UNIVERSITY JOF
e ras University of Nebraska at Omaha

Omaha DigitalCommons@UNO

Service Learning, General Service Learning

Fall 1-1-1995

Ann Indirect Model of Service-Learning: Integrating Research,
Teaching, and Community Service

Jeff Connor-Linton
Georgetown University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/slceslgen
Please take our feedback survey at: https://unomaha.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/
SV_8cchtFmpDyGfBLE

Recommended Citation

Connor-Linton, Jeff, "Ann Indirect Model of Service-Learning: Integrating Research, Teaching, and
Community Service" (1995). Service Learning, General. 194.
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/slceslgen/194

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by

the Service Learning at DigitalCommons@UNO. It has

been accepted for inclusion in Service Learning, General

by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UNO. r
For more information, please contact @

unodigitalcommons@unomaha.edu.


http://www.unomaha.edu/
http://www.unomaha.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/slceslgen
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/slceservicelearning
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/slceslgen?utm_source=digitalcommons.unomaha.edu%2Fslceslgen%2F194&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://unomaha.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8cchtFmpDyGfBLE
https://unomaha.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8cchtFmpDyGfBLE
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/slceslgen/194?utm_source=digitalcommons.unomaha.edu%2Fslceslgen%2F194&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:unodigitalcommons@unomaha.edu
http://library.unomaha.edu/
http://library.unomaha.edu/

Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning

Fall 1995, pp. 105-111

An Indirect Model of Service-Learning:

Integrating Research, Teaching, and Community Service'

Jeff Connor-Linton
Georgetown University

This article suggests that there exists a contin
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uum of service-learning models, ran ging from more

“direct” to more "“indirect” projects, and describes indirect service-learning. In indirect service-

learning, students do noy participate directly
community through their teacher’s own resea

in fleld work, but learn about some sector of the
reh andior community service and use knowledge

acquired through their course to create a service or product which helps to meet a need of the
community.  The author presents a brief description of his own implementation of the indireet
approach to service-learning, and argiies that the indirect model aliows academics to incorporate
service-learning into their classrooms in ways that improve the applicability and refevance of their
Students ' learning while ernhancing the validity of their own research,

Over the past few years, more by huck and
coincidence than by design, I have managed to
integrate my research, teaching, and community
service in a way that I have found very satisfying
and rewarding. At first, I didn’t think of what 1
had done as service-learning, but upon reflection
my experience suggested the continuum between
direct and indirect approaches to service-learn-
ing described below.,

Several years ago, I participated in a faculty
development institute on community service
learning. While I was very enthusiastic about its
goals and possibilities, 1 had difficulty applying
the direct service model to nmy own classes—-
mostly graduate courses in applied linguistics,
All the models of service-learning which I found
placed students in the community in a variety of
(usually relatively non-technical) capacities, and
related their experiences to the course content
{and vice versa). Butmy students typically could
not directly serve the community with the fechai-
cal concepts and skills they learned in my courses
until they had completed the course! For a few
yearsservice-learning seemed incompatible with
the other demands of my subject matter and
students. Fortunately, the benefits of service-
learning led me to adapt the direct service mode|
to my own needs and constraints, leading to the
“discovery” of what I am calling “indircct ser-
vice-learning.”

Indirect service-learning expands the teper-
toire of service-learning models available to teach-
ers. Faculty who might not employ direct service-
learning in their teaching, but who wish to serve
the community and reap the pedagogical benefits
of real-life contextualization and practical appli-
cation of course concepts and skil Is, may find the
indirect model attractive. Since indirect service-
fearning projects can advance faculty research
agendas and serve different cominunity needs
than direct service-learning projects, the indirect
service-learning model also may broaden the
sources of support available to faculty and pro-
grams. What followsisa preliminary description
and “prospectus;” I do not presume to have con-
sidered all the varieties of indirect service-lears-
ing, norall ofits uses, benefits, and consequences.
My intention is to stimulate discussion that may
enrich all Kinds of service-learning.

Indirect Service-Learning: An Example

My indirect service-learning experience oc-
curred in two steps: first, because of my commu-
nity service, I stumbled upon a research project;
next, 1 turned my students loose on a problem in
the schools, thereby transforming the way I taught
and how they learned.

For the past few years I have served on a
citizens advisory committee on foreign language
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curriculum and instruction for the Arlington (Vir-
ginia) Public Schools. Two years ago, adapting a
model for test development that I learned about at
a conference and some strategies for improving
crosscultural communication (two research inter-
ests of mine), I designed a curriculum develop-
ment process for Arlington’s foreign language
program. The project was implemented in 1993-
94 and was very successful, producing a profi-
ciency-~oriented, criterion-referenced curriculum
framework which will improve articulation be-
tween levels of instruction in the program and
encourage fteachers to employ a more current,
communicative approach to language teaching.’

One of the reasons the Arlington foreign lan-
guage program needed to (re)develop its curricu-
lum was the need for more consistent language
testing across its schools—for reasons of peda-
gogy and accountability. It is difficult for a fac-
ulty of teachers to test something unless they
agree on what it is they're teaching, how they’re
teaching it, and why they're teaching it. Evalua-
tion is an integral part of curriculum develop-
ment.

In the summer of 1994 1 led a five-day work-
shop on language test development with a core
group of teachers. We generated an overall con-
cept and plan, but the teachers had very limited
time to actually develop the test itself. The
foreign language program supervisor needed con-
crete examples of assessmentalternatives to widen
the test development process to the whole pro-
gram but didn’t have the resources. The test
development process was in danger of stalling.

One of the courses [ teach, “Language Test-
ing,” provides an introduction to the field to
graduate students and upper level undergradu-
ates. As [ was planning the course over the sum-
mer of 1994, Ithought that Emight be able to make
the subject more realistic and immediately rel-
evant for my students if their term papers asked
them to design models of parts of Arlington’s
foreign language assessment package-—as a real,
not hypothetical, task. The foreign language pro-
gram supervisor was enthusiastic, and set aside
part of a December faculty meeting for teachers
to consider my students’ test proposals, Ofcourse,
this assignment required that [ introduce my
students to the context—Arlington’s demography,
its school system, its foreign language program’s
philosophy, mission statement and newly devel-
oped cusriculum framework-—because any test is
measured largely by how well it fits the purposes
for which it is used.
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[ introduced the term paper requirements and
the Arlington context early in the semester, and it
transformed the class in ways that I hadn’t ex-
pected. As we labored over discrete point test
item construction or the problem of reliability in
communicative testing formats, my students and
[ constantly related language testing principles
and research to an authentic task ina real context.
My lectures were punctuated by anecdotes about
particular teachers 1 had met or classes I had
observed. Their questions were guided by a real
need for relevant information and had a frame of
reference that made my answers more concrete.
My students were constantly trying to reconcile
the ideals of language testing expressed in their
readings with the real needs and constraints of the
teachers, students, and the school system. In
language testing, validity and practicality are
always in competition; my students had to justify
validity dethands on teachers, students, and school
system resources as well as sacrifices to practical-
ity. To do so, they had to situate their proposals
inthe contexts of language acquisition and testing
theories; county, state and national language learn-
ing standards; and the Arlington foreign language
program’s particular realities.

For their final, take-home exam, I asked the
students to create a sentence outline of a talk on
the advantages and disadvantages of two general
approaches to language testing, to be (hypotheti-
cally) presented to Arlington’s foreign language
teachers. This reminded them of the broad theo-
retical perspective as they finished their more
concrete term projects. When presented during
the last classes of the semester, I was astounded
by the creativity, analysis, and careful construc-
tion evident in their test proposals. Each proposal
described a test of one or more language skills for
a specified part of the curriculum, gave item
specifications and examples, and set concrete
rating criteria, Students had to motivate all fea-
tures of their proposed test by testing theory and
by appropriateness to Arlington’s foreign lan-
guage program (students, teachers, and curricu-
lum). The proposals were successful both as a
demonstration of what my students had learned
about language testing as well as of accessible,
operationalized models for Arlington’s foreign
language teachers. Three days after [ read them,
copies of the proposed tests were in the hands of
Arxlington’s foreign language teachers, to serve as
examples of different kinds of tests they might
want to use or adapt.

Only then did [ realize that, appropriately
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» taught in the course. Because of the authenticiiy
of the task, the assignment had high construct
validity; it tested their ability to use what they had
learned as well as to explain what they had pro-
posed. It had high content validity because any-
thing and everything they had learned in the
course could be applied---the only limitations
were their imaginations, the principles of test
design we had discussed, and the needs of the
“client.” And the assignment had high face valid-
ity; my students realized that if they could create
a language test for Arlington’s foreign language
program, they could certainly develop tests for
their own classes. The assignment also enhanced
scorer reliabitity; I was evaluating their proposals
in a real-world context, with a real purpose in
mind.

In their (anonymous) formal course evalua-
tions, thé students expressed enthustasm for the
project. One student wrote, 1 found the group
project to be an excetlent opportunity to use our
knowledge gained in this course for a practical
purpose and I appreciate the opportunity we had
to doso.” Another wrote, “The final project is an
excellent way to put into practice the often com-
plex abstraction of theory.”™ With all due caution
regarding a small sample and intervening vari-
ables, T also noticed that my overall rating rose
noticeably compared to previous years, as did
students’ ratings for their learning in the course,
how well exams, etc. represented course content,
the degree to which course objectives were met,
and the degree of perceived challenge in the
course,

Epilogueis prologue. The teachers were thrilled
to have completely articulated models of differ-
ent testing formats with which to work. Their
appreciation of my graduaie students was high,
My own credibility with the teachers has been
enhanced-—an invaluable commodity that { will
draw upon over the next several years as we
expand the test development process to include
all foreign language teachers and classes in the
system. Last year’s term papers will serve as
models for future language.testing students, so
they can improve upon past efforts, not repeat
them. To increase students’ direct contact with
their “clients,” this year's class will meet with
some of Arlington’s foreign language teachers in
October, to identify their assessment needs,
wishes, and preferences; they’ll present their prod-
ucts to a county-wide foreign language faculty

Some Benefits of Indirect Service-Learning

The service-learning project above has been
described to suggest that the traditional model of
direct, individual service-learning canbe comple-
mented by another, more indirect approach. Indi-
rect service-learning (ISL) may be more appro-
priate for some educational contexts (teacher,
students, and course content) and for meeting
some community needs (especially more techni-
cal, system-level needs) than traditional, direct
service-leamning (DSL). Therefore, awareness
and recognition of ISL. may extend the usefulness
and accessibility of the service-learning experi-
ence to a broader range of teachers and students.?

Atthe risk of oversimplifying, traditional com- -
munity service learning may be seen as having
two main components: Students participate di-
rectly in their community through some sort of
field work and reflect upon their experience in
relation to the content of an academic course. The
service experience itself is often presented as an
important contributor to students’ personal
growth-—enhancing student self-esteem and help-
ing to develop a sense of civic responsibility—as
well as presenting a resource for academic learn-
ing, primarily through reflection and discussion.

The benefits of the direct model of service-
learning to the community and to students’ per-
sonal and educational development are great, and
50 are its perceived costs to faculty, Most obvi-
ously. as Herzberg (1994) notes, “A successful
[service-learning] program requires a great deal

-of coordination between the school and the com-

munity agencies, Individual teachers working on
their own to arrange contacts will find the task
exhausting and daunting” {(p.307). In schools
without well-developed community service
projects or volunteer placement offices, the de-
mands of coordination may deter faculty from
incorporating service-learning into their courses,
Faculty also frequently express concerns that
service-learning takes time away from their re-
search.

In the indirect approach, students do not par-
ticipate directly in field work, but (1) learn about
some sector of the community through their
teacher’s own rescarch and/or community ser-
vice; (2) apply knowledge acquired through the
course to create a service or product which helps
to meet a need of the community; (3) critically
analyze course content and social issues through
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the application. I1SL shifts the management of
service-learning from coordinating individual
students’ field work to managing students’ group
efforts on behalf of the community, The benefits
to teachers change as well; in addition to their
pedagogical value, teachers may pursue their
own research through ISL projects.

In great part, a community’s needs are ad-
dressed (adequately or not) by its institutionsg-—
e.g., schools, churches, and government agen-
cies. Some community needs are essentially
needs of individuals, and for these needs, direct
student participation (often one-on-one) is appro-
priate. Volunteer tutors in literacy programs, for
cxample, extend an institution’s reach to indi-
viduals it might otherwise be unable to serve.
These kinds of individual service roles are espe-
cially appropriate for students whose current train-
ing and expertise are limited and non-specialized.

Not all of a community’s needs can be met by
individual students (or small groups of students)
working relatively independently. Some needs
require more advanced training or broader knowl-
edge than individual students can offer. Espe-
cially in the present era of shrinking budgets,
some community needs are system-level needs of
social institutions and community agencies them-
selves. Students working in teams to apply skills
or concepts specific to their academic course,
with the guidance of their teacher, are much more
likely to be able to analyze and meet these 8ys-
temic needs than are individual, unguided student
volunteers. For example, a dozen college stu-
dents studying high school foreign language test-
ing practices directly would be intrusive on high
school teachers and students, and a dozen indi-
vidual proposals would be unlikely to provide an
efficient, coherent response to the program’s as-
sessment needs. “Top-down” systemic needs of
institutions require a different, top-down distri-
bution of labor, in which the teacher does the field
work and students use that field work to create the
needed product or service. Forexample, Herzberg
mentions students in accounting classes helping
to revise the accounting procedures of non-profit
community service agencies and students in mar-
keting and business communication desi gning
advertising and public relations materials for
those agencies. InISL, students have an opportu-
nity to apply specialized career skills and gain
valuable on-the-job experience, and social insti-
tutions receive work products or services which
they cannot afford or which allow them to reailo-
cate their limited resources to meet other needs.
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ISL helps students apply and test the validity of
course content in real sociat contexts and thereby
Jearn about the community and its needs as they
serve it. In [SL projects, students do not experi-
ence the community directly, but as it is repre-
sented by the teacher, from his or her own re-
search or community service experience. While
this can limit the physical and emotional imme-
diacy of the students’ service experience, it does
allow the teacher to focus students’ experience
and fearning in ways that may be more difficult in
direct service-learning contexts. Students’ learn-
ing roles change: in the direct approach, students
receive a broad range of information through
several channels (visual, aural, affective) and
must discriminate and order information relevant
to their service role, the course content, and their

- own personal development, respectively; in the

indirect approach, information is largely
preselected by the teacher and tends to be pre-
sented through more traditional pedagogical chan-.
nels (lectures and readings), but can be enhanced
by more immediate experience (videotapes and
guest speakers, for exanple).

This does not mean, hewever, that ISL encour-
ages passive learning. Since information s largely
preselected for its relevance to the community’s
needs and course content, students can put more
effort into applying their knowledge to analyze
and meet the community’s needs appropriately
and effectively. Because all students receive
mainly the same information about the commu-
nity, they can work cooperatively on their service
project, most efficiently utilizing their respective
individual talents (c.f,, Yelsma, 1994). Students
working in teams can play different and broader
roles in the community (c.f., Reardon, 19943,
Students are able to measure the descriptive and
explanatory adequacy of the theories they are
learning against the yardstick of the theories’
applicability to their community,

ISL sacrifices the immediacy of the student’s
community service experience, but may enhance
other pedagogical values of service-learning. For
example, Markus, Howard, and King (1993) and
Miller (1994) found that students who partici-
pated in service-learning reported significantly
greater ability to apply course concepts outside
the classroom (among other benefits). Miller
suggests that ability to apply course concepts
outside the classroom, which the indirect model
emphasizes, may assume increasing value to un-
dergraduate and graduate students over other
service-learning benefits,




Because the service project in the indirect ap-

proach is an outgrowth of the teacher’s own

research or community service, he or she may be
more motivated and able to direct students than is
possible inmany DSL contexts. Often the teacher
can offer greater oversight and guidance to teams
of students focused on one or a few tasks than to
a range of individual community service place-
ments. Also, the teacher may be able to integrate
team projects more concretely into coursework
and his/her own research. The relation between
service and learning tends to shift—from general
experience in the community as it applies to
course content (in direct service-learning) to ap-
plication of course content in the service of the
community. As a result, students play different
pedagogical roles (e.g., research assistants) in a
different learning context (the classroom as labo-
ratory) and different service roles (designers of a
technical service or product). Students working
on an ISL project work through all or most of an
analytic and creative process.

ISL tends to allow greater control over stu-
dents’ service experiences than DSL; such homo-
geneity in service experiences has several ben-
efits, {Too much homogeneity—ofexperience or
opinion-—in a classroom stifles learning, of
course.) While in the direct approach, students
usually must negotiate their own roles in their
community service placements, in ISL, projects,
the teacher constructs students’ shared, collective
role with the community agency or institution,
although students must still negotiate their re-
spective roles within their teams. Because stu-
dents share a similar role with the community,
they can work in groups; consequently, ISL is
likely to encourage collaborative learning. Stu-
dents working in groups on a project must make
explicit their own perceptions of the community
and its needs, which exposes and makes them
accountable for their own values, biases, and
assumptions, Furthermore, a group project re-
quiring articulation of theory with a community’s
reality virtually insures reflection and critical
inquiry. _

With ISL it is possible to evaluate students’
service efforts. While it would be unfair in most
cases to evaluate students by the efficacy of their
proposed “solution” for an institution’s need,
formal evaluation criteria can be developed for
assessing the accuracy of students’ analyses of an
institution’s structure and needs and their demon-

_ strated “proficiency” in applying course content

in the project. Evaluating the students’ work

An Indirect Model of Service-Learning: Integrating Research, Teaching, and Comnuumity Service

product tends to “legitimize” the service-learning
part of the course; it has the additional benefit of
forcing the teacher to make explicit the evaluative
criteria (and therefore the pedagogical rationale)
for the service-learning project.

Greater direction and control over students’
community service efforts make it possible for
teachers to advance their own research through
ISL projects. Students can help to test a theory’s
validity and/or practicality of implementation, or
constructan “experimental treatment” to be tested
in the community. Students learn research meth-
odology by participating in the research process.*

Feachers can benefit from ISL in other ways as
well. ISL projects have the potential to satisfy the
motivations which teachers most frequently re-
port forusing service-learning (Fammond, 1994);
affecting social change, working with students in
co-curricular settings, helping people in need

-(personal motivations), preparing students for

employment (co-curricular motivation), and
bringing greater relevance to course material
{curricular motivation).

Finally, ISL projects offer the institution many
of the same benefits of more traditional service-
learning—e.g., pedagogical enhancement, devel-
opment of students’ sense of civic responsibility,
and improved relations with the sutrounding com-
munity. Inaddition, ISL can promulgate research
opportunities for undergraduate students and
strengthen relationships between faculty and stu-
dents,

Conclusion

The direct and indirect approaches to service-
learning both offer important learning and ser-
vice expericnces for students, and the two ap-
proaches are complementary to each other in very
useful ways. Each course is a unique blending of
the course’s place in the curriculum, the teacher’s
understanding of the course content and goals,
personality, and teaching style, and the students’
abilitics and motivations for taking the course,
The indirect approach to service-learning may
allow some teachers to incorporate service-learn-
ing into courses for which more direct service-
learning experiences arce not appropriate or prac-
tical. In particular, 1SL projects may be quite
efficient in meeting the educational needs of
more advanced students and the systemic needs
of some social institutions and community agen-
cies. An additional benefit is that by enabling
teachers to pursue their research, the indirect
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approach may not only open a new range of
service-fearning opportunities for students, but
help to legitimize service-learning as a research
too! in the academy.

Despite its positive representation above, indi-
rect service-learning is certainty not a panacea. It
may be abused by teachers who exploit the labor
of their students.’ It may tend toward what
Howard (in Yelsma, 1994) calls the “deductive”
approach to service-fearning, in which service is
used mainly as a learning resource, with little
regard for the consequences on the community,
However, the more “real” the service project, the
more “synergistic” and balanced the relation be-
tween the academic and service functions is likely
to be, because students will demand—from the
teacher and from other sources——the information
they need to create a responsible community
product.

Miller (1993) defines service-learning as when
“young people learn and develop through active
participation in thoughtfully organized service
experiences...that meet community needs” (p.2).
The indirect model described in this article meets
and amplifies this definition, ltberating our inter-
pretations of what can constitute “active partici-
pation,” “thoughtfully organized service experi-
ences,” and “community needs.” The direct and
indirect approaches to service-learning describe
poles on a continuum, with projects like those
described by Reardon (1994), forexample, occu-
pytng a middle position on the continuum. Con-
sideration and elaboration of the direct-indirect
continuwm may suggest new kinds of service-
fearning projects, further extending the accessi-
bility of the service-learning experience to more
teachers and students.

Notes

' Anearlier version of this paper was presented at the
Campus Compact conference, A National Gathering:
College Educatorsand Service Learning,” Providence,
RI, May 11-14, 1995,

2 1 have since presented ‘the Arlington model” at
conferences and in workshops, and an article about it
is forthcoming in Forelgn Language Annals. The
context of my community service put me ina win-win
situation: I served one of the community’s needs, but
the community became my research context. It gave
me a {very practical) research question which allowed
me to apply-—and test the applicability of—certain
theoretical constructs in my field of study. It willingly
offered subjects for my “pilot study” (the initial cur-
riculum development project), it created the evalua-
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tive standards for my hypothesis-testing (not statistical
significance, but real-world impact and suceess), and
it is now offering me further research sites to assess and
extend the external validity of my “theory.” The whole
research cycle has been very etticient: the “cost” to
me, in terms of time and effort, has been no imere than
most research projects T have done in the past {and
dramatically less than some), and the “return on in-
vestment™-—when the practical value of my efforts to
the community are included-—is comparable to my
previous research efforts.

1t is possible to view 1SL as one end of a natural
continuum inatypology of service-learning approaches
and in the development of service-learning programs.
For example, Herzberg (1994) notes that community
service learning projects ofien show a pattern of devel-
opment——{tom refatively simple projects utilizing stu-
dents’ general abifities to a greater variety ot more
focused projects making use of students’ specialized
skills. .

* A teacher does not have to have a priot research or
community service agenda to incorporate indirect ser-
vice-learning into his/her classroom. One easy way (o
begin “growing” an indirect (or direct) service-tearn-
ing project is to ask students completing the course
what applications they can think of for the course’s
subject matter that would be possible within the con-
stratuts of the course.

#I should note that I have never seught nor received
remuneration for my work with the Arlington Public
Schools.
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