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Abstract
This paper provides an overview of the service learning pedagogy. Then it traces the development of
service learning in the discipline of bvusiness education. Finally, the paper outlines the development of a
specific marketing capstone course implementing aspects of service learning..
Service-Learning: Definition & Benefits
Service-Learning is a teaching pedagogy with significant potential for bringing about positive
outcomes for students, faculty, educational institutions and communities.
Service-Learning is defined as a:
Course-based, credit-bearing educational experience in which students (a)
participate in an organized service activity that meets identified community needs
and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a way as to gain further understanding
of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of
civic responsibility. (Bringle and Hatcher, 1995, p.112)
In essence, the activity breaks into two basic parts: The service work, and some form of
mandatory reflection. (Prentice and Garcia, 2000, p.20) The process generally involves the student being
exposed to the academic material, then exposed to the service opportunity, and finally, reflecting again
upon the academic material in light of the service experience. Thus, service-learning is comprised of a
cycle of activities which goes beyond the typical academic pedagogy:
Service-Learning is a form of experiential education where learning occurs through
a cycle of action and reflection as students as students work with others through a
process of applying what they are learning to community problems, and at the same
time, reflecting upon their experience as they seek to achieve real objectives for the
community and deeper understanding and skills for themselves. (Eyler and Giles,
1999)
Service-Learning is generally regarded as a self-reinforcing practice that has positive outcomes,
not only for students, but for faculty and the community as well. Some of the advantages of servicelearning for students are summarized in the table below:
Table 1
Positive Outcomes of Service-Learning for Students
Positive Outcomes
They are positive, meaningful and real to the participants.

Source
Eyler and Giles, 1999

They involve cooperative rather than competitive experiences,
and thus
promote skills associated with teamwork and community involvement and
citizenship.
They address complex problems in complex settings rather than simplified
problems in isolation.
They offer opportunities to engage in problem-solving by requiring participants
to gain knowledge of the specific context of their service-learning activity and
community challenges, rather than only to draw upon generalized or abstract
knowledge, such as might come from a textbook. Thus, it promotes critical
thinking.
It is more likely to be personally meaningful, and hence to support social,
emotional and cognitive learning and development.
Promotes the cognitive, affective civic and social development of youth.

Waldstein and Reiher,

Access to career exploration opportunities.

2001
Prentice and Garcia,
2000

Enhancement of interpersonal and human relational skills.
Enhances students’ self-concepts by allowing them to have an impact through
their active and meaningful contribution to their communities.
Students learn their academic lessons better through reinforcement from realworld activities.

Eyler, Giles, Stenson
& Gray, 2001

Students have an opportunity to exercise problem analysis and critical thinking
skills.

According to Prentice and Garcia (2000), the benefits of Service-Learning to faculty include:
Having access to another teaching tool with which to meet the academic objectives of a
course,
-

Providing another method for professional development, and

-

Offering another vehicle to address students’ learning styles.

The benefits to the educational institution include not only enhanced learning methods, but
positive public relations for the school, and an additional program by which to acquire outside funding for
school activities.
For the community, service-learning allows organizations to receive what is usually free assistance
for work that might not otherwise get accomplished. Often, it is the service-learning opportunities which
inspire educational institutions to build strong partnerships with community-based organizations.
Service-Learning in Higher Education: A Brief History
Although the notion of learning while providing volunteer services to the community has existed
for centuries, the more formal service-learning movement in the United States is generally considered to
have begun in 1984 with the formation of COOL – the Campus Outreach Opportunities League. COOL is a
grass-roots organization that encourages student involvement in service and provides peer support for
program development. This was followed by the Campus Compact, the National Association of Service
and Conservation Corps, and Youth Service America, all in 1985. Campus
Compact is an association of college presidents committed to promoting student involvement in service.
In 1990, Congress passed the National and Community Service Act that created the Commission
on National and Community Service to provide program funds, training
and technical assistance in states and communities to develop and expand service opportunities for citizens
of all ages.
The National and Community Service Trust Act was established in 1993. This Act establishes the
Americorps program to provide opportunities for college-age young people to serve their communities and
garner post-service educational benefits in the process. The Act also augments the funds available for
higher-education service-learning, and subsumed related programs such as VISTA and the Older American
Volunteer Programs all under the administration of the newly established Corporation for National Service.
The corporation for National Service, in turn, supports the establishment of state commissions on
community service to oversee the various programs and fund allotments in each state. (Wade, 1997)
Traditionally, the service projects involved community activities directed at social issues that were
not being met sufficiently with current community resources. Some examples might be the cleaning up of a
city park, the care of AIDS patients, or the visiting of senior citizens in a nursing home. The real-world
exposure to such societal issues raises awareness for these issues, as well as reinforces elements of the
curriculum at the schools. Thus, the programs usually revolve around both a community issue and an
academic objective.

Service-Learning Business Education
In an article entitled “Service-Learning Outcomes: Guidelines for Educators and Researchers”
(2000), Rama, et. al. provide a comprehensive overview of empirical studies of service-learning in higher
education. Even casual perusal of their review highlights the fact that service-learning programs have
heretofore been primarily the domain of such academic areas as healthcare (nursing), philosophy, history,
sociology, psychology, gerontology, journalism, and political science. Service-Learning does not have a
long tradition in business education. This is likely due to a lack of interest on both the part of the business
faculty, as well as a lack of need for “charity work” on the part of private business. Indeed, “much of the
momentum behind service-learning has been provided by academics tied to social sciences and liberal
arts”. (Zlotkowski, 1996)
However, interest in service-learning in the business discipline is building, albeit recently. For the
most part, these activities have been focused on moral and ethical development. Table 2, on the following
page, summarizes some of the more recent streams of research in the area of business:
Table 2
Recent Service-Learning Activities in the Business Discipline
Project
Topic
Godfrey, P. & Grasso, E. (eds.) (2000). Working
Presents concepts and models for service-learning in
For The Common Good: Concepts and Models for
the management desicpline.
Service-Learning in Management
Lamb, C., Swinth, R., Vincton, K.& Lee, J. (1998)
“Integrating Service Learning Into a Business
School Curriculum

Presents a model of service-learning for facilitating
collaboration with the community and promoting
moral and professional development of students.

Kolenko, T., Porter, G., Wheatley, W. & Colby, M.
(1996). “ A Critique of Service Learning Projects in
Management Education: Pedagogical Foundations,
Barriers and Guidelines”.

Presents a critique of 9 service-learning projects in
business ethics and leadership courses.

One current article, by Gutjarathi and McQuade (2002) provides an excellent example of servicelearning being implemented in the accounting discipline.
It is evident that there is a paucity of service-learning activity in the field of marketing. In a
Campus Compact report on 2003 Service Statistics, they list the Top 15 areas addressed by service
Projects. The leading activities are tutoring (94%), mentoring (89%) healthcare (84%) and the environment
(84%). “Economic development” is listed 14th at 59%. It is not likely this involved hands-on marketing
activities.
Measuring Outcomes of Service-Learning
Learn and Serve America, higher Education (LSAHE) is the primary funding arm of the
Corporation for National and Community Service. From 1995-1997, LSAHE funded roughly $30M in
service-learning research, granting funds to over 500 higher education institutions.
LSAHE engaged the RAND Education to assess the impacts of these programs. Two primary
findings of the RAND report, issued in 1999 are:
1)
There is a strong correlation between student participation in a service-learning
course and increased civic responsibility., and
2)

There appeared to be no association between participation in a service-learning
course and improvement in a student’s academic abilities or career preparation.

In particular, the second finding is troublesome for educators. RAND does qualify this finding by
stating that correlation did emerge when RAND analyzed a subset of programs where “good practices”
were employed, such as establishing strong links between the service experience and the course content,

having student volunteers serve more than 20 hours per semester, and providing for reflection of the
experience as a part of the class program. Hence, there is a general, intuitional feeling that, servicelearning programs, when administered well, lead to positive learning outcomes.
At about the same time (1999), Eyler and Giles published their book, “Where’s the Learning in
Service-Learning?”, again calling the question of learning outcomes. Eyler and Giles characterize the
service-learning discipline as follows:
“…there is some considerable doubt as to the value of service-learning as an approach to
academic learning….Skeptics asks whether service-learning, while popular with students,
has an impact on what students learn. As we looked at the research, it was clear that little
had been directed at academic learning. The few studies that had tried to measure academic
learning directly were narrowly focused and used grades to assess the impact of servicelearning. These studies had yielded mixed results: service-learning had not hurt
achievement, but did not always contribute to higher student grades.”
Eyler and Giles book then goes on to describe appropriate research methods and methods to
employ in order to help ensure an effective learning outcome for students.
Among the various outcome measures discussed in the literature, the most often used are
summarized below:
1)
Course grades or GPA
2)
Student or faculty surveys
3)
Content analysis of student writing
4)
Student interviews
Rama, et. al. (2000) provides an excellent assessment of these basic outcome measures. Their
analysis points out the shortcomings of simply using grades or GPA as the outcome measure for the
impacts of service learning. It reinforces the notion that service-learning is itself a rather complex
undertaking, and that the appropriate measurement of its effects likely requires multiple measures of
multiple traits, and likely will entail multiple data collection methods.
The Sam Houston State Experience with Real-World Marketing Projects
For the past 3 years, the Management and Marketing Department at Sam Houston State
University has been engaging local small businesses in a program whereby undergraduate marketing
students prepare a Marketing Plan for a local business (Newbold and Mehta, 2003). Having student teams
develop marketing plans for local businesses provides benefits on a number of levels:
1)
Exposure to real-world professionals,
2)
Exposure to real-world problems,
3)
A heightened sense of urgency that one might not get from simply working cases from a
book, and
4)
A real-life example of a marketing project to be discussed in class and in job interviews.
Perhaps most importantly, the creation of a marketing plan from scratch, for a real-world company
with real-world problems, affords students a comprehensive learning experience in the development of
marketing strategy and marketing programs.
While the project is introduced on the first day of class, students do not commence work with
local firms until about one quarter of the way through the semester. This gives the instructor several class
periods to:
1)
Establish the concept of marketing strategy development,
2)
Instruct students in the various analytic methods utilized for situation analysis and
strategy development, and
3)
Provide some instruction on the proper protocols when dealing with small business
professionals on a consulting project (this is normally not in the textbook).
The best method for identifying small businesses in the local area is through the local Small
Business Association, Small Business Development Center, or local Chamber of Commerce.
The instructor identifies a single point of contact with one of these organizations, in order to
minimize the administrative burden of balancing multiple teams and multiple businesses.
Once teams have been assigned to firms, the initial meeting is brokered between the firms and the
teams. Subsequent to the initial meeting, students work independently with their client firms.

As the student teams begin to progress with their clients, related material from the text is covered
in class, beginning with Situation Analysis through Evaluation and Control. In this manner, just-in-time
instruction accompanies the project schedules.
Prior to the end of the semester, each student team will make a presentation of the key findings of
their projects. The presentation covers the highlights of their Marketing Plan. It is an opportunity for the
team to share their strategic thinking with the class, and to solicit input on their plans prior to finalizing
them.
Subsequent to their presentations, the teams will then finalize their marketing plans. The plans are
then turned in to the professor for a grade. The professor will give input to improve the plans. Finally, the
finished plans will be delivered to the clients, with highlights of the plans presented at the time of delivery.
Converting Practical Experience To Service Learning
The just-described program for acquiring real-world experience in marketing meets most of the
requirements for service-learning programs. It is an innovative way to expose students to real-world
contexts for marketing strategy development. It provides a significant service to the local community, at no
cost to its clients. Its major shortfalls lie in the following areas:
1)
The experience itself does not provide enough instruction in moral, civic, and ethical
areas to properly develop the students’ appreciation of these important concepts in the
marketing context.
2)
The experience does not provide for a periods of reflection and self-examination – a
critical component of service-learning.
3)
The process does not currently involve any data collection, whereby specific servicelearning outcomes can be measured.
Continued development of this program will comprehend these shortfalls, transforming the
program from a “one-off” marketing course to a bona fide program for Sam Houston State University. This
program will not only enhance students’ learning and development, and provide the faculty with
meaningful research opportunities, but will also continue to contribute to the good will shared between the
University and the community.

