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Abstract

Service-learning (S-L) was adopted as a signature pedagogy in Ngee Ann Polytechnic in 2016. The present
study investigated students’ civic and academic learning, personal growth, and career preparation in S-L at
the School of Humanities € Social Sciences, using mixed methods. The scales and subscales used in this study
had acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .71 to .93). Results showed that stu-
dents perceived significant improvement to their civic outcomes when they participated in S-L compared to
when they did not (n = 351), strong academic connection and career preparation development through the
S-L experience (n = 832), and growth in interpersonal and personal development. Significant relationships
were found between the student outcomes and S-L design and delivery features, such as perceived impact of
S-L, preparedness for S-L, quality of reflection prompts, and amount of interaction with community. Fre-
quency of reflection activities was significantly related to academic connection and career preparation but
not ctvic outcomes. The findings suggest that student outcomes can be optimized through improvements in

S-L course design and hold implications for faculty training and development.

Schools in Singapore have been embracing community service through a compulsory Community Involve-
ment Program since 1998 (and replacing it with Values in Action in 2012) with the aim to develop students
into socially responsible citizens (Tang & Lim, 2017). As service-learning (S-L) gains prominence in higher edu-
cation as a high-impact educational practice in the United States (Kuh, 2008), there is also a growing interest
in S-L in Singapore’s institutions of higher learning. Although a few local universities have made community
service a graduation requirement, Ngee Ann Polytechnic (NP) adopted S-L as its signature pedagogy in 2016
(Wong, 2016) and established an Office of Service-Learning to facilitate the institutionalization of S-L in the
polytechnic (Tang & Bringle, 2019).

NP adopted the definition of S-L proposed by Bringle and Clayton (2012) as a “course-based, credit-bearing

educational experience in which students (a) participate in mutually identified service activities that benefit the
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community, and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a way as to gain further understanding of course con-
tent, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of personal values and civic responsibility”
(pp. 114-115). This study examined students’ participation in S-L modules (or courses) across eight diplomas
in the School of Humanities & Social Sciences over three semesters, from April 2017 to August 2018. The
research was conducted within the strategic planning and other activities to promote the institutionalization
of S-L at NP (Tang & Bringle, 2019). Specifically, the research was designed to inform the Office of Service-
Learning staft and NP instructors on how best to design and implement S-L and to improve future offerings.

The literature on S-L has provided evidence that S-L courses lead to positive student outcomes across aca-
demic, civic, personal, and social domains (Astin, Vogelgesang, Tkeda, & Yee, 2000; Celio, Durlak, & Dym-
nicki, 2011; Taylor et al., 2015; Yorio & Ye, 2012). For example, in terms of civic outcomes, studies have found
S-L to be associated with significant increases in students’ valuing of and commitment to future volunteer-
ing service and in students’ belief that they could make a difference (Eyler & Giles, 1999). Local studies in
Singapore have found improved civic attitudes in student-teachers who participated in S-L projects (Shumer,
Goh, & D’Rozario, 2010) and significant increases in students” helping behavior and beliefs (Goh, Lim, Ch’ng,
D’Rozario, & Cheah, 2009).

The S-L literature on academic outcomes, however, has yielded less consistent results. For example, when
self-reported academic impact was measured, McKenna and Rizzo (1999) found positive impact on students’
acquisition and understanding of course concepts, whereas Gray, Ondaatje, Fricker, and Geschwind (2000)
found no effect in students’ reported academic abilities. Similarly, where academic outcome was measured
objectively in terms of grades, Markus, Howard, and King (1993) found that students assigned to a political sci-
ence section that included service achieved higher exam scores than those who did not, and Astin et al. (2000)
reported a positive effect on students’ academic performance (critical thinking, writing skills, and college grade
point average). In a review of the literature, Jameson, Clayton, and Ash (2013) noted that service-learning
appears to contribute to equivalent basic factual knowledge acquisition but enhanced critical thinking within
disciplinary contexts. Conversely, Lambright (2008) found that students’ participation in S-L was not related
to their performance on the final exam. Adding to the complexity, Mungo (2017) found that the better perfor-
mance by service-learners than non-service learners was mediated by better high school grades. This suggested
that having better academic preparation and cultural capital might have helped these students to better navi-
gate the higher education environment. What was consistent in S-L research studies, however, was that effec-
tive S-L courses often included deliberate linking of service to curriculum (Billig, Root, & Jesse, 2005; Celio et
al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2015).

The benefits of S-L on students’ personal growth in terms of personal and interpersonal development and
leadership skills have been demonstrated in various studies (e.g., Astin et al., 2000; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Pren-
tice & Robinson, 2010; Simons & Cleary, 2006). A local study also found enhanced personal relationships and
problem-solving skills in student-teachers after participation in S-L projects (Teo & Lim, 2009). In terms of
S-L’s potential in students’ career preparation, such as helping students to clarify their career goals and develop

skills for the workplace, Gray et al. (2000) found S-L courses to have no effects. However, other studies found
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S-L to have a positive impact on students’ awareness of career options (Fisher, 2014) and to increase career
knowledge and skills and teamwork for service learners (Prentice & Robinson, 2010).

Although evaluative studies of S-L might have shown mixed results, reflection has consistently been iden-
tified as a predictor of better student outcomes (Celio et al., 2011; Conway, Amel, & Gerwien, 2009; Mabry,
1998; van Goethem, van Hoof, Orobio de Castro, Van Aken, & Hart, 2014; Yorio & Ye, 2012). Furthermore,
stronger positive effects were observed when reflection activities were structured and regular (Hatcher, Bringle,
& Muthiah, 2004; Mabry, 1998; Moely & Ilustre, 2014; van Goethem et al., 2014) and when the content of
reflection activities was aligned with the desired outcome category (i.e., students’ civic attitudes improved when
they reflected on their civic attitudes during service) (van Goethem et al., 2014). Reflecting on the connection
of service experience to course materials enhances learning (Astin et al., 2000); reflection activities with clear
guidelines and directions were also one of the predictors of course quality (Hatcher et al., 2004). In addition,
Ash, Clayton, and Atkinson (2005) found improvement in cognitive complexity on independently scored
reflection papers across a semester when student reflections were guided by specific prompts designed to facili-
tate higher-order reasoning. Jameson, Clayton, and Bringle (2008) also found progressively more sophisticated
understanding of course materials in students’ reflection products from first to second S-L course.

Billig (2007) has argued that course quality matters in S-L: “it is the way in which S-L is implemented that
makes a difference” (p. 18). Indeed, more recent studies have uncovered important S-L features associated
with effective S-L, and these features have been compiled to develop rubrics and instruments to assess S-L
course quality. For example, the IUPUI S-L taxonomy (Bringle, Hatcher, & Hahn, 2017; Hahn, Hatcher,
Price, & Studer, 2016) delineates six attributes, namely, assessment, civic competencies, critical reflection, com-
munity activities, diversity of interactions, and reciprocal partnerships. The Service-Learning Quality Assess-
ment Tool (SLQAT) measures the quality of S-L courses in the dimensions of course design dimension (e.g.,
reflection, assessment of student performance), learning dimension (e.g., academic content learning from S-L,
connection between service and learning), and student dimension (e.g., student preparedness for S-L, student
voice) (Furco & Matthews, 2018).

Although there are many studies on S-L outside North America (e.g., International Christian University,
2009; Ma & Chan, 2013; Mcllrath & MacLabhrainn, 2007; Aramburuzabala, McIlrath, & Opazo, 2019), the
effectiveness of S-L in the polytechnic context of Singapore has not yet been established. This study evaluated
S-L within the School of Humanities & Social Sciences in NP using multiple sources of evidence to triangu-
late the results as well as investigate what S-L features are associated with the desired student outcomes. To our
knowledge, this is the first large-scale, systematic evaluation of S-L in Singapore in higher education.

The research questions of this study were:

1. What is the impact of S-L on students’ perceived civic outcomes, connection between service and acade-
. . . 1 .
mic knowledge (academic connection’), personal growth, and career preparation?

2. What S-L design and delivery features are associated with the student self-reported outcomes?
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Method

Participants

There were two groups of student-participants in this study. The first are control and experimental
groups—year 1 students from each diploma within HMS were invited to complete a 9-item civic outcomes
scale at the start and end of their first semester when there was no S-L module/course (control group). In a
subsequent semester when they had an S-L module (experimental group), these students completed the 9-item
pre- and a 34-item post-S-L survey. Only participants with both pre- and posttest surveys in the control and
experimental conditions were included for the analyses (z = 351). Students’ responses were tagged to their
student identification number to enable comparison of pre- and posttest responses. The second group are
students who took an S-L module during a semester within April 2017 to August 2018 and were invited to
complete a pre- and post-survey (7 = 832 enrolled in 13 modules and included the 351 students mentioned
above). The mean age of the participants was 18.34 years, SD = 1.12, and a majority were female (86.9%).

To triangulate the students’ survey results, a survey with 26 community partners (response rate is 46% by
representation of modules) and interviews with 12 S-L course instructors (of which six were interviewed twice)
and 39 selected students were conducted (see Table 1 for a summary of the diplomas, S-L modules, and num-

ber of participants in the survey and interviews).

1. This study did not measure academic learning in terms of increased scores (academic achievement) or students’ perceived
improvement in their analytic, problem-solving, or critical thinking skills. Just as mixed results were revealed in this aspect,
we also believe that many factors are at play with regards to students’ (actual) academic performance. Hence, our measure
of academic connection is more a measure of curriculum integration and course quality, asking students to rate how well
they were able to connect S-L project/experiences and the module/academic content. Future research accessing direct evi-

dence of student learning will strengthen the case for quality of S-L courses (Tang & Bringle, 2019).
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Additionally, we learned from S-L course instructors that they appreciated the opportunity to reflect on the
delivery of their S-L modules through our interviews. We, therefore, also advocate that instructors have a learn-
ing conversation with S-L pedagogical trainers or more experienced S-L course instructors at various stages of
their induction into S-L pedagogy. That conversation could involve the use of tools such as IUPUI S-L taxon-
omy (Bringle et al., 2017; Hahn et al., 2017) and the SLQAT (Furco et al., 2017) to explore their perception of
the quality of their current S-L courses.

Our findings on the S-L design and delivery features associated with positive student outcomes also appear
in several of the S-L course attributes (e.g., community activities, critical reflection, diversity of interaction) in
IUPUI S-L taxonomy and in a few dimensions of SLQAT (e.g., the course design, learning, student dimen-
sions). Used as a developmental tool, the three levels in the IUPUI S-L taxonomy and four levels in SLQAT
could allow instructors to self-assess the current quality of their S-L courses against those attributes/dimen-
sions and provide them directions to enhance the quality of the next offering of their modules/courses. These
frameworks could also be used to obtain feedback from students on the quality of different attributes of S-L

courses beyond the ones studied in this research.

Procedure

The survey that community partners completed was adapted from Gelmon, Holland, Driscoll, Spring, and
Kerrigan (2006). The relevant items that measured partners’ perception on students’ civic outcomes were “The
students are more aware of community issues after the service-learning experience” and “The students demon-
strated a sense of responsibility to help and contribute to the community.” The item that measured partners’
perception of students’ ability to connect the S-L project to the academic contents was “The students’ service-
learning experience helped them to apply course knowledge and skills to their project.” Responses for these

items were also on the five-point scale of (1) Strongly Disagree to (5) Strongly Agree.
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Career Preparation

A single-sample # test showed that the career preparation mean score of 3.78,SD = 0.77, £(831) = 29.28, p < .01,
was significantly greater than the neutral/mid-point (3.0), following S-L. Students perceived positive impact
in career preparation through their S-L experiences. Qualitative findings from students’ interviews largely sup-
ported these results. Most student interviewees found that the S-L project helped them (a) clarify their career
direction, and (b) gain insights into what is required in the job, while a few students reported limited develop-
ment in their career preparation.

In terms of career direction, S-L experiences provided students some career direction in terms of making
them aware of other course-related careers, allowing them to assess their own suitability for a career related
to their courses, their areas of strength, or the helping profession. S-L also provided students opportunities
to identify areas of work not to pursue because of poor match between their personal attributes and the job
requirements (e.g., being impatient is not good for working as a teacher) or because the job provided limited
stimulation and challenge.

Students also gained insights into what is required in the job. Through the S-L projects, students had a
better understanding of what it takes to be, for example, an early childhood educator, in terms of the attrib-
utes required, the amount of work that goes into lesson preparation, and recognizing the gaps in their current
skills. Students also appreciated the real-world context of S-L in which they could get a realistic sense of the
work; there was “no more babysitting” by instructors, and they had to manage all the demands of a real project.
Students also got to experience or practice skills related to the profession such as planning lessons, engaging
children, and managing behaviors.

A few student interviewees found little relevance between the S-L projects and career preparation. They
described the S-L project as being too small scale, too specific to the module, or that the project activities (run-
ning a campaign) were not aligned with their personal career aspiration (clinical psychologist).

Instructors’ perspectives on S-L preparing students for their future careers were mostly positive. They
reported opportunities during the S-L for students to be guided to perform to a professional standard; they
emphasized why the students, as future early childhood educators, were in the capacity to do something about
an issue; they believed the S-L experiences were relevant to the students’ desired careers, although it might not
seem directly relevant; and there was guidance from the community partners (co-educators) who supervised
students to meet industry standards in project management. Where career preparation development was lim-
ited, a few instructors reported instances in which students were unable to see the relevance of skills (interview
skills) learnt in the S-L project to their desired career or students had failed to exhibit professionalism during

the S-L activities.

S-L Design and Delivery Features Associated with Student
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Outcomes

Pearson correlations showed positive and significant relationships between S-L design and delivery features
(i.e., perceived preparedness for S-L, perceived impact of S-L, perceived quality of reflection prompts) and
change in civic outcomes score (7s ranged from .21 to .34, p <.01), academic connection (s ranged from .61
t0 .79, p <.01), and career preparation (s ranged from .61 to .73, p <.01). Spearman correlations showed weak
positive and significant relationships between the amount of interaction students had with the community and
change in civic outcomes score /{831) = .17, p <.01. There were positive and significant correlations between
S-L features (i.e., perceived amount of interaction with community and perceived frequency of reflection) and

academic connection (7s ranged from .17 to .23, p <.01) and career preparation (7s ranged from .14 to .16, p
<.01) (see Table 4).

Correlations Between Outcome Mea;thrl'icea/;d S-L Design and Delivery Features
Change in civic Academic Career
outcomes connection preparation
r r r

S-L designs and delivery features

Perceived impact of S-L 34 T7 73
Perceived preparedness for S-L 21 617 617
Perceived quality of reflection prompts 30" T 70"
Perceived frequency of reflection .031 231 d6tt
Perceived amount of interaction with 17+t 174+ 14+t

community

** Pearson’s correlation, p < .011+ Spearman’s correlation, p < .01

The data analyses revealed that better perceived student outcomes were associated with students’ more
favorable perceptions of the impact of the S-L project, preparedness for S-L, and quality of reflection prompts,
as well as greater amount of interaction with the community and more frequent reflection activities.

In eliciting student interviewees” perspective of what helped their learning (an open-ended question), the
following list was obtained: consultation and guidance from the instructor; direct interaction with the com-
munity members and the actual S-L experience; and class discussion, reflection, and S-L celebration exhibition.
In terms of reflection prompts, most student interviewees found the reflection prompts beneficial because they

helped trigger their thoughts and broaden their thinking to consider other perspectives; the prompts helped
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them to be more comprehensive, to go more in-depth and be more specific in their written reflections, and
to articulate their learning and elaborate using examples. However, some students found the structured reflec-
tions to be restrictive and/or not yield genuine responses because they would craft their reflections in accor-
dance to the grading rubrics.

A few students reported that there was “not really a lot of reflection; everything was so rushed.” Indeed, a
few instructors also stated that they did not have time to carry out reflection before, during, and after S-L, as
recommended. On the format of reflection activities, several students indicated that written reflections were
most effective for their learning. Student interviewees also gave feedback that they found writing about their
civic learning to be challenging; one student reported that although the provision of reflection prompts was
helpful, she found some prompts hard to comprehend. Concerning in-class discussion, there were students

who deemed it effective and students who did not find it effective.

Discussion

This study confirmed the expected results that S-L would be associated with positive student outcomes and
marks an advance in the field of S-L and S-L research in several ways. In terms of the research objectives to eval-
uate the impact of S-L on civic outcomes, academic connection, personal growth, and career preparation in
Ngee Ann Polytechnic, Singapore, the findings are consistent with positive results from many efficacy studies
in Western settings (Astin et al., 2000; Celio et al., 2011; Yorio & Ye, 2012) and support the generalizability and
transferability of the good outcomes from S-L to a polytechnic setting in Singapore. With its large sample size
of over 800 student-participants and inclusion of career preparation outcomes, which is very much the nation’s
focus in SkillsFuture (Government of Singapore, 2019), this study provides support for S-L as a high-impact
pedagogy that can potentially enhance a range of learning outcomes.

Complementing the investigation on the impact of S-L on student outcomes with a qualitative approach
had revealed largely positive outcomes, although students’ individual responses to the same S-L experience
were often varied and diverse, similar to what Eder (2016) found, and so it is perhaps unsurprising that student
perceptions varied from strong civic learning, academic learning, personal growth, and career preparation to
limited growth in these areas. Nevertheless, the qualitative findings uncovered more comprehensive insights
into students’ learning.

In terms of the other research objective to examine S-L features that were associated with the student out-
comes, our study moved beyond merely comparing distinct S-L versus no-S-L groups (using a within-subject
design) to provide some “fine-grained analysis” of “promising S-L practices” that Billig (2007) had described.
The findings revealed particular S-L course attributes, such as impact value of S-L project and quality of reflec-
tion prompts, that were related to variations in student outcomes and oftered stronger implications for good
quality S-L practices through S-L course design (design of reflection activities and selection of community

activities and partnerships) and delivery (course implementation) and, importantly, faculty development.
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Implication for S-L Course Design

Designing reflections. Besides the consistent finding in the literature on the importance of reflections in
effective S-L (Hatcher et al., 2004; Lambright & Lu, 2009; Mabry, 1998; van Goethem et al., 2014), we found
that the better the quality of reflection prompts, the better the student outcomes. Interviews with students
revealed that most students found the DEAL reflection prompts provided by their instructors to be useful in
guiding them to give detailed description of events; examine their own assumptions, beliefs, and values; think
broadly and critically; and articulate their learning. However, some students also found the phrasing of some
prompts hard to understand. Although the findings on the usefulness of the DEAL model attest to its poten-
tial to enhance the quality of reflections, the phrasing of the current reflection prompts probably need to be
simplified and contextualized for ease of understanding for the polytechnic students (whose language skills
likely varied across the diplomas). Instructors and staft from the Office of Service-Learning can help instructors
with subsequent revision and improvement of the reflection activities.

Students had also mentioned in their interviews that they received instructors’ guidance and facilitation in
the reflection process. Specifically, students often referenced feedback received from instructors or commu-
nity partners when describing their growth in self-knowledge/awareness. Indeed, the level of instructor guid-
ance has been identified as a factor in effective S-L (Astin et al., 2000; Lambright & Lu, 2009). According
to Lear and Abbott (2009), guided student reflection enhances student learning and gives the instructor an
opportunity to gauge misaligned expectations. However, instructors need to guard against leading students to
respond in particular (e.g., socially desirable) ways. Outside of written reflections, instructors should probably
build their facilitation skills to more effectively draw out students’ learning and challenge them cognitively to
strengthen their academic and civic learning during in-class reflection discussion (based on mixed responses
toward perceived effectiveness of in-class reflection discussion). The qualitative findings pertaining to civic
action and civic efficacy revealed that where student interviewees gave examples of changed behaviors, it was
because they had connected the S-L experiences with their personal lives. Hence, designing reflection prompts
that linked the S-L experiences to students’ personal experiences is likely to result in more enduring civic learn-
ing outcomes after graduation (Richard, Keen, Hatcher, & Pease, 2017). Helping instructors improve stu-
dents’ reflection across semesters must be a high priority to improve the quality of S-L modules and outcomes.
These recommendations for improving reflection could be embedded in subsequent S-L course design and
development at NP and at other institutions.

The survey results showed that doing more frequent reflections was associated with better academic con-
nection and career preparation outcomes. This result is aligned with the literature that found frequency of
structured reflection to be a key factor in effective S-L. Yet students perceiving limited academic connection
because they had “no time to think [about] what we [have] learned” suggests that instructors need to con-
sciously set aside time to prioritize space for thinking-about-learning and not allow students to get sucked into
busily-getting-tasks-done. It also appeared that students would not intuitively perceive the academic connec-

tion or application of academic concepts as they unfold or the relevance of skills used in the S-L project to
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their desired future careers. Explicit reference to the academic content during debriefs or reflections as students
implemented their S-L project will probably make the academic connection more apparent to them, just as
with students’ perception of career preparation. The need to be explicit in communicating with students has
also been reiterated (though not prominently highlighted enough) by several researchers such as Billig (2007).

Quite unexpectedly, we found no significant relationship between frequency of reflection and students
reported change in civic outcomes. Explanations for this result might be inferred from the informal assessment
of reflection assignments, which revealed that only one module clearly had reflection prompts on the civic
perspective. Instructors might have left out the civic perspective because the community activities were not
appropriate for students to explore civic issues through reflection (which suggested that they might be more
technically oriented than civically oriented) or due to lack of knowledge of what civic outcome is.

Interviews with instructors suggested that faculty were unclear about civic learning; they gave examples of
students demonstrating responsible behaviors during the implementation of S-L when asked to assess students’
level of civic responsibility after S-L. Drawing from van Goethem et al.’s (2014) findings that desired outcomes
are achieved when the content of reflection activities is aligned with that learning outcome category (i.e., stu-
dents’ civic attitudes improved when they reflected on their civic attitudes during service), the lack of signifi-
cant association between civic outcomes and frequency of reflection seems logical if, indeed, some instructors
were not orienting students to reflect on civic attitudes. Another possible reason that can be inferred from
students’ feedback is that they found reflection on civic perspective to be challenging. Hence, it appears that
there is a need to strengthen both instructors’ and students’ understanding of civic learning. Speculatively,
instructors’ and students’ familiarity with community services was probably limited to the compulsory pro-
gram implemented at Ministry of Education schools, and given the adoption of academic S-L in NP in recent
years, instructors were unlikely to have a clear understanding of S-L. This identifies an area for subsequent
institutional development focused on S-L design and improvement.

Selection of community activities and partnerships. The survey results that revealed significant rela-
tionships between student outcomes and impact value of S-L and amount of interaction with community con-
cur with research findings that revealed “value of service” to be an important predictor for academic learning
and gains in problem-solving (Moely & Ilustre, 2014) and service hours to be positively associated with acade-
mic learning (Mabry, 1998); longer duration of contact between students and service beneficiaries (Lambright
& Lu, 2009) and longer project duration (Billig, 2007) are features of effective S-L.

The qualitative findings also supported the critical factor of S-L course design in selecting community activ-
ities and partnership: students attributed increases in civic outcomes scores to their interactions and bonds
built with the community and witnessing community issues; students spontaneously credited the direct inter-
actions and experiences with community members for their learning; students also attributed the direct expe-
riences with the community to affirmation of or reassessment of their career choices. Students’ reported gain
in their personal growth—interpersonal development (e.g., enhanced skills in interacting and working with
group members and external partners, leadership) and personal development (e.g., reduced stereotyping)—is

consistent with other works that confirmed the importance of contact in promoting attitude change (Conner



122 | JULIET CHOO, YEW KONG TAN, FAITH ONG, SHIUAN SHIUAN TIONG, SANGEETA NAIR, JEAN ONG, AND ANGEL
CHAN

& Erikson, 2017) and is aligned with the intergroup contact theory (Everett, 2013). Hence, selecting direct ser-
vice that affords students greater opportunities for face-to-face contacts with the community in the S-L pro-
jects could be beneficial to student outcomes and should be an integral component of S-L course design.

Insights on S-L course design in selecting community activities and partnerships could also be gleaned from
student interviewees who accounted for a decrease in civic outcome scores (e.g., perceived limited impact, no
real issue), which suggests that S-L course instructors should select and design projects to have perceivable
impact and address real issues. Instructors might need to ensure some novelty in the S-L activities/project they
design so that students do not perceive the activities to be something that they had done before (students
perceived limited growth because S-L activity was similar to secondary school’s community service program;
student perceived S-L to be interesting and wanted to do more S-L). The S-L activities should be substantial
enough to allow every student to contribute meaningfully (student perceived limited academic connection due
to limited participation), be challenging enough to be just beyond students’ reach and stretched them beyond
their comfort zone (students enhanced their character and professional traits such as adaptability and perse-
verance due to unpredictability of some S-L projects), be designed to apply specific academic concepts and
skills (students perceived limited academic connection because generic skills would suffice for implementing
the S-L project), and be accompanied with substantial opportunities to discuss and reflect on the application
of those concepts and skills. Yet, there is a need for balance. The constraints (or rationalizations) reported by
student interviewees with decreased civic outcomes scores (stress from school workload) might be very real to
time-strapped students juggling the competing demands of school, part-time employment, and co-curricular
activities. Hence, it seems to be an endorsement for NP to structure civic involvement through S-L modules
because many students are unlikely to engage in community activities on their own.

At the same time, we observed from student interviewees (e.g., those who reported low civic efficacy and
feeling two-minded about acting on a social issue) that their lower sense of efficacy might be due to a greater
understanding of the complexities of the social issues. Students with higher civic efficacy who believed that
“even though it’s a small gesture, as long as your heart is there, it’s good” might not have explored a social issue
more deeply. Perhaps, as Billig (2007) has suggested, scaffolding smaller tasks in the S-L project with follow-
through will help students see the results of their activities and mediate the frustration they might feel when
tackling a formidable social issue (e.g., discrimination of persons with disabilities).

Also, where student interviewees had made accounts in terms of feeling stressed from misunderstanding
with community members (the elderly “felt used” that the students went out with them so that they could
interview them to write their feature article assignment), it is critical that instructors clarify expectations with
community partners and critically evaluate their S-L activities to prevent “the danger of ‘using’ individuals and
communities in inappropriate ways” that Eby (1998, p. 3) warned about. Following negative experiences, the

onus is, perhaps, on the instructors to help students process their learning through reflections.
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Implications for Faculty Development

A key factor to ensuring quality in S-L that can be drawn from the research results and the above discussion on
S-L course design—designing reflections and selection of community activities and partnership—is the course
instructor. Because, as Billig (2007) has claimed, quality of S-L matters, it, inexplicably, meant that faculty
development activities matter to the design and implementation of an S-L course. Good faculty development
would support instructors to produce good initial S-L courses and continue to enhance and stabilize their S-L
courses. For example, strengthening course instructors’ understanding of civic learning and civic competencies
and equipping them with strategies to discuss social issues and civic attitudes with students appear warranted.

From the findings of a significant relationship between students’ perceived preparedness for S-L and student
outcomes, and students’ accounts for decreased civic outcomes scores (e.g., feeling stressed by workload and/or
demands of community partners), it seems necessary that course instructors prepare students for the demands
of the S-L project. Indeed, Billig, Root, and Jesse (2005) identified preparation of students for all aspects of
their service activities to be a factor of effective S-L. Hence, faculty training should emphasize to course instruc-
tors the importance of preparing students mentally and emotionally for S-L.

To date, more than 400 academic staff have been trained in S-L at NP, and this is an ongoing effort (Tang &
Bringle, 2019). Undeniably, a lot of work goes into the design of a quality S-L course, and scaffolding of train-
ing may be necessary in order that new S-L course instructors are not overwhelmed while they build the quality
of existing S-L courses. Making decisions on the questions in Table S might be a good start for new S-L course
instructors to focus on one or two key S-L features at the start of their S-L journey and gradually incorporate

other features in the subsequent offering of the course.
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Additionally, we learned from S-L course instructors that they appreciated the opportunity to reflect on the
delivery of their S-L modules through our interviews. We, therefore, also advocate that instructors have a learn-
ing conversation with S-L pedagogical trainers or more experienced S-L course instructors at various stages of
their induction into S-L pedagogy. That conversation could involve the use of tools such as IUPUI S-L taxon-
omy (Bringle et al., 2017; Hahn et al., 2017) and the SLQAT (Furco et al., 2017) to explore their perception of
the quality of their current S-L courses.

Our findings on the S-L design and delivery features associated with positive student outcomes also appear
in several of the S-L course attributes (e.g., community activities, critical reflection, diversity of interaction) in
IUPUI S-L taxonomy and in a few dimensions of SLQAT (e.g., the course design, learning, student dimen-
sions). Used as a developmental tool, the three levels in the IUPUI S-L taxonomy and four levels in SLQAT
could allow instructors to self-assess the current quality of their S-L courses against those attributes/dimen-
sions and provide them directions to enhance the quality of the next offering of their modules/courses. These
frameworks could also be used to obtain feedback from students on the quality of different attributes of S-L
courses beyond the ones studied in this research.

NP is also exploring ways to build upon the initial rollout of S-L (Tang & Bringle, 2019). Subsequent faculty
development will focus on scaffolding S-L (i.e., students taking a second module with S-L, working on final
year or capstone S-L projects that address social causes, participating in a civic internship with organizations
that help to promote public good, embarking on international S-L programs, initiating co-curricular projects
that address social causes). Another area of faculty development we propose is in faculty’s scholarship of teach-
ing and learning. The team that volunteered to trial the S-L pedagogy one year before the start of this research
conducted a literature review on S-L, acquired knowledge on the promising practices in S-L, and, perhaps,
more consciously delivered on the features to enhance the quality of our S-L courses. Hence, we encourage
more S-L course instructors to conduct some form of informal assessment or formal research on their own S-L
course delivery and use the data to improve their practice and, by sharing their research, inform the field about

good practice.

Limitations

The current study had a few limitations worth noting. Although there was a large sample size, the sample came
from one school and is not representative of the whole NP student population. It is said that the School of
Humanities & Social Sciences attracts students who are aligned to the school’s culture of “think people” and
may be more receptive to S-L and reflection activities than students in other schools. Another limitation is
that almost 87% of the student-participants were female, but we found no significant difference in student out-
comes by gender, which is consistent with Lambright and Lu’s (2009) study that also found no significant dif-
ference in outcomes between males and females.

The collection of tagging survey responses to student identification number and the fact that the researchers
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were also the course instructors for five of the S-L modules risked social desirability and self-report bias. There
might also have been self-selection bias in students agreeing to complete surveys and to be interviewed. Nev-
ertheless, we had attempted to mitigate these limitations by assuring students that there was no penalty for
non-participation and that only the research assistant accessed the tagged data. We also framed and emphasized
participants’ role as helping us improve the S-L pedagogy through giving honest feedback.

Furthermore, this study (as with many S-L research studies) only used self-report data that, according to
Steinke and Buresh (2002), does not directly assess student learning but possibly measured student satisfaction
(Eyler, 2000). This study attempted to address this limitation by obtaining other forms of evidence such as stu-

dent interviews and instructors’ and community partners’ perspectives.

Future Research

Some past S-L studies have been criticized for not detailing features of the S-L course that brought about the
documented outcomes (van Goethem et al., 2014). Although more studies are starting to detail some features
of S-L that brought about the documented outcomes (e.g., Billig, 2007; Hatcher et al., 2004; Lambright &
Lu, 2009), the intricacies of how different variables work under different conditions to lead to the desired out-
comes might still be elusive. Our study might be considered a step toward the “more fine-grained analysis” to
move S-L research beyond evaluation or mere comparisons on the performance of service-learners versus non-
service-learners. We advocate that future research use tools such as IUPUI S-L taxonomy or SLQAT to assess
levels attained by S-L courses as variables to investigate for their association with gains in student outcomes.
Future research will need to explore further how various theories behind these variables clarify the results and

extend them.

Conclusion

Tang and Bringle (2019) documented the recent and rapid institutional steps that NP took to implement S-L
as the institution’s signature pedagogy. The modules that were in this research, therefore, were brand new or
relatively new S-L modules. The encouraging results from this study adds support to S-L being a high-impact
pedagogy in developing student outcomes in civic, academic, personal growth, and career preparation domains
within the context of a polytechnic academic culture. These early steps warrant subsequent attention to all
activities focused on integrating S-L into NP’s culture. The significant associations between the student out-
comes and S-L design and delivery features such as impact value of the S-L project, amount of interaction with
community, preparedness for S-L, quality of reflection prompts, and frequency of reflection activities suggest
that the work for the instructors to design S-L courses is not easy. Yet, in this age of disruption and declin-
ing civic engagement (De Sio, 2018), fulfilling the educational mission of developing civic mindedness and

active citizenry is even more paramount. When instructors can be convinced that S-L works, and that they
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hold the key to effective S-L because they interact with students at their zone of proximal development, they
are more likely to embrace the S-L pedagogy. Investing time and applying critical, creative, and caring think-
ing into the planning of S-L projects—critical decision-making on meaningful S-L projects (including suitable
community partners to collaborate with) and academic content for application, creative use of time to incor-
porate reflection sessions, using creative means to explicitly guide students, and caring-focused facilitation of
the reflections toward civic mindedness—is definitely worthwhile for enhancing the educational experiences
of students, instructors, and community partners. Correspondingly, commitment from senior management
of institutions of higher learning to support the faculty in their endeavor to deliver quality S-L should be evi-

denced in resource investment toward faculty training and development (Tang & Bringle, 2019).
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