rate
for the university is 34.3%. Thus, service-learning
has the potential to increase graduation rates for all
students at this university by more than 28%.

Race plays a powerful role in shaping students’
educational outcomes, and the situation at the
university in this study reflects this broader trend
(Carter & Welner, 2013; Kao & Thompson, 2003;
Kozol, 1991). Students who are Black or Hispanic
have odds of graduating that are 89% and 78% re-
spectively lower than students who are White, and
Black students are also 58% less likely to remain
enrolled in college after six years. Students who are
Black, Hispanic, and categorized as unknown also
have lower final grade point averages than White
students. Beyond race, academic preparation also
has an impact on graduation. Findings here sug-
gest that attending a high school in Detroit, ACT
score, and high school grade point average served
as significant predictors of both a student’s final
grade point average as well as graduation. Specif-
ically, this study found that the higher a student’s
ACT score and high school grade point average,
the higher their odds for remaining enrolled and
graduating. Students who attended a high school in
Detroit had odds of graduating that are 66% and
odds of remaining enrolled that are 29% lower than
students who attended high schools outside of De-
troit. These findings are unfortunate yet expected
and point to the fact that school location matters.
“A diploma from a ghetto high school does not
count for much in the United States today” (Kozol,
1991, p. 29).

Based on the results from this study, service-
learning was found to have a significant effect on
student GPA, as students with service-learning
experiences performed better in their courses than
their counterparts without service-learning experi-
ences. However, results also indicated that service-
learning is most beneficial to students who had
above average high school grades. Thus, service-
learning experiences increase GPA disparities
based on high school performance. This pattern is
typical for educational interventions because bet-
ter students tend to benefit more from them. This
pattern is likely found because students with bet-
ter academic preparation possess the cultural cap-
ital needed to navigate the higher education en-
vironment, whereas students who perform worse
academically may not (Levin, Belfield, Muennig,
& Rouse, 2007). Students who lack cultural cap-
ital likely do not know that outside of classroom
activities such as supplemental instruction, learn-
ing communities, service-learning classes, and re-
search projects are educationally-purposeful forms
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of engagement that serve to enhance student suc-
cess (Kuh, 2008). As findings indicate, at the uni-
versity in this study these students are more likely
to be Black, attended a high school in Detroit, and
enter the university with lower ACT scores and
worse high school GPAs than White students. An
unexpected finding was that female students benefit
more from service-learning than their male coun-
terparts. Future research should determine if this
gender pattern generalizes to other universities.

Limitations

A significant limitation of this study is that it
assesses the effect of service-learning at just one
institution. Therefore, the findings are suggestive
and exploratory yet provide insight on a pedagog-
ical addition that institutions can make that may
assist with improving retention and graduation
rates for its students. Notably, the study found a
beneficial impact of service-learning on institu-
tional outcomes despite a somewhat crude mea-
sure of service-learning; that is, the quality of the
service-learning experience, how much faculty in-
volvement occurred, and how much effort students
expended with their service-learning course was
not captured. Nevertheless, findings were positive
for service-learning. While encouraging, the find-
ings themselves are limited since the university
does not mandate or track service-learning cours-
es. This study utilized a tracking system used by
one of the colleges at the university but the track-
ing system does not record the actual service per-
formed in each class. Cursory knowledge about the
service-learning experience in the English course
was found but not reported in this study because it
could not be verified.

Most of the limitations with this study may be
attributed to the use of institutional data which does
not include measures of the myriad of constraints
that may have played a role in service-learning not
being beneficial to students of color. Many import-
ant indicators of family background and cultural
capital could not be a part of the empirical analysis
presented here because of a lack of access to data.
In response to these limitations, future research can
assess the impact of service-learning at institutions
that have a robust service-learning program but also
challenges with student retention and graduation.

Implications for Practice

The research presented in this article suggests
that service-learning can assist post-secondary in-
stitutions with improving educational opportunities
that result in increased retention and graduation
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rates as well as higher grade point averages. The
experiential knowledge gained though the service-
learning process allows students to construct,
connect, and have a voice in their own learning
through reflection designed to link the learning
and service, thereby creating an educationally ef-
fective learning experience. Because researchers
have shown service-learning to increase retention
and graduation rates (Bringle et al., 2010, Locke-
man & Pelco, 2013; Reed et al., 2015), I suggest
it also has the potential to improve the proverbial
playing field; however, this outcome can only oc-
cur if service-learning is implemented in ways that
align this teaching pedagogy with general educa-
tion requirements as opposed to an extracurricular
activity for selected classes. For example, general
education courses should have service-learning as
a requirement. By requiring all students to partic-
ipate in service-learning courses, the university
may improve retention rates for more students,
not only those who have higher high school grade
point averages, since findings presented here show
that high school students with higher grade point
averages benefited from service-learning more than
students who had lower high school grade point
averages. Additionally, service-learning should be
integrated into selected major and minor classes,
allowing students to create their “mix” of service-
learning classes required for graduation. Requir-
ing service-learning would decrease the need for
under-prepared students to enter college already
possessing the cultural capital needed to successful-
ly navigate the collegiate journey. Instead, service-
learning could assist with building the skills for
academic success along the way.

Beyond the findings that this research suggests,
service-learning as a requirement in general educa-
tion courses may be a unique and fiscally responsible
approach to assist with improving other institution-
al outcomes such as preparation for working in the
real-world, improved critical thinking and complex
reasoning, lifelong dedication to helping others,
and enhanced communication skills (Eyler & Giles,
1999). However, reforming the general education
curriculum to include a pedagogical shift requires
significant resources beyond just money. Faculty
would need encouragement and training. Additional
staff would be needed to (a) support faculty in the
classroom and students in the field; (b) track cours-
es; (c) build and maintain community relationships,
and (d) collect and maintain data for assessment
purposes. However, the impact of service-learning
could yield a dividend worthy of the investment if
retention and graduation rates increase.

With regard to learning, one size does not fit all.
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Yet teaching strategies must accommodate all stu-
dents — prepared and under-prepared — who enter
the institution. It is imperative for institutions of
higher education to have the courage to envision
different possibilities for schooling, and teach and
provide opportunities accordingly (Lopez, 2003).
Service-learning, as demonstrated by this study,
can provide that kind of opportunity.

Note

' According to the National Center for Educa-
tional Statistics, a non-resident alien refers to a per-
son who is not a citizen or national of the United
States and who is in this country on a visa or tem-
porary basis and does not have the right to remain
indefinitely. I acknowledge that this is neither a ra-
cial nor ethnic category.

References

Altbach, P., Reisberg, L., & Rumbley, L. (2009). Trends
in global higher education: Tracking an academic
revolution. A Report Prepared for the UNESCO 2009
World Conference on Higher Education. Paris, France:
United National Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization with support from SIDA/SAREC (p. 49).

Astin, A.W. (1991). Assessment for excellence: The phi-
losophy and practice of assessment and evaluation in
higher education. New York: American Council on
Education and Macmillan Company.

Astin, A.W. (2005). Making sense out of degree com-
pletion rates. Journal of College Student Retention, 7,
5-17.

Astin, A. W., & Sax, L. J. (1998). How undergraduates
are affected by service participation. Journal of Col-
lege Student Development, 39, 251-263.

Batchelder, T. H., & Root, S. (1994). Effects of an under-
graduate program to integrate academic learning and
service: Cognitive, prosocial cognitive, and identity
outcomes. Journal of Adolescence, 17, 341-355.

Berger, J. B. (2001). Understanding the organizational
nature of student persistence: Recommendations for
practice. Journal of College Student Retention: Re-
search, Theory & Practice, 3, 3-22.

Billig, S. H. (2004). Heads, hearts, hands: The research
on K-12 Service-Learning. In National Youth Lead-
ership Council’s In Growing to greatness 2004: The
state of service-learning project (pp. 12-25). St. Paul,
MN: National Youth Leadership Council.

Bringle, R. G., Hatcher, J. A., & Muthiah, R. N. (2010).
The role of service learning on the retention of first
year students to second year. Michigan Journal of
Community Service Learning, 16(2), 38-49.

Carter, P. L., & Welner, K. G. (2013). Building opportu-
nities to achieve. In P. L. Carter & K.



G. Welner (Eds.), Closing the opportunity Gap: What
america must do to give every child an even chance (pp.
217-227). New York: Oxford University Press.

Celio, C. L., Durlak, J., & Dymnicki, A. (2011). A meta-
analysis of the impact of service-learning on students.
Journal of Experiential Education, 34(2), 164-181.

Chaison, Dorcia B. (2008). International service-learning
approaches: Factors of social engagement for minority
students at a large mid-western university. PhD Dis-
sertation, Higher Adult and Lifelong Education, Mich-
igan State University.

Eyler, J.S., & Giles, D. E. (1999). Where's the learning in
service learning? San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Eyler, J. S., Giles, D. E., & Braxton, J. (1997). The im-
pact of service-learning on college students. Michigan
Journal of Community Service Learning, 4, 5-15.

Giles, D. E., & Eyler, J. (1994). The impact of a college
community service laboratory on student’s personal,
social, and cognitive outcomes. Journal of Adoles-
cence, 17,327-339.

Gray, M.J., Ondaatje, E. H., Fricker, R., Geschwind, S.,
Goldman, C. A., Kaganoff, T. et al. (1998). Coupling
service and learning in higher education: The final re-
port of the evaluation of the learn and serve america,
higher education program. Santa Monica, CA: The
RAND Corporation.

Harkins, T., Rudoff, F., Salvo, K., & Brophy, R. Eds.
(2007). Working with kids: A service-learning guide
for community partners. Waldoboro, ME: KIDS Con-
sortium.

Heffernan, K. (2001). Fundamentals of service-learning
course construction. Providence, RI: Campus Com-
pact.

Kao, G., & Thompson, J. S. (2003). Racial and ethnic
stratification in educational achievement and attain-
ment. Annual Review of Sociology, 29, 417-442.

Kozol, J. (1991). Savage inequalities: Children in Ameri-
ca’s schools. New York: Crown Publisher’s.

Kuh, G. (2008). High-impact practices: What they are,
who has access to them, and why they matter. Wash-
ington, DC: Association of American Colleges and
Universities.

Kuh, G. D., Kinzie, J., Buckley, J. A., Bridges, B. K., &
Hayek, J. C. (2011). Piecing together the student suc-
cess puzzle: Research, propositions, and recommen-
dations: ASHE Higher Education Report (Vol. 116).
Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.

Levin, H., Belfield, C., Muennig, P., & Rouse, C. (2007).
The costs and benefits of an excellent education for
all of America’s children (Vol. 9). New York: Teacher
College, Columbia University.

Liao, Tim Futing. (1994). Interpreting probability mod-

els: Logit, probit, and other generalized linear models
(Vol. 101). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Closing the Gap

Lockeman, K. S., & Pelco, L. E. (2013). The relation-
ship between service-learning and degree comple-
tion. Michigan Journal of Community Service Learn-
ing, 20(1), 18-30.

Lopez, G. R. (2003). The (racially neutral) politics of ed-
ucation: a critical race theory perspective. Educational
Administration Quarterly, 39(1), 68-94.

McClendon, M. (1994). Multiple regression and causal
analysis. Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press.

McMillan, J.H. (2011). Educational research: Funda-
mentals for the consumer (6"Ed.). New York: Pearson.

Pascarella, E. (1980). Student-faculty informal contact
and college outcomes. Review of Educational Re-
search, 50, 545-595.

Rama, D. V., Zlotkowski, E. A., American Association
for Higher Education, & KPMG Peat Marwick Foun-
dation. 1998. Learning by doing: Concepts and models
for service-learning in accounting. Washington, DC:
American Association for Higher Education.

Reed, S. C., Rosenberg, H., Staham, A., & Rosing, H.
(2015). The effect of community service learning on
undergraduate persistence in three institutional con-
texts. Michigan Journal of Community Service Learn-
ing, 21(2), 22-36.

Soska, T., & Butterfield, A. K. 2005. University-
community partnerships: Universities in civic engage-
ment. Binghamton, New York: Haworth Social Work
Practice Press.

Tinto, V. (1982). Limits of theory and practice in student
attrition. Journal of Higher Education, 53(6), 687-700.

Tinto, V. (1987). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes
and cures of student attrition (1** Ed.). Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

Tinto, V. (1988). Stages of student departure: Reflections
on the longitudinal character of student leaving. Jour-
nal of Higher Education, 59, 438-455.

Tinto, V. (1997). Colleges as communities: Exploring the
educational character of student persistence. Journal
of Higher Education, 68, 599-623.

Tinto, V. (2001). Rethinking the first year of college.
Higher Education Monograph Series Syracuse, NY:
Syracuse University Press.

Tinto, V. (2003). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes
and cures of student attrition. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Tinto, V. (2006-2007). Research and Practice of Student
Retention: What Next? Journal of College Student Re-
tention, 8(1), 1-19.

Tinto, V. (2012). Completing college: Rethinking institu-
tional action. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Upcraft, M., Gardner, J., & Barefoot, D. (Eds). (2005).
Challenge and support: Creating climates for first-

year student success. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

51



Mungo
Author

MONITA H. MUNGO (monita.mungo@uto-
ledo.edu) is a lecturer and major advisor in the
Department of Sociology and Anthropology at
the University of Toledo in Ohio. Her research fo-
cuses on racial inequality, teaching and learning
outcomes in post-secondary institutions, and the
sociology of education.

52


file:///C:UserskawardAppDataLocalMicrosoftWindowsINetCacheContent.Outlook52X1UC75monita.mungo@utoledo.edu
file:///C:UserskawardAppDataLocalMicrosoftWindowsINetCacheContent.Outlook52X1UC75monita.mungo@utoledo.edu

