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Reflection in Service 
Learning: Making Meaning of 

Experience 

Traditional methods of insttuction based. on lectures 
and textbook readings can be effective in some instances 
and for some types of learning, yet many educators seek 
methods to enhance traditional student learning and to 
expand educational objectives beyond knowledge acqui· 
sinon. Two related issues illustrate the limitations of tra
ditional methods. The first is context-specific learning. 
Students are taught a particular module ofcontent. they 
are provided examples ofhow to solve particular types of 
problems, and then they practice solving these types of 
problems. However, when the nature of the problem is 
varied, or when s4nUar problems are encountered in dif
ferent COntextS, students fail to generaUze prior learning 
to these new circumstances or situations. The second 
issue that frustrates educarors is the shallow nature of 
the content learned through traditional instruction and 
the degree to which it does not promote personal under
standing. That is, although smdentsmay demonstrate 
rote learning of a particular educational module, that 
new information does not always enlighten understand
ing of their own lives and the world outside the class
room. When kn~edge acquisition is viewed as the 
most important goal of education. the educational sys
tem f.ills to devdop intelleCtual habits that foster the 
desire and capacity for lifelong learning and the skills 
needed for active participation in a democracy.l 

~gniz.ing these limits to traditional instructional 
methods, a Task Group on General Education, appoint
ed by the American Asso.ciation of Colleges in 1994, 
recommended that college instructors focus more atten
tion on active learning strategies. Several types of active 
learning strategies identified in the report address these 
challenges (i.e.. context-specific learning, personally rel
evant learning) and successfully expand the educational 
agenda beyond the acquisition of knowledge. 
~mmended active learning strategies include using 

BY ROBERT G. BRINGLE AND JUUE A. HATCHER 

electronic and interactive media; promoting undergrad
uate research; structuring collaborative learning experi
ences; and developing problem-based. leaming.2 The 
benefits of these active learning strategies include the 
promise that students are ffi;ore engaged in the learning 
process. As a result. students are more satisfied with the 
learning experience. which in turn fosters academic per
sistence and success. In addition, educational outcomes 
are enriched, deepened, and expanded when student 
learning is more engaged, active, and relevant. Another 
type ofactive learning that holds similar promise is serv
ice learning. 

Service Learning 
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 serv
ice activity in such a way as to gain further understand
ing ofcourse content, a broader appreciation ofthe dis
cipline, and an enhanced sense of civic responsibility. "3 

According to this definition, service learning is an aca
demic enterprise. Although other forms of community 
service (e.g., volunteering) can have educational bene
fits, service learning deliberately integrates community 
service activities with educational objectives. This means 
that not every community service activity is appropriate 
for a service learning class. Community service activities 
need to be selected for and coordinated with the educa
tional objectives of the course. Furthermore, the com
munity service should be meaningful not only for the 
student's educational outcomes but also to the commu
nity. Thus. well-executed service learning represents a 
coordinated partnership between the campus and the 
community, with the instructor tailoring the service 
experience to the educational agenda and community 
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representatives ensuring that the students' community 
service is consistent with their goals.4 Thus, high-quali
ty service learning classes demonstrate reciprocity 
between the campus and the commuruty. with each giv
ing and receiving. 

The definition of service learning also highlights the 
importance of reflection. Reflection is the "intentional.· 
consideration of an experience in light of particular 
learning objectives. "5 The presumption is that commu
nity service does not necessarily; in and of itself, produce 
learning. Reflection activities provide the bridge 
between the community service activities and the edu
eational content of the course. Reflection activities 
direct the student's attention to new interpretations of 
events and provide a means through which the commu
nity service can be studied and interpreted, much as a 
text is read and studied for deeper understanding. 

Philosophical Basis for 
Reflection 
The extensive work ofJohn Dewey offers a philosophi
cal foundation for the role that reflection assumes in the 
learning process as a bridge between experience and the
ory. Indeed.. personal experiences, such as those gained 
through commuruty service. allow theory to qtke on 
meaning when reflection supports an analysis and criti
cal examination ofthe experience. Dewey contends that 
experience is as important as theory. 

An ounce of experience is better than a ton of theory 
simply because it is only in experience that any theory 
has vital and verifiable significance. An experience. a 
very humble experience. is capable of generating and 
carrying any amount of theory (or intellectual content), 
but a theory apart from an experience cannot be defi
nitdy grasped even as theory. It tends to become a mere 
verbal formula, a set ofcatchwords used to render think
ing.6 

Too often. the presentation of a theory by an instructor 
or in a textbook is viewed by students as an empty. 
pedantic venture. It is through active learning and the 
interplay between absttact. remote content and person
al, palatable experiences that student learning is deep
ened and sttengthened. 

According to Dewey. reflection is an "active. persistent, 
and careful consideration of any belief or supponed 
form of knowledge in light of the grounds that suppon 
it."7 Reflection consists of"tuming a subject over in the 
mind and giving it serious and consecutive considera
tions."8 Dewey acknowledges that experience by itself 
does not necessarily result in learning; experiences can 

be either "miseducative" or "educative. " Experience 
becomes educative when critical reflective thought cre
ates new meaning and leads to growth and the ability to 
take informed actions. In contrast, experiences are mise

. ducative when they fail to stimulate critical thought and 
they more deeply entrench existing schemata. Dewey 
notes that communication. particularly face~tO-facedis
course. is a key to creating educative experiences. 
Commurucation with others leads not only to educa
tional growth but also to social and moral devdopment. 
Gouinlock: is clear in identifYing the moral dimensions 
ofDewey's edl:lcational philosophy. He notes. "The val
ues, aims, and expected response ofothers playa critical 
role in stimulating revised interest in each participant. 
Accordingly, in a commuruty where full and open com
murucation exists, one finds an essential condition for 
the growth of new values and forms ofbehavior."9 

Many forms of inquiry can produce reflection about the 
tensions between theory and application. Dewey speci
fies four conditions that maximize the potential for 
inquiry-based learning to be educative: (a) it must gen
erate interest in the learner; (b) it must be intrinsically 
wonhwhile to the learner; (c) it must present problems 
that awaken new curiosity and create a demand for 
information; and (d) it must cover a considerable time 
span and fOSter development over cime.10 Service leam
ing classes structured to meet these four conditions can . 
thereby create educative experiences for students. 
Because service learning extends the walls of the class
room into the community, students frequently 
encounter new circumstances and challenges. These 
experiences otten create dissonance, doubt, and confu
sion. Dewey values such perplexity, for it is ar that very 
point that reflection and thinking begin: "Thinking 
begins in what may fairly enough be called a 
forked-road situation, a situation that is ambiguous. 
that presents a dilemma, that proposes alternatives .... 
Demand for the solution ora perplexity is the steadying 
and guiding factor in the entire process of reflection."11 

At the h~ ofDewey's educational philosophy are three 
principles: (a) education must lead to personal growth; 
(b) education must contribute to humane conditions; 
and (c) education must engage citizens in association 
with one another.l2 When reflection activities engage 
the leamer in dialogue and other forms of commuruca
tion about the rdationship between rdevant, meaning
ful service and the interpretative template of a disci
pline, there is enormous potential for leamingto broad
en and deepen along academic, social, moral. and civic 
dimensions. I'; This occurs not only when reflection 
activities ask the learner to confront ambiguity and crit
ically examine existing beliefs, but also when the retro
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spective analysis has prospective relevance that leads co 
informed future actions.l4 

Types of Reflection for Service 
Learning 
There are many examples of reflection activities (e.g., 
reading, writing, doing, telling) that can be used in serv
ice learning classes. 15 We have chosen to highlight a few 
that we feel are particularly worthwhile to use when 
working with coUege students. Many of them are based 
upon written work. Writing is a special form of reflec
tion through which new meaning can be created, new 
understanding of problems can become circumscribed, 
and new ways of organizing experiences can be devel
oped. Analysis through writing helps to make challeng
ing experiences less overwhelming, fosters problem solv
ing, and facilitates the exploration of the relationships 
between past learning, current experiences, and future 
acrion.l6 

Joumals. Student journals are common reflection activ
ities in service learning courses because they are easy to 
assign and they provide a way for students to express 
their thoughts and feelings about the service experience 
throughout the semester. It is imporrant that students 
know, at the beginning of the course, what is expecred 
in a journal and how it is going to be used. Some jour
naIs, intended as personal documentS, are never submit
ted for a grade. Journals may a1so be reviewed periodi
ca1ly by the instructor. Occasionally, journals are shared 
with other students or with community agency person
nel. If journals are to be evaluated for a grade, then this 
policy· should be made· clear at the beginning of the 
semester and the criteria for grading the journal should 
be specified to the students. 

Before assigning a journal, it is important to consider 
what learning objec+ives the journal is intended co meet. 
Journals can be an effective way to develop self-under
standing and connect the service experience to the 
course content. Journals can also be used during the 
semester to record information that is used in more for
mal reflective activities, such as a paper or class presen
tation. Our experience is, and other instructors concur, 
that unstructured journals too often become mere logs 
of events rather than reflective activities in which stu
dentS consider their service activities in light of the ed\l
cacional objectives of the course. Table 1 identifies some 
ways that journals can be structured to tianscend mere 
description and promote connections between the 
course content and the service activities. 

Experiential Research Paper. An experiential research 
paper is a formal paper based on the experiential learn-

Table 1 

Types of Rellective Journals 


Key f?hrase Joumat Students ani asked III integrate an identiIied list d Ienns. 
and kIIY p/l11l$!lS inIo lheir journal entries as Itley describe and discuss Iheir 
COIMU'lity S8fVice adMtles. Students may be asked III underline or highlight 
the kIIY p/lIases in order III identify their usa. 

00!iJ!e.en!ry Journal: for this journal, sIudenIs use a spir.lI notebook. On Ihe 
left side d Ihe journal SIUdeIlIs desaile their service ~ personal 
thoughts. and reactions III IIeir service acIMtieS. On the right side d the jcu. 
naI Ihey discuss how lIle flIsI set d enlries Illlale1l III key conc:epIS. class 
~1IalIoI1S, and reading$. Students may be asked III draw anows incIcatIng 
the refaIIonships between lheir peISOIl8/lIlCPIIienc:es and the IomIaI COt/r.I& 

~ 

CritIcal !ncklent.kgnal:StucIenIs b:us on aspecific lMII1tlhal oc:aured atllle 
service site.StudenIs anlihen asked to respond III prompts desisne<l1Il ex
plore lheir lhoughts, reactions. fuIuIe action. and information fnlm the COt/r.I& 

!hat ~ be releiIant to IIle incidenI. For EIX8J'I'4lIe. 

Deseribe an incident «SiIuaIion !hat CIe8ted a dIemma tlr you because you 
cid not know hQw III act or what III say. 

Wtrf was it such acontusing !MInt? 
How cid you. or oIhets around IIle Mnt, feel about it? 
What did you do. or what was the first thing !hat you considered doing? 
Ust 1Ivee actions !hat you mi!Id 11M taken. and evaIuaIII each one. 

How doesIIleaus&material relate to !tis issue. ~you anaIym the choices. 
and sups! aCOUISII d action !hat might be acMsaI:ie? 

Three Part Journal: SIudenIs ani aslIed to respond to three separate issues iI 
each 01 their jlumaI entries: (a) DescrbI what happened in the service experi
ence. Including what you ~ some 01 the MIlls !hat puulred or 
confused you. inter.Ictions you had. decisions you made, and plans you de>JieI. 
oped. (b) Amltfze hQw the COt/r.I& content retatas III the service experience. 
indudng kIIY concepIS !hat can be used III IIIdarSIand MIllS and guije futIn 
behavior. (e) IffJf !he COUtSe materials and the service ~ III you and 
)Qt personaIlil&.lra.1ding )Qt !)'.lais. vakIes. altitudes, beieIs. and phiIosopI¥ 

DiIeded WritIlgs: students ani asked III consider how a partlcularaspec:t 01 
course content from !he readings Of clasS presenIaIIons, Including IheOries. 
conceptS. quotas. sIaIIstics, and rese8IdI findings. relate III their service expe
riences. SIudents write ajoumaI enlty based on key iSSIJe$ enc:ountered at the 
S8fVice site. 

ing theory.17 StudentS are asked to identifY a particular 
experience or set ofevents at a service site and to reflect 
upon and analyze the experience within a broader con
text in order to make recommendations fur subsequent 
action. For example, in order to complete this assign
ment, studentS might be asked at mid-semester to iden
tify and describe a perplexing, frustrating, or confusing 
experience at the service site. StudentS then identify an 
important socia1 issue that may be underlying this cir
cumstance (e.g., health care to homeless youth, eating 
disord~rs among adolescent girls, volunteer recruitment 
strategies). They identify the multiple perspectives from 
which the issue can be analyzed and how it might be the 
basis for making recommendations to influence com
munity agency operations, policies, or procedures. 
StudentS then locate articles in professional journals and 
other relevant sources to provide a conceptual frame
work for the issue. During the second half of the semes
ter, students use d-us research to write a formal paper 
that analyzes the social issue and includes reoommendarions. 
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Ethical Case Study. At che service site students fre· 
quendy encounter events chat raise not only intelleccual 
and practical, but also moral and ethical, issues. In this 
reflection activity, students are asked to write case stud. 
ies ofan ethical dilemma they confronted at che service 
site. including a description of che COntext. che individ
uals involved, and che controversy or dilemma chey 
observed•.Case studies can be written to include course 
content. as appropriate. Once che case studies are devel
oped. they can provide che bases for formal papers. class 
presentations. or struCtured group discussions. These 
case studies are particularly well suited to an exploration 
and clarification of values because cheir diverse perspec
tives allow students to discuss che issue from alternative 
points of view. Lisman's seven-scep method for dis
cussing case Studies can be adapted to service learning 
classes. 18 

Directed Readings. Some textbooks might not ade
quately challenge Students to consider how knowledge 
within a discipline can be applied to the service site. 
This may particularly be che case for civic, moral, or sys
temic issues that students encounter. Additional read
ings that effectively probe these issues and prompt con
sideration of the relevance and limitations of course 
content can be assigned. The directed readings might 
Come from the discipline. Alternatively. books that con
tain selected readings or chapters nllght be appropriate. 
including Servke-Luming Re4lkr; Reflections and 
Perspectives on Servke; Education for DemocrACY; The 
Call ofServke and Unn1lUm Fire.l 9 Students can be 
asked to write a two-page summary of we reading and 
its relevance to their service ~perience. 

Class Presentation. Students can share experiences. serv
ice accomplishments. or produCts created during their 
service in classroom presentations that ..1lSe videos. 
PowerPoint. bulletin boards. panel discussions, or 
speeches. These presentations provide excellent oppor
tunities for studenIS to organiu cheir experiences. devel
op creative displays, and publicly celebrate their accom
plishmenIS. Community agency personnel can be invit
ed·to chese presentations. 

Electronic Reflection. Reflective exercises and dialogue 
interactions can occur through various means. Service 
learning practitioners are currendy exploring che man
ner in which electronic modalities can be used as 
replacements for or supplements to ttaditional reflection 
activities. The recent book edited by James-Deramo is 
an important resource for educators interested in using 
Web-based modes of communication (e.g., class home 
pages, chat rooms, on-fine survey forms). electronic 
mall, and class listservs to present matecial; structure 

discussions; submit reflective journal entries; and deal 
with issues at the service site. This resource also high
lights ways to build learning communities among Stu
dents and instructors by using technology.2o 

Assessing Reflection 
Selection and Design ofReflection Activities. Designing 
teflection activities for a service leaming class requires 
cateful thought about che nature, scrueture. and func
tion of each component. These considerations must 
incorporate o~er class assignmentS, whether or not all 
students are involved in service learning. Optional serv
ice might limit the use of class discussion and the vari
ety of forms and modalities of reflection. In addition. 
we have suggested that effective reflection should 
observe che following five guidelines: reflection activities 
should (a) clearly link the service experience to we 
course CQntent and learning objectives; (b) be struetuted 
in terms ofdescription, expectations, and che criteria for 
assessing che activity; (c) occur regularly during che 
semester so chat students can practice reflection and 
develop the capacity to engage in deeper and broader 
reflection; (d) provide feedback from the instructor 
about at least some ofthe reflection activities so that stu

dents learn how to improve their critical analysts and 
develop from reflective practice,· and (e) include che 
opportunity for StudentS to explote. clarify. and alter 
their values.21 

Oucome. Students differ in how easily they engage in 
reflection and how quickly they mature in ability to 
learn from reflection. Table 2 presents a set of criteria 
developed by Bradley to assess levels of reflection.22 

Presenting these criteria to students prior to reflection 
activities can be helpful in creating expectations about 
cheir own development as reflective learners. Students 
can also be asked to evaluate their reflection activities 
wich che criteria prior to evaluation by the instructor 
This exercise provides opportunities ror seIf-evaluacion 
by the Students as well as occasions to compare student 
and instructor assessments. 

Consequences of Reflection 
Little research has been conducted on how the amount 
or type of reflection activity is related to student out
comes. Mabry conducted analyses across twenty-three 
different service learning classes. The results tabulated 
the responses of srudents who engaged in classroom 
reflection activities (e.g .• discussion groups with other 
students. using experiences in class. being asked in class 
for examples from service experience) and participated 
in face-to-face discussions with site supervisors, course 
insccuctors. and other students attributed more learning 
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Table 2 

Bradley's CrHQria for A$se$slng Levels of R~ 


~ 
1. 	 Gives examples 01 Observed behaviors or characteristics 0I1he 

client or selting, but provides no insight into reascns behind the 
obseMIion; ObseMllions tend to become dirnilriSiorlafand c0n

ventional or unassimilated repeti1ions 01 what has been h.eard in 
class or from peers. 

2. 	 Tend$ to tx:us on just one aspect or the situation. 
3. 	 Uses unsupported personal beliefs as frequently as 'han:/" evi

dence. 
4. 	 May acknowledge differences 01 perspective but does oot cflSCrimi· 

nate effec:tiwly among 1tIem. 

~ 
1. 	 Observations are fairly thorough and nuanced although they tend 

not to be placed in abroader context. 
2. 	 Promes a CQgeIlt aiIique from one perspective, buI fais to see 

the broader system in whidl the aspect is embedded and other 
factors that may make change difficult 

3. 	 Uses both unsupported personal belief and ~bulb begin

ning to be able to differentiate between them. 


4. 	 PerceiYes IegiIimate differences 01 Viewpoint. 
5. 	 Demonstrates abeginning ability to interpret evidence. 

LMlThree 
1. 	 VIeWS Ihings from rooIIiple perspectiv!ls; able to ~multiple 


&$pedS of the siIualion and place them in context 

2. 	 Perceives conflicting goals within and among the idvidtJaIs in


volved in a siIualion and ~ that the cflffllrences can be 

evaluated. 


3. 	 Recognizes that actions must be ~ dependent and un

derstands many of the factors that afIecI their choice. 


4. 	 Makes appropriate judgments based on reasoning and M:Ience. 
5. 	 Has areasonable ~ of the Importance 01 the decisions 


facing clients and 01 his or her responsibility as apart of the di

ents'lives. 


to the service experience than did students who had not 
engaged in those reflection activities.23 These effects 
were significant after controlling for demographic vari
ables, pre-test variables, and other independent vari
ables. 

There may be other benefits fOf the learner who engages 
in reflection in addition to comse-specific learning out
comes. Pennebaker. Kiecolt-Glaser, and Glaser's experi
mental study manipulated whether college students 
wrote on four consecutive days about either traumatic 
experiences or superficial topics. Those who wrote 
about the traumaric event, compared to the other 
group, had more favorable immune-system responses, 
less-frequent health-center visits, and higher subjective 
well-being.24 Similar effeCts have been found in other 
studies conducted by Pennebaker and colleagues. 

Writing about emotional upheavals has been found to 
improve the physical and mental health ofgrade-school 
children and nursing home residents, arthritis sufferers. 
medical school srudents, maximum-security prisoners, 
new mothers, and rape victims. Not only are there ben
efits to health. but writing about emotional topics has 

been found to reduce anxiety and depression, improve 
grades in college,and .... aid people in securing new 
jobs.25 

Pennebaker also reports on analyses of the essai~ con
tent to determine ifcharacteristics of the narratives were 
related to the writer's subsequent health and well-being. 
The most important factor that differentiated persons 
showing health improvements from those who did not 
was the improved ability to include causal thinking, 
insight, and self-reflection in their stories. Thus, reflec
tion activities that promote personally meaningful as 
well as academically meaningful explorations ofexperi
ences encountered in service settings may yield health as 
well as intellectual benefits to students .. 

However, the instructors should keep in mind the risks 
associated with structured, ongoing reflection activities 
in a service learning course. Batson, Fultz, Schoenrade, 
and Paduano conducted Studies that examined the 
effeCts that critical self-reflection can have on the per
ceived motives of someone who has helped others. 
Critical self-reflection is an honest attempt to answer 
the question, "Why really am I doing good?" BatSOn 
and his colleagues found that critical self-reflection 
caused a self-deprecating bias that eroded the attribu
tion that helping was done for altruistic reasons.26 1-6 
The effect was particularly strong for individuals who 
valued honest self-knowledge and those who were cog
nizant of the personal gain they would receive by hdp

. ing others. it is interesting that all three of these condi
tions?reflection on motives, promoting self-knowledge, 
and personal gains for helping (e.g., course credit) can 
exist in service learning courses. 

Conclusion 
Higher education has experienced a tremendous growth 
in service learning courses during the 1990s. This 
growth has been supported by funds and technical assis
tance provided by the Corporation for National Service 
and Campus Compact to promote service learning. 
Through "Learn and Serve America: Higher Education" 
grants. the corporation has stimulated the creation of 
thousands of service-learning courses. Similarly, 
Campus Compact estimates that 11,800 service-learn
ing courses are available to students on its member caul
puses. As service learning becomes a more integral part 
of the curriculum, the manner in which it can improve 
educational goals needs better understanding. 

Altman describes three distinct types ofknowledge: con
tent knowledge (i.e., rote learning of content), process 
knowledge (e.g., skills), and socially relevant knowl
edge27• Traditional instructional methods may effective
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ly produce content knowledge and possibly process 
knowledge. However, service learning can promote both 
content and process knowledge,28 and it is particularly 
well·suited for developing socially relevant knowledge in 
students. How reflection activities are designed plays an 

. important role in their capacity [0 yield learning. sup
port personal growth, provide insight, develop skills, 
and promote civic responsibility. 

Trosset found that students often view discussions with 
peers, partictilarly discussion about race, gender, and 
sexual preference, as primarily forums for advoca.cy and 
persuading others to accept new viewpoints on contro. 
versial issues.29 Discussions were not viewed by stu· 
dents as ways to explore differences through dialogue. 
Droge and Heiss, however, found a contrasting pictUre: 
stUdents endorsed discussions with peers as opporruni· 
ties to learn ftom oth~, to have their views challenged, 
and to use marerials other than their petSOnal e:xperi. 
ences to inform and change their views.30 These con· 
traSting cases in higher eduCltion should alert eduCltors 
to the different assumptions that students may bring to 

experiential and eduClcional activities. Differences such 
as these will be present among service learning srudents. 
Creating a classroom climate of trust and respect is an 
essential element in fostering reflective practice among 
students; srudents who are more skeptiC1l of the process 
can be suppOrted in Liking personal risks in the learning 
process. 

These differences also highlight how the structure of a 
reflection activity can influence the results of a service 
experience: whether they will be eduCltive and lead to 
new ways of thinking and acting. or miseduCltive and 
reinforce existing schemata and stereotypes. For service 
learning to eduClte students toward a more active role in 
community, CltefuI attention must be given to reBec· 
cion. Reflection activicies must allow stUdents to discov
er the value ofdialogue. embrace the importance ofper
plexity in the learning process, and develop the ability to 
make meaning of personal experience. 
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