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1
P E D A G O G Y  O F  C I V I C 

E N G A G E M E N T,  H I G H -
I M PA C T  P R A C T I C E S ,  A N D 

e S E RV I C E - L E A R N I N G

Jean Strait, Jane Turk, and Katherine J. Nordyke

Civic Engagement, Service-Learning, and Social Justice

For those new to the fields of civic engagement and service-learning and who 
may be unfamiliar with the terms and pedagogy of both, it is crucial to exam-
ine how civic engagement and service-learning (considered a high-impact 
educational practice) foster the student success, retention, skill, sensitivity, 
and commitment necessary for effective citizenship in a global world, engag-
ing students in community-based problem solving and addressing social jus-
tice issues locally, nationally, and globally.

What Is Civic Engagement?

According to Ehrlich (2000), civic engagement means working to make a dif-
ference in the civic life of our communities and developing the combination 
of knowledge, skill, value, and motivation to make that difference. It means 
promoting the quality of life in a community through both political and non-
political processes. Saltmarsh (2005) explained that civic engagement occurs 
through the development of the capacity for engagement within students 
and citizens. This development can be taught and measured as civic learning. 
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8  essentials, components, and nuts and bolts

If we think of civic learning as having the components of knowledge, skills, 
and values, we can get a better understanding of what it looks like.

So what knowledge, skills, and values do students gain through civic 
learning? Civic knowledge consists of political, historical, and civic knowledge 
gained from both academic and community engagement. A key ingredient 
for civic knowledge is historical knowledge that contextualizes community-
based experiences (Saltmarsh, 2005). Students gain civic knowledge through 
their interaction with communities.

Civic skills are the general abilities students develop through community 
engagement, which include critical thinking, communication, public prob-
lem solving, civic judgment, civic imagination, creativity, and collaboration. 
Civic values include justice, participation, and inclusion (see Figure 1.1).

In the report A Crucible Moment: College Learning and Democracy’s 
Future, the National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engage-
ment (2012) outlined the ways in which civic knowledge, skills, and val-
ues and their collective action composed a framework for supporting and 
encouraging civic learning and democratic engagement in higher education. 
The framework expands the scope of civic learning beyond a familiar “civics” 
curriculum template that focused on passive reception of facts (e.g., iden-
tifying the three branches of government, one’s legislators, and a short list 
of important events in U.S. history). Rather, the new framework of skills, 
knowledge, values, and collective action provides a broader definition and 
a more nuanced approach that stresses active engagement, application, and 
participation. According to A Crucible Moment (McTighe Musil, 2012), to 
revitalize civic engagement through a 21st-century framework of college 

Figure 1.1 Civic Learning Incorporates Civic Skills, Knowledge, and Values
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civic engagement, high-impact practices, and eserive-learning  9

learning (see Figure 1.2), students “need to understand how their political 
system works and how to influence it, certainly, but they also need to under-
stand the cultural and global contexts in which democracy is both deeply val-
ued and deeply contested” and is applicable from K–12 all the way through 
college and university academic programs.

How Is Civic Engagement Taught?

The underlying aim of civic engagement is to produce meaningful service 
and experience for all involved participants. The relationship among all 
involved parties is ideally reciprocal: The community partners explain their 
needs; the students and faculty work with the community partners to find a 
sustainable way to address their needs; and the experience serves as a com-
mon ground for students to enhance their scholarship, raise questions, and 
explore alternative solutions with new social consciousness, not only in the 
classroom but also as they move into the world as professionals.

Civic engagement can be facilitated through several pedagogies. The 
Wheel of Civic Engagement, shown in Figure 1.3, highlights seven different 
civic engagement pedagogies, service-learning being among them. Pedagogy 
can be thought of as a teaching method or strategy of teaching. For example, 
if we want to teach civic engagement through service-learning, our end goals 

Knowledge
Familiarity with key demographic
texts and universal democratic
principles, and with selected
debates—in U.S. and other
societies—concerning their
applications 

Historic and sociological
understanding of several
democratic movements, both
U.S.and abroad  

Understanding one’s sources of
identity and their influence on
civic values, assumptions, and
responsibilities to a wider public 
Knowledge of the diverse cultures,
histories, values, and contestations
that have shaped U.S. and other
world societies 
Exposure to multiple religious
traditions and to alterative views
about the relation between religion
and government 

Knowledge of the political
systems that frame constitutional
democracies and of political levers
for influencing change 

Skills
Critical inquiry, analysis, and
reasoning
Quantitative reasoning 
Gathering and evaluating multiple 
sources of evidence
Seeking, engaging, and being informed 
by multiple perspectives
Deliberation and bridge building across 
differences
Collaborative decision making
Ability to communicate in multiple 
languages

Values
Respect for freedom and human dignity
Empathy
Open-mindedness
Tolerance
Justice
Equality
Ethical integrity
Responsibility to a larger good

Collective Action
Integration of knowledge, skills,
and examined values to inform
actions taken in concert with
other people  
Moral discernment and behavior
Navigation of political systems and 
processes, both formal and informal
Public problem solving with diverse 
partners
Compromise, civility, and mutual respect

Figure 1.2 Framework for 21st-Century Civic Learning

Note. From A Crucible Moment: College Learning and Democracy’s Future by Caryn McTighe Musil. 
Copyright 2012 by the Association of American Colleges and Universities.” Reprinted with permission.
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10  essentials, components, and nuts and bolts

include civic knowledge, skills, and values. We get to those goals by teaching 
service-learning. Depending on what the end goal is for civic engagement, 
a teacher may need to use one or more pedagogies to reach the outcome. 
Table 1.1 lists a few pedagogies from the Wheel of Civic Engagement and 
 highlights the purpose and examples of each.

What Is Service-Learning?

According to the National Youth Leadership Council (2014b), service-
learning is a multifaceted teaching and learning process. Though each ser-
vice-learning project is uniquely tailored to meet specific learning goals and 
community needs, several common elements are critical for success.

A brief review of the research done on service-learning over the past 20 
years highlights basic commonalities within the practice. Essentially, learn-
ing becomes experiential. Students apply their skills through the school 
curriculum. Service-learning practice traditionally has four types of imple-
mentation. These include direct service-learning, indirect service-learning, 
research-based service-learning, and advocacy-based service-learning as iden-
tified originally by the National Service-Learning Clearinghouse (2013) as 

Figure 1.3 Wheel of Civic Engagement

Note. Adapted from Cotterman (2003). 
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civic engagement, high-impact practices, and eserive-learning  11

 referenced by the University of Central Arkansas (http://uca.edu/service-
learning/types/) and the National Youth Leadership Council (NYLC; 2005).

The following in an extract from the University of Central Arkansas 
(2013) website, which is based on information the university obtained from 
the National Service-Learning Clearinghouse.

Direct service-learning is person-to-person, face-to-face service projects in which 
the students’ service directly impacts individuals who receive the service from the 
students. Examples include the following:

•	 Tutoring other students and adults
•	 Conducting art, music, or dance lessons for younger students
•	 Helping other students resolve conflict
•	 Giving performances on violence and drug prevention
•	 Creating lessons and presenting them to younger students
•	 Creating life reviews for hospice patients

The impact on skills practiced by servers include the following: caring for others, 
personal responsibility, dependability, interpersonal skills, ability to get along with 
others who are different, problem-solving, beginning-to-end, big-picture learning.

Indirect service-learning practice focuses on broad issues, environmental projects, 
and community development projects that have clear benefits to the community 

TABLE 1.1 
Pedagogies of Community Engagement

Pedagogy Definitions
Community-based research Researching and gathering  information on areas of 

need as defined by a c ommunity
Service-learning Connecting real-world experiences with academic 

goals; service benefits the community partner, and 
the learning benefits the student

Community partnerships Well-planned, thoughtful discussions with  topics 
and agendas; can be workshops, community 
 meetings, even online open discussions

Internships Practical application of theory learned in an 
 academic setting but provided in a controlled 
 setting for students to “try on” the profession

Activism Increasing community awareness through 
a dvocacy through both public and media avenues

Volunteerism and 
 community service

Usually a onetime experience working on an 
important issue or need
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12  essentials, components, and nuts and bolts

or environment but not necessarily to individual identified people with whom the 
students are working. Examples include the following:

•	 Compiling a town history
•	 Restoring historic structures or building low-income housing
•	 Removing exotic plants and restoring ecosystems, preparing preserve areas 

for public use

The impact on skills practiced by servers include the following: cooperating, 
learning teamwork skills, playing different roles, organizing, prioritizing, and obtain-
ing project-specific skills.

Research-based service-learning gathers and presents information on areas of 
interest and need. These projects find, gather, and report on information that is 
needed. Examples include the following:

•	 Writing a guide on available community services and translating it into 
Spanish and other languages of new residents

•	 Conducting longitudinal studies of local bodies of water; doing water testing 
for local residents

•	 Gathering information and creating brochures or videos for nonprofit or 
government agencies

•	 Mapping state lands and monitoring flora and fauna
•	 Conducting surveys, studies, evaluations, experiments, interviews, and so on

The impact on skills practiced by servers include the following: learning how 
to learn, getting answers, finding information, making discriminating judgments, 
working systematically, obtaining organizational skills, and learning how to assess, 
evaluate, and test hypotheses.

Finally, advocacy service-learning practice educates others about topics of public 
interest. These projects aim to create awareness and action on some issue that is in 
the public interest. Examples include the following:

•	 Planning and putting on public forums on topics of interest in the community
•	 Conducting public information campaigns on topics of interest or local needs
•	 Working with elected officials to draft legislation to improve communities
•	 Training the community in fire safety or disaster preparation

The impact on skills practiced by servers include the following:  learning perse-
verance; understanding rules, systems, and processes; practicing engaged citizenship; 
and working with adults. (Note. As cited in University of Central Arkansas, 2015 
http://uca.edu/servicelearning/types/. The National Service-Learning Clearinghouse 
website is no longer available; however, the information is on the University of Cen-
tral Arkansas website, http://uca.edu/servicelearning/types.)
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Seven Elements of High-Quality Service-Learning

Preiser-Houy and Navarrete (2006) proposed an integrated, multidimen-
sional concept of student learning that linked the academic with personal and 
interpersonal learning outcomes. They labeled the following seven elements: 
integrated learning, high-quality service, collaboration, student voice, civic 
responsibility, reflection, and evaluation. These elements are explained next.

Integrated Learning

The service-learning project has clearly articulated knowledge, skill, or value 
goals that arise from broader classroom and institution goals. The service 
informs the academic learning content, and the academic learning content 
informs the service. Life skills learned outside the classroom are integrated 
back into learning.

High-Quality Service

The service responds to an actual community need that is recognized by the 
community. The service is age appropriate and well organized. The service 
is designed to achieve significant benefits for students and the community.

Collaboration

The service-learning project is a collaboration among as many of these part-
ners as is feasible: students, community-based organization staff, support 
staff, administrators, faculty, and recipients of service. All partners benefit 
from the project and contribute to its planning.

Student Voice

Students participate actively in choosing and planning the service project; 
planning and implementing the reflection sessions, evaluation, and celebra-
tion; and taking on roles and tasks that are appropriate for their age.

Civic Responsibility

The service-learning project promotes students’ responsibility to care for oth-
ers and contribute to the community. By participating in the service-learning 
project, students understand how they can impact their community.

Reflection

Reflection establishes connections between students’ service experiences and 
the academic curriculum. Reflection occurs before, during, and after the 
service-learning project.Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com
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Evaluation

All the partners, especially students, are involved in evaluating the service-
learning project. The evaluation seeks to measure progress toward the learn-
ing and service goals of the project.

What Are High-Impact Educational Practices?

George Kuh (2008) developed the framework of high-impact educational 
practices in collaboration with the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (AAC&U) as part of the AAC&U’s Liberal Education and 
America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative. Building on the AAC&U’s previously 
identified set of effective educational practices and essential liberal education 
learning outcomes, Kuh analyzed data gathered from the National Survey of 
Student Engagement to determine which of the effective educational prac-
tices fostered deep student learning and enhanced student retention rates, 
particularly in underserved student populations.

The resulting set of 10 high-impact educational practices included 
 first-year seminars and experiences, common intellectual experiences, 
 learning communities, writing-intensive courses, collaborative assignments 
and  projects, undergraduate research, diversity/global learning, community-
based learning and service-learning, internships, and capstone experiences.

In the 2008 AAC&U report High-Impact Educational Practices: What 
They Are, Who Has Access to Them, and Why They Matter (see Figure 1.4), 
Kuh identified the following reasons why schools interested in increasing stu-
dent engagement, learning, and retention should place a premium on high-
impact educational practices: First, the practices incorporate purposeful tasks 
for students to concentrate on; second, the practices encourage meaningful 
and frequent interaction between students and the faculty instructor; third, 
a subset of these practices places students in the position to build relation-
ships with people different from themselves, an especially salient trait in field- or 
 community-based work inherent in service-learning, internship, and study 
abroad experiences; fourth, the practices incorporate frequent feedback for 
students; fifth, several of the practices enable students to take their learning 
out of the confines of the traditional classroom and see application of knowl-
edge and skills in a variety of contexts; and sixth, high-impact educational prac-
tices can often be life changing, allowing students to understand themselves 
and their relationship to the world around them in fresh and inspiring ways.

Kuh found that high-impact educational practices played a particularly 
important role in fostering student success—including increased of retention 
and graduation rates and even higher grade point averages—in historically 
underserved populations. However, Kuh also found that access to high-impact Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com
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educational practices was often limited to students already well served by the 
conventional undergraduate experience. As such, Kuh recommended that 
every college or university make high-impact educational practices available 
across the student population with the explicit goal of every student having 
access to at least one high-impact educational practice per year of enrollment.

Why Is Service-Learning Considered a High-Impact  
Educational Practice?

In 2010, the AAC&U issued a follow-up report on a subset of high-impact 
educational practices titled Five High-Impact Practices: Research on Learning 
Outcomes, Completion, and Quality (Brownell & Swaner, 2010). Service-
learning was one of the five practices highlighted in the report, which found 
that service-learning led to several gains for participating students, includ-
ing enhanced academic engagement (especially regarding the application of 
course knowledge and skills), improved critical thinking and writing skills, 
increased interaction with faculty, and increased sense of civic engagement 
and reduction in stereotyping.

The gains found in the 2010 AAC&U report are logical when put into the 
context of effective service-learning project and course design. When imple-
mented according to best practices, a service-learning approach can incor-
porate all six characteristics of effective high-impact educational practices. 
The academic integration of knowledge centers around completing a purpose-
ful task—whether it is direct service, a physical artifact, or another working 
arrangement—developed in consultation with the community partner.

Service-learning projects and courses also incorporate tremendous 
opportunities for meaningful and frequent interaction both with the larger 
community and in the classroom. Active collaboration with a community 
partner allows students to build relationships with people different from them-
selves and includes opportunities for students to actively see and shape ways 
in which academic knowledge and skills are applied in a variety of contexts.

As is the case with experiential learning in general, the learning gains 
that a service-learning approach provides requires students’ active, structured 
reflection and analysis of their experiences in the community context and 
their work in collaboration with the community partner and their peers. 
Frequent feedback between student peers and from the faculty instructor also 
moves reflection and learning to increasingly deeper levels over the duration 
of the project or course (see Figure 1.4).

Finally, at the culmination of a successful service-learning project or 
course, the world of the students’ own experiences and identities can con-
verge in meaningful ways with their work on campus and within a larger Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com
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community context. This will enable fresh insight and an empowering con-
fidence about the difference that they can make in collaboration with others 
and the community around them.

The authors of the 2010 AAC&U report noted that further research is 
needed on the ways in which service-learning can be made more accessible 
to underserved student populations and that the self-selection bias and short 

Figure 1.4 AAC&U High-Impact Educational Practices

First-Year Seminars and Experiences

Many schools now build into the curriculum first-year seminars or 
other programs that bring small groups of students together with 
faculty or staff on a regular basis. The highest-quality first-year 
experiences place a strong emphasis on critical inquiry, frequent 
writing, information literacy, collaborative learning, and other skills 
that develop students’ intellectual and practical competencies. 
First-year seminars can also involve students with cutting-edge 
questions in scholarship and with faculty members’ own research. 

Common Intellectual Experiences

The older idea of a “core” curriculum has evolved into a variety of 
modern forms, such as a set of required common courses or a 
vertically organized general education program that includes advanced 
integrative studies and/or required participation in a learning 
community (see below). These programs often combine broad 
themes—e.g., technology and society, global interdependence—with a 
variety of curricular and cocurricular options for students.

Learning Communities 

The key goals for learning communities are to encourage integration 
of learning across courses and to involve students with “big questions” 
that matter beyond the classroom. Students take two or more linked 
courses as a group and work closely with one another and with their 
professors. Many learning communities explore a common topic and/
or common readings through the lenses of different disciplines. Some 
deliberately link “liberal arts” and “professional courses”; others feature 
service learning.

Writing-Intensive Courses 

These courses emphasize writing at all levels of instruction and across 
the curriculum, including final-year projects. Students are encouraged 
to produce and revise various forms of writing for different audiences 
in different disciplines. The effectiveness of this repeated practice 
“across the curriculum” has led to parallel efforts in such areas as 
quantitative reasoning, oral communication, information literacy, and, 
on some campuses, ethical inquiry.

Collaborative Assignments and Projects 

Collaborative learning combines two key goals: learning to work and 
solve problems in the company of others, and sharpening one’s own 
understanding by listening seriously to the insights of others, 
especially those with different backgrounds and life experiences. 
Approaches range from study groups within a course, to team-based 
assignments and writing, to cooperative projects and research. 

Undergraduate Research

Many colleges and universities are now providing research experiences 
for students in all disciplines. Undergraduate research, however, has been 
most prominently used in science disciplines. With strong support from 
the National Science Foundation and the research community, scientists 
are reshaping their courses to connect key concepts and questions with 
students’ early and active involvement in systematic investigation and 
research. The goal is to involve students with actively contested questions, 
empirical observation, cutting-edge technologies, and the sense of 
excitement that comes from working to answer important questions. 

Diversity/Global Learning

Many colleges and universities now emphasize courses and programs 
that help students explore cultures, life experiences, and worldviews 
different from their own. These studies—which may address U.S. 
diversity, world cultures, or both—often explore “difficult differences” 
such as racial, ethnic, and gender inequality, or continuing struggles 
around the globe for human rights, freedom, and power. Frequently, 
intercultural studies are augmented by experiential learning in the 
community and/or by study abroad.

Service Learning, Community-Based Learning 

In these programs, field-based “experiential learning” with 
community partners is an instructional strategy—and often a required 
part of the course. The idea is to give students direct experience with 
issues they are studying in the curriculum and with ongoing efforts to 
analyze and solve problems in the community. A key element in these 
programs is the opportunity students have to both apply what they are 
learning in real-world settings and reflect in a classroom setting on 
their service experiences. These programs model the idea that giving 
something back to the community is an important college outcome, 
and that working with community partners is good preparation for 
citizenship, work, and life.

Internships

Internships are another increasingly common form of experiential 
learning. The idea is to provide students with direct experience in a 
work setting—usually related to their career interests—and to give 
them the benefit of supervision and coaching from professionals in 
the field. If the internship is taken for course credit, students complete 
a project or paper that is approved by a faculty member.

Capstone Courses and Projects

Whether they’re called “senior capstones” or some other name, these 
culminating experiences require students nearing the end of their 
college years to create a project of some sort that integrates and 
applies what they’ve learned. The project might be a research paper, a 
performance, a portfolio of “best work,” or an exhibit of artwork. 
Capstones are offered both in departmental programs and, increasingly, 
in general education as well. 

High-Impact Educational Practices 

Note: From High-Impact Educational Practices: What They Are, Who Has Access to Them, and Why They 
Matter by George D. Kuh. Copyright 2008 by the Association of American Colleges and Universities. 
Reprinted with permission.
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duration of many service-learning projects can make service-learning less effec-
tive. That said, with careful design, implementation, and an increase in student 
access, service-learning holds the potential to be among the most effective high-
impact pedagogical strategies to increase student success across the board.

What If I Am an Online Teacher Who Is New to Service-Learning? 
Where Do I Start?

Many skilled online teachers have asked me where and how they start with 
service-learning. I usually answer this question by focusing on prepara-
tion and logistics for each service-learning project and considering the two 
major groups that will need them, the students and the community partners. 
 Service-learning requires a set of skills from participants that they may or may 
not possess. Developing skill sets for teamwork and cultural competence is 
essential. A structured reflection process assists all participants, but this is 
something that should be created well before any service-learning takes place. 
Students need to learn how to evaluate not only what they are learning but also 
how they are impacting the community and helping them meet their goals.

For those starting a new service-learning project with a class, I suggest 
using a checklist of what to consider when planning and what kinds of skills 
need to be developed (see Table 1.2). For example, if I have students work-
ing with fifth graders in reading, I need to determine how they will work in 
teams and what skills they will need to develop to model effective teamwork 
for the fifth graders. I often run simulations where students practice with 
each other what they will do in the field. This helps me see what they can do 
and what they need help developing. I have participants brainstorm using 
my checklist as a reflective tool after the simulation. The more everyone can 
be a part of the initial process, the greater investment they will have in the 
project and each other.

Making the Case for eService-Learning

The beauty of eService-Learning is that it already possesses the potential to 
offer all the high-impact practices that regular service-learning does. One 
of its strengths is making service-learning accessible to underserved popu-
lations through electronic means. Cost areas in regular service-learning 
become nonissues. Items such as transportation costs and meeting space 
requirements can virtually be eliminated. Both service and learning can be 
tailored specifically to optimize learning and service for all involved. Even 
though many of the authors in this text have been working with variations of Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com
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eService-Learning for at least a decade, it is just now being investigated as a 
potential mainstream pedagogy. With eService-Learning, the possibilities are 
limitless, and as more research is completed in this area, we are certain that it 
will be regarded as a 21st-century high-impact educational practice.

References

Brownell, J. E., & Swaner, L. E. (2010). Five high-impact practices: Research on learn-
ing outcomes, completion, and quality. Washington, DC: Association of American 
Colleges and Universities.

TABLE 1.2 
Preplanning Guide for Service-Learning Skill Development

Skills Students Community 

Teamwork

Cultural 
c ompetency

Structuring the 
reflection process

Evaluating the 
service-learning

(student learning outcomes) (goals of the community)

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



civic engagement, high-impact practices, and eserive-learning  19

Cotterman, K. (2003). The Wheel of Civic Engagement. Retrieved February 23, 2013, 
from National Louis University: http://nlu.nl.edu/cec/whatis.cfm

Ehrlich, T. (2000). Civic responsibility and higher education. Santa Barbara, CA: 
Greenwood.

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

McTighe Musil, C., & National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic 
Engagement. (2012). A crucible moment: College learning and democracy’s future. 
Washington, DC:  Association of American Colleges and Universities. Retrieved 
March 5, 2014, from https://www.aacu.org/crucible

National Youth Leadership Council. (2014a). Service-Learning tip sheet: Types of 
service. Retrieved March 5, 2014, from http://www.nylc.org/sites/nylc.org/files/
files/48TipType.pdf

National Youth Leadership Council. (2014b). What is service-learning? Retrieved 
March 5, 2014, from www.nylc.org

Preiser-Houy, L., & Navarrete, C. J. (2006). Exploring the learning in  service- learning: 
A case of a community-based research project in web-based systems development. 
Journal of Information Systems Education, 17(3), 273–284.

Saltmarsh, J. (2005). The civic promise of service learning. Liberal Education, 91(2), 
50–55.

University of Central Arkansas (UCA). (2013). Service learning types. As cited from 
National Service-Learning Clearinghouse at http:///www.servicelearning.org/. 
Retrieved March 5, 2014, from http://uca.edu/servicelearning/types/

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com




