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CIVIC LEARNING THROUGH

SERVICE LEARNING
Conceptual Frameworks and Research

Richard M. Battistoni

More than a decade ago, Campus Compact issued a manifesto
announcing a renewed civic engagement agenda in higher educa-
tion. In the Presidents’ Declaration on the Civic Responsibility of

Higher Education, endorsed by more than 400 college and university presi-
dents, campus leaders committed themselves ‘‘to renew [their] role as agents
of our democracy, [and to] catalyze and lead a national movement to reinvig-
orate the public purposes and civic mission of higher education’’ (Campus
Compact, 1999, pp. 3–4). Subsequently, the Carnegie Corporation of New
York and Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and
Engagement (CIRCLE) (2003) convened some of the nation’s most distin-
guished researchers and practitioners and produced another document, The
Civic Mission of Schools, calling on the nation’s schools to ‘‘help young people
acquire and learn to use the skills, knowledge, and attitudes that will prepare
them to be competent and responsible citizens throughout their lives’’
(p. 10). Many other organizations (e.g., the Association of American Colleges
and Universities [AAC&U], the American Association of State Colleges and
Universities [AASCU]) have also called for a renewal of civic education on
college campuses (e.g., Musil, 2009).

The civic engagement agenda reflects a great concern about citizen dis-
engagement from public life and anxiety over a decline in the social capital
necessary for the survival of a vibrant democracy (Galston, 2001; Keeter,
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112 RESEARCH ON STUDENTS AND SERVICE LEARNING

Zukin, Andolina, & Jenkins, 2002; Putnam, 2000). With mounting evi-
dence of disengagement, especially among young persons, from American
politics and public life, there is an ever-deepening feeling that educational
institutions are leaving students unprepared for a life of engaged, democratic
citizenship (e.g., Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003).

A common institutional strategy for stemming the tide of civic disen-
gagement has been to connect work in service- and community-based learn-
ing to civic outcomes. One of the intentions behind these activities has been
to capitalize on the well-documented involvement of students in community
service to advance the mission of civic engagement. This strategy assumes
that a clear relationship can be developed between experiences of service and
the cultivation of citizenship, which depends on how concretely educators
can define civic outcomes and how effectively they can design service and
service learning to generate them. It also raises serious questions about how
to assess whether these important outcomes are being achieved and how to
conduct research to understand why these outcomes occur, which is the
subject of this chapter.

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks

The development of theories about education for civic engagement has been
made difficult by the contested nature of concepts associated with citizenship
and the varied understandings of the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that
are requisite for citizenship (Battistoni, 2002). Still, there are several theories
that inform how service learning might work to improve students’ civic
learning and engagement. For some, especially mainstream political scien-
tists, service learning might be framed as helping students to gain the kind
of civic and political knowledge necessary for informed citizenship in a repre-
sentative democracy (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Zukin, Keeter, Andol-
ina, Jenkins, & Delli Carpini, 2006). This understanding of the causal
pathway from service learning to civic learning outcomes most aligns with
concepts of constitutional citizenship (e.g., Rawls, 1971), presented in Table
2.3.1. For those holding a more communitarian conception of citizenship
(Etzioni, 1993; Table 2.3.1), service learning might be seen as important
because it connects students to the larger community and its concerns, thus
engendering in students an appreciation for and understanding of commu-
nity norms and civic responsibilities. A third theoretical framework for
studying the connection between service learning and civic engagement, and
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TABLE 2.3.1
Conceptual Frameworks From the Social Sciences

Conceptual Framework View of Citizenship
Understanding of Civic
Knowledge Associated Civic Skills Disciplinary Affinities

Constitutional
citizenship (Rawls,
1971)

Rights-bearing individual;
voter

Knowledge of
governmental institutions,
laws, elections

Political knowledge; critical
thinking

Political science; law; policy
studies (health, education)

Communitarianism
(Etzioni, 1993)

‘‘Good neighbor’’; duty to
fulfill common good

Knowledge of community
values and civic
responsibilities

Civic judgment;
community building

Philosophy; religious
studies; social work; public
health

Participatory
democracy (Barber,
1984, 1992)

Active participant in public
life

Knowledge of processes of
democratic participation

Communication skills;
collective action; civic
imagination; cross-cultural
competencies

Political science; education;
public health

Public work (Boyte &
Kari, 1996)

Cocreator of things of
public value

Knowledge (through
projects) of skills, habits,
and values of working with
others on public tasks

Public problem-solving;
coalition building and
cross-cultural competencies

Political science; public
administration; health
administration; professional
disciplines

Social capital (Putnam,
2000)

Membership in associations
of civil society

Knowledge of social
connections and
institutions

Communication skills;
organizational analysis

Sociology; nonprofit
management
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114 RESEARCH ON STUDENTS AND SERVICE LEARNING

one that has gained increasing acceptance, holds that service learning works
to trigger civic identity, a person’s identity as a civic agent seeking to solve a
public problem or create overall change in the community. Most closely
aligned with more participatory or public work conceptions of the citizen
(Table 2.3.1), civic identity, formed by the collaboration and interaction with
others that service learning represents, leads an individual to take action and
requires the accompanying knowledge and skills necessary for effective pub-
lic action (Boyte, 2008; Colby, Beaumont, Ehrlich, & Corngold, 2007;
Knefelkamp, 2008; Youniss, McClellan, & Yates, 1997).

The difficulty lies in the dilemma of defining which kind of citizens
educational interventions should be designed to produce (Westheimer &
Kahne, 2004). Which theory forms the basis for research on the civic learn-
ing outcomes of service learning depends on how citizenship is defined and
what those citizens need to know, do, and believe in order to be effective
civic actors.

The dilemma of how to conceptualize civic learning originates from
controversies around what it means to be a good citizen in a democracy and,
in turn, what goals are held for students’ civic learning. The controversy
surrounding definitions stems in part from the ways that terms such as citi-
zenship are used (Battistoni, 2002, 2006b). For example, some scholars prefer
overtly political definitions of student learning and engagement (Battistoni,
2006a; Boyte, 2004; Colby et al., 2007). Because of the legal, historical, and
ideological associations with the terms citizenship and civic, civic engagement
language tends to be somewhat amorphous, implying different meanings
and interpretations to different persons. This is a strength because it can be
related to many different issues, including community development, student
leadership, service learning as a pedagogical strategy, mission reclamation,
and public perceptions of education (Saltmarsh, 2004). Civic engagement
language, however, tends to lack concreteness or clarity, especially when
it comes to learning goals for students, which complicates assessment and
research.

Perhaps a better way to conceive of civic engagement, in the context of
research on educational interventions, is to ask: What student learning out-
comes are associated with a civic engagement perspective, divorced from
ideologically based conceptual frameworks of what constitutes good citizen-
ship? Newman (1985) argued for this approach more than 25 years ago, in a
book written for the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching:
‘‘The most critical demand is to restore to higher education its original
purpose of preparing graduates for a life of involved and committed
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CIVIC LEARNING THROUGH SERVICE LEARNING 115

citizenship. . . . The advancement of civic learning [emphasis added], there-
fore, must become higher education’s most central goal’’ (p. xiv). A number
of scholars have begun to emphasize civic learning outcomes for students
(Colby et al., 2003; Saltmarsh, 2005; Torney-Purta & Vermeer, 2004).

One definition of civic learning that captures a common framework that
can inform any educational program comes from the Service Learning Course
Design Workbook:

We conceive of ‘‘civic learning’’ as any learning that contributes to student
preparation for community or public involvement in a diverse democratic
society. A loose interpretation of civic learning would lead one to believe
that education in general prepares one for citizenship in our democracy.
And it certainly does. However, we have in mind here a strict interpreta-
tion of civic learning—knowledge, skills and values that make an explicitly
direct and purposeful contribution to the preparation of students for active
civic participation. (Howard, 2001, p. 45)

This definition focuses on determining the types of knowledge, skills, and
values (or dispositions) to be fostered in students in order to equip them to
participate actively in public life within a diverse democratic society. As with
civic engagement more generally, there have been disagreement and ambigu-
ity in the research frameworks about what should count as civic learning and
what should constitute appropriate civic knowledge, skills, and values (or
dispositions). Individual service learning instructors and programs have, in
turn, made distinct determinations about how they can contribute to their
students’ civic learning and what knowledge, skills, and values they choose
to pursue to make this contribution.

Civic Knowledge
When defining civic knowledge, some educators (e.g., Delli Carpini &
Keeter, 1996) focus on the purely academic forms that such knowledge takes:
dates and places of important civic or political events; definitions of citi-
zenship and democracy; and the institutions and operations of democratic
government, particularly in the United States. But students engaged in
community-based experiences have demonstrated that civic knowledge is
much broader than this and comes from multiple sources, including com-
munity members (e.g., Battistoni, 1997). This broader understanding of civic
knowledge includes a deeper knowledge of public issues, including their
underlying causes as well as of how different community stakeholders
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116 RESEARCH ON STUDENTS AND SERVICE LEARNING

understand issues. An understanding of place and the community history
that provides a context for service and public problem solving—including
learning about how individuals and community groups have effected change
in their communities—has also been asserted as another key element of civic
knowledge (Morton, 1997). An added benefit to defining civic knowledge in
this broader way is that students and community members become co-
creators of knowledge, rather than simply rely on expert texts or professors
(Fretz & Longo, 2010).

Finally, civic knowledge can be defined in terms of the distinct perspec-
tives that different disciplines bring to questions of democracy and public
life. As discussed, a number of different conceptual frameworks of civic
engagement have been developed, in particular by political and social theo-
rists (Battistoni, 2002). These frameworks share common themes but are
also distinct in their specific views of citizenship and in their understanding
of civic education and associated civic skills (see the next section for further
discussion of civic skills). These views, as well as the disciplinary affinities
for each of the five frameworks, are illustrated in Table 2.3.1.

Rich conceptual frameworks also exist outside the social sciences, and
they can be used by educators at different levels to ground their understand-
ing of engagement and provide frameworks for research. In conversations
with 13 national educational disciplinary associations as part of the Engaged
Disciplines Project conducted by national Campus Compact with support
from The Pew Charitable Trusts, a list of terms coming from each discipline
was identified and then summarized into seven conceptual frameworks con-
nected to civic engagement (Battistoni, 2002; Gelmon & Battistoni, 2005).
These frameworks are summarized in Table 2.3.2, along with their views of
citizenship, their understanding of civic education, and the associated civic
skills needed for effective public life. Also included are each framework’s
disciplinary affinities. Which framework one adopts has implications for
research and assessment because different conceptions of citizenship and
civic learning will produce different questions about educational inputs and
outcomes.

Civic Skills
Civic Engagement Across the Curriculum (Battistoni, 2002) delineates in some
detail a set of civic skills that educators from different disciplines can instill
as part of preparing students for active participation in democratic public
life. This set of civic skills includes critical thinking; communication and

PAGE 116................. 18282$ C2$3 08-23-12 08:19:23 PS



TABLE 2.3.2
Conceptual Frameworks From a Range of Disciplines

Conceptual Framework View of Citizenship
Understanding of Civic
Knowledge Associated Civic Skills Disciplinary Affinities

Civic professionalism
(Sullivan, 2004)

Professional work with a
civic purpose

Knowledge of the civic
traditions and values of the
professions

Public problem solving; civic
judgment

Professional disciplines;
management; law; public
administration

Social responsibility
(e.g., Musil, 2009)

Responsibility to the larger
society

Knowledge of public
problems most closely
associated with chosen field
of work

Political knowledge of issues;
organizational analysis

Health professions; business
disciplines; computer
science; public health

Social justice (Hollenbach,
1988)

Bringing one’s spiritual
values to bear on social
problems

Knowledge of the principles
of social justice and their
application to public life

Civic judgment; collective
action; cross-cultural
competencies

Philosophy; religious studies;
social work

Connected knowing; ethic
of care (Gilligan, 1982)

Caring for the future of our
public world

Knowledge of others and
their perspectives on the
world

Critical thinking; coalition
building; cross-cultural
competencies

Women’s studies; nursing;
psychology; global studies

Public leadership
(Greenleaf, 1996)

Citizen as ‘‘servant-leader’’ Knowledge of the arts of
collaborative leadership

Community building;
communication

Management; leadership
studies

Public intellectual ( Jacoby,
1987)

Thinkers who contribute to
the public discourse

Knowledge of the traditions
of writers and artists who
have served as public
intellectuals

Civic imagination; creativity Literature; visual and
performing arts

Engaged/public scholarship
(Boyer, 1996)

Participatory action
researcher

Knowledge of how scholarly
research might contribute to
the needs and values of the
community

Organizational analysis;
public problem solving

Journalism;
communications;
professional disciplinesP
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118 RESEARCH ON STUDENTS AND SERVICE LEARNING

deliberation (speaking and listening); public problem solving; civic judg-
ment; civic imagination and creativity; teamwork, coalition building, and
collective action; community organizing; and organizational analysis. In
addition, there are important cross-cultural skills (and values) that are critical
in educating citizens to participate in a diverse democratic society and world.
Kirlin (2003) has identified a longer set of civic skills and categorized them
into four major areas: organization, communication, collective decision mak-
ing, and critical thinking. In many ways, these civic skills are ones that
traditionally have been defined as part of a liberal education or, more
recently, have been associated with employability or workforce development
(Battistoni & Longo, 2005). However, in laying out a set of questions for
future research, Kirlin (2003) suggests that many service learning programs
do not achieve their desired civic impact because they have not sufficiently
addressed the development and assessment of fundamental civic skills. This
is a key area for future development and research.

Civic Values
The category of civic values is the most contentious area of civic learning
outcomes because many educators, particularly those in public institutions,
are reluctant to broach the subject of civic values. This may be why some
proponents of civic engagement use the seemingly more neutral terms atti-
tudes, dispositions, or motivation to describe this area of civic learning out-
comes (Billig, Root, & Jesse, 2005; Colby et al., 2003, 2007; Torney-Purta &
Vermeer, 2004). Values are an important dimension of civic learning, how-
ever, and a conversation about what values are appropriate to democratic
public life, even though there may be strong disagreement over them, is
critical to improving program design, assessment, and research.

Saltmarsh (2005) presents the key democratic values as participation,
justice, and inclusion—values he believes ‘‘can be widely agreed upon and
shared’’ (p. 55). Boyte (2008) argues for the importance of civic agency as an
additional value or disposition crucial to the development of democratic
citizens. The authors of Becoming Citizens make a strong case for considering
the development of a young person’s civic vocation, which they define as
being ‘‘called to ‘make the world better,’ to ‘make a difference’ in the public
sphere’’ (Roholt, Hildreth, & Baizerman, 2009, p. 131). And the authors of
Educating for Democracy, although they use the term political engagement
rather than civic learning, concentrate on the development of students’ civic
motivation and efficacy (Colby et al., 2007).
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CIVIC LEARNING THROUGH SERVICE LEARNING 119

Faculty from different disciplinary perspectives may frame the question
of civic values differently. For example, the framework of civic professional-
ism positions civic values as the way that a professional’s technical expertise
‘‘discovers its human meaning’’ (Sullivan, 2004, p. xix). This perspective
assumes that students bring their own public values to the work they are
doing, both in the classroom and in the community.

Additionally, civic values might be framed by the values expressed in the
mission of the educational institution in question. For example, University
of Minnesota President Robert Bruininks (2006) defined civic/public
engagement as an ‘‘institutional commitment to public purposes and respon-
sibilities intended to strengthen a democratic way of life in the rapidly chang-
ing information age of the 21st century.’’ Portland State University (2011)
defines civic engagement as ‘‘active involvement in the discourse dealing
with the need to develop and utilize knowledge for the improvement of
society, to use talents and offer wisdom for the greater good, and to provide
opportunities for education in the spirit of a democratic society.’’ Faith-
based institutions may define civic values through a different lens. For exam-
ple, at many Catholic colleges and universities, the way into dialogue about
civic values comes through concepts such as dignity of the human person, the
preferential option for the poor, solidarity, and subsidiarity (Hollenbach, 1988).

Review of Past Research and Existing Instruments

The current state of research on the impact of service learning on students’
civic learning outcomes—particularly rich conceptions of civic learning that
include knowledge, skills, values, and the creation of an action-oriented civic
identity—is inadequate because of limitations of and weaknesses in the
research. The most severe problem in past research assessing the impact of
service learning on students’ civic learning was in conceptualizing both the
independent variable (i.e., the nature of the service learning experience) and
the dependent variable (i.e., measuring the civic learning). On the indepen-
dent variable side, most research tends to lump together a number of differ-
ent educational practices as constituting service learning without particular
attention to factors such as the duration and intensity of service, the connec-
tion to explicit educational goals around civic learning, teacher intentional-
ity, student voice, and reflection (Battistoni, 2002; Eyler & Giles, 1999).
Clarification of the nature of the educational experience is important not
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only for distinguishing among nonservice, community service, and service
learning participants but also for learning more about the impact of varia-
tions in the service learning experience and for determining whether service
learning has a greater impact than other possible educational interventions
with the same civic learning aims (Billig et al., 2005; Cammarano, Battis-
toni, & Hudson, 2000; Hepburn, Niemi, & Chapman, 2000). On the
dependent variable side, research studies to date tend to employ weak and
indirect measures of political or civic learning outcomes.

The very best research on civic learning outcomes captures only a small
portion of the knowledge, skills, values, attitudes, or dispositions that are
core to civic learning. Some of the most promising approaches and studies
occur in the literature on K–12 research on service learning, and future
research in higher education can benefit from examining this work. Billig
and colleagues, for example, have done good work identifying the most
important elements of service learning practice in selecting those K–12 pro-
grammatic interventions to study for their impact—see the next section for
a listing of these key elements as applied to higher education (Billig, 2000,
2004; Billig et al., 2005; Billig, Jesse, Brodersen, & Grimley, 2008). In their
qualitative research on the civic outcomes of service learning, Westheimer
and Kahne (2000) conducted a mixed-methods study—including classroom
observations, teacher interviews, and a pre- and post-survey of students—to
determine the extent to which service learning led to civic outcomes at 10
K–12 sites. They identified elements such as teacher intentionality, course
construction, and operating conceptions of citizenship attached to curricular
programs as crucial, ultimately finding ‘‘compelling evidence that when ser-
vice experiences are combined with rigorous analysis of related social issues,
students do develop attitudes, skills, and knowledge necessary to respond
in productive ways’’ (Westheimer & Kahne, 2000, p. 3; see also Kahne &
Westheimer, 2006; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004).

In higher education, a major problem in the assessment research, beyond
the conceptual problems of identifying the relevant indicators of quality
service learning and comprehensive civic learning, is that most studies (e.g.,
Cammarano et al., 2000; Hunter & Brisbin, 2000) have been conducted on
a small scale, on individual campuses, or even with individual classes on a
given campus. Still, promising research studies and approaches are under
way. One of the better early attempts to develop measures of civic engage-
ment and learning comes from the work of the Measuring Citizenship Proj-
ect of Rutgers University’s Walt Whitman Center for the Culture and
Politics of Democracy. For this project a 23-item Civic Leadership scale that
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combined items involving civic knowledge, skills, and attitudes was devel-
oped and used to study the effect of service learning courses on several partic-
ipating campuses (Walt Whitman Center, 1996). The scale incorporated a
number of smaller scales, including views of democracy; civic skills; political,
religious, and racial tolerance; voting and civic participation; and self-agency.

The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching’s Political
Engagement Project, though using the overarching concept of political
engagement, developed constructs and indicators of political understanding,
political skills, and political motivation and, using both quantitative and
qualitative research methods, studied the impact of different programs and
pedagogies on achieving these student outcomes (see appendix B in Colby
et al., 2007 for a copy of the survey scales and results).

More recently, researchers at Indiana University–Purdue University
Indianapolis developed a Civic-Minded Graduate (CMG) Scale, pulling
together elements of civic knowledge, skills, dispositions, and behavioral
intentions. The psychometric properties of the scale have been evaluated
using three measurement procedures: self-report CMG Scale, CMG narra-
tive and rubric, and CMG interview and rubric. The scale is used to measure
the civic outcomes of students, both those involved in service learning and
those participating in other courses and service programs (Bringle & Stein-
berg, 2010; Bringle, Studer, Wilson, Clayton, & Steinberg, 2011; Steinberg,
Hatcher, & Bringle, 2011).

Implications for Practice: Programmatic Interventions With
Civic Learning in Mind

With what is known and not known about the impact of service learning on
students’ civic learning outcomes, what are the implications for service learn-
ing practitioners, with an eye to both developing better practices and future
research? Conceptual clarity around desired civic learning outcomes is essen-
tial. The theoretical frameworks informing civic engagement and learning
are increasingly rich and complex but can warrant subsequent clarification
of the elements that define student civic learning. There may not be one
single definition and set of measurements for civic knowledge, skills, and
values (especially because researchers and practitioners are not even agreed
on the legitimacy of this third category). But at the very least, for research
and assessment purposes, practitioners need to be intentional about what
civic learning outcomes they seek and develop ‘‘local articulated understand-
ings’’ of their program’s goals (Vogelgesang, 2009, p. 242). As one prominent
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service learning assessment researcher has stated, ‘‘If you want me to evaluate
the impact of your program, there needs to be conceptual clarity around the
desired outcomes’’ (Vogelgesang, 2009, p. 242).

The assessment research done to date has limited utility in recommend-
ing particular curricular programming, but research clearly shows that effec-
tive service learning strategies aimed at civic learning outcomes share certain
common characteristics (Battistoni & Longo, 2005; Billig, 2009; Eyler &
Giles, 1999; Mitchell, 2008). These characteristics include the following:

• Meaningfulness, duration, and intensity of the service and work stu-
dents do in the community

• Tight connections with a curriculum intentionally designed with
civic learning outcomes in mind

• Student voice in designing the community projects and making deci-
sions related to the service learning curriculum and programming

• Community voice in designing the partnership with educational
institutions, implementing the programs, and setting the civic learn-
ing outcomes for students

• Diversity in the experiences and populations involved
• Critical reflection that generates civic meaning of the community-

based experience

Any service learning course or program must pay attention to these factors
to be successful in achieving desired civic learning outcomes.

Beyond these factors, the theoretical frameworks that have been devel-
oped to define civic learning outcomes for students, laid out in the beginning
of this chapter, do suggest what practice and programs should incorporate.
For example, the Political Engagement Project not only developed scales for
measuring political engagement but also collected supplemental materials
that include a variety of programmatic and curricular ideas and assignments
for faculty to enhance student civic learning (Colby et al., 2007). One criti-
cism emerging in the research literature of the single-course models of service
learning commonly seen at all levels of education is ‘‘that one assignment,
one semester, is not enough’’ to create a sustainable change in either the
individual or the community (Bickford & Reynolds, 2002, p. 234). Research
using the CMG Scale so far shows that students who have taken more service
learning courses have higher overall average scores on the scale (Steinberg et
al., 2011). A framework for civic learning that focuses on developing the
knowledge, skills, values, and civic identity that results in a commitment to
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leadership and active citizenship involves a process that takes time and
requires persistent engagement (Knefelkamp, 2008; Roholt et al., 2009; You-
niss et al., 1997).

There is accumulating evidence that a sustained, developmental, curric-
ular approach to civic engagement—one that goes beyond the single-course/
single-experience service learning opportunities that shape most students’
college years—is better able to engender the kinds of civic learning outcomes
examined in this chapter (Mitchell, Visconti, Keene, & Battistoni, 2011; see
Jameson, Clayton, & Bringle, 2008 for an example of such an approach to
curricular design). Furthermore, because the development of civic identity
and a range of civic values is inherently social, shaped and reshaped by stu-
dents’ interactions with others and the perspectives and experiences that they
share, a cohort experience as part of the service learning program may be
recommended for stronger civic learning outcomes in students (Mitchell et
al., 2011). Programmatic activities that are sustained and developmental will
require more sophisticated research designs to assess how and why students’
civic learning outcomes are changed over time.

Implications and Recommendations for a Future
Research Agenda

Weaknesses in past research on student civic learning outcomes suggest what
directions a future research agenda should take. In the area of theoretical
framework development, where greater precision can be developed in defin-
ing what specific civic ends and outcomes are sought for students, researchers
need to ask the following questions: What causes civic learning to occur?
Why does it occur for some students and not for others? What, exactly, is
the role of civic identity in civic learning and action, and how does service
learning assist in its development? Although the movement from civic
engagement to civic learning, with the specific dimensions and indicators of
civic knowledge, skills, and values, is a positive development, researchers can
do more to make these concepts and their connection to broader concerns
about educating students for democratic participation in public life more
explicit and, through better coordination and networking, agreed upon
across the K–16 field and beyond (Battistoni, 2006a).

On this point, researchers in the United States have much to learn from
their international colleagues, particularly those in the United Kingdom,
where, over the past decade, concerns about citizen disengagement have led
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to a fairly precise definition of what British researchers call active citizenship
and the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that need to be taught to achieve
it (Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 1998, 2004). The definition of
active citizenship contains the following six dimensions:

1. Having an awareness of issues
2. Having the desire to address and act on issues
3. Being able to make judgments and decisions
4. Taking direct, peaceful action
5. Collaborating with others to address commonly defined problems
6. Reflecting on decisions and actions

This definition, in turn, has led to the creation of a national curriculum and
a common research agenda about civic learning outcomes featuring an eight-
year longitudinal study of citizenship education in England (Kerr, Ireland,
Lopes, & Craig, 2004).

The recent work of AAC&U to develop a model called the civic learning
spiral may deepen understanding of civic learning and how it is assessed.
This spiral, made up of six ‘‘braids’’ (self, communities and cultures, knowl-
edge, skills, values, and public action), can be seen as a fluid continuum of
characteristics, which coexist and connect with one another. AAC&U’s Civic
Engagement Working Group has defined outcomes related to each civic
learning braid and has begun to lay out an agenda and set of rubrics for
assessing the outcomes in this civic learning spiral (Musil, 2009).

So far, most understandings of civic learning assume a national (or local)
focus, with a view toward educating students for citizenship in the United
States. The global dimensions of civic learning need to be developed and
refined further, based on preliminary research that has already been done
(Battistoni, Longo, & Jayanandhan, 2009; Bringle, Hatcher, & Jones, 2010;
Lewin, 2009; Longo & Saltmarsh, 2010). In an increasingly globalized world,
definitions and measures of student civic learning need to align with the
aspirations of global citizenship and action. These definitions and measures
would include more global conceptual frameworks for citizenship and civic
learning as well as the competencies and dispositions necessary for being an
effective, reciprocal global citizen (see Bringle & Hatcher, 2010 and Lewin,
2009 for discussions of the kinds of conceptual frameworks that might align
with more global perspectives on learning).

Beyond greater precision in our conceptual framework, there are three
areas in particular that should drive the research agenda in assessing student
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civic learning outcomes: (a) more (and better) longitudinal and qualitative
research, (b) understanding of the role and importance of educators in stu-
dent civic learning, and (c) comparison of the impact of different service
learning models on students’ civic learning as well as comparison of the
impact of service learning with that other active pedagogies aimed at student
civic engagement.

Properly Funded Longitudinal and Qualitative Research
There is a great need in all service learning research to understand ‘‘how this
learning impacts students years down the road’’ (Vogelgesang, 2009, p. 246).
This is particularly important in the area of civic learning outcomes because
citizenship in a democracy is a lifelong occupation, and therefore, merely
examining the immediate outcomes of educational interventions is insuffi-
cient. Mitchell et al. (2011) are investigating the long-range effects on civic
identity and action of three different sustained, developmental, cohort-based
curricular models for service learning. Using a mixed-methods approach, the
research team begins with qualitative interviews of alumni of each program
and will construct a quantitative survey and later a focus-group protocol
based on their analysis of the interview results (see Mitchell et al., 2011 for
the conceptual framework that will guide this longitudinal research on
alumni from each program). Very little longitudinal research on students has
been done to date, although work at the Higher Education Research Insti-
tute (HERI) at University of California, Los Angeles (Vogelgesang, 2005)
and the longitudinal study of the Bonner Scholars Program are good exam-
ples of the type of longitudinal research that is needed. The Bonner study
(Keen & Hall, 2005) in particular, which surveyed nearly 400 alumni from
10 campuses using questions from several sources including HERI’s Life
After College survey, is a good example of a quantitative approach to longi-
tudinal research on the impact of (co-curricular) service learning on college
graduates (Keen & Hall, n.d.).

Better qualitative research on student civic learning outcomes is also
needed. At the K–12 level, more research is being conducted involving exper-
imental and quasi-experimental quantitative designs, in response to pressure
to isolate interventions and ascertain causality with specific learning out-
comes, particularly those that can be tested quantitatively (e.g., Billig et al.,
2005). However, in the area of service learning research, especially in higher
education, it is difficult to assign students randomly to anything at all, cer-
tainly not to educational institutions, majors, or courses. And many of the
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indicators of civic learning, particularly in the skills and values areas, are
difficult to measure or assess using survey research methodology. Good
examples of qualitative work exist, including studies that evaluate student
and teacher understandings of what they are learning and how they conceive
of civic or political engagement (see Kahne & Westheimer, 2006; Longo,
Drury, & Battistoni, 2006; Roholt et al., 2009). Additional research might
offer insight into how—as distinct from whether and why—service learning
has an impact on student civic learning outcomes.

The Importance of Educators in Student Civic Learning
What is the role of educators in developing students’ civic capacities, iden-
tity, and motivations? This was one of the key questions in the research
surrounding two national student civic engagement initiatives, Project 540
and Raise Your Voice (Battistoni, 2008; Longo et al., 2006). This was also a
key question for the Political Engagement Project, which surfaced important
elements regarding the instructor’s role in developing political understand-
ing, skills, and motivation (Colby et al., 2007). There is a need to study
further teachers’ intentions and understandings, how they frame their work,
their understanding of and experience with it, and how they see their role in
citizen education and engagement. The study done by Billig et al. (2005) for
CIRCLE on the civic impact of participation in K–12 service learning also
examined some of these factors. So, too, have studies by Kahne and West-
heimer (2006) in which the authors interviewed K–12 teachers. Research
needs to explore how instructors are framing their work in service learning
and civic engagement and the connections between instructor intentionality
and educational outcomes for students.

Research on the Comparative Impact of Service Learning and
Other Active Pedagogies
The future research agenda needs to include studies that compare different
educational interventions and their impact on various student civic learning
outcomes. What kinds of service learning programs yield the best results,
and why? Is a sustained, developmental, cohort-based curricular approach to
service learning better able to produce, over time, persons with stronger
measures on all of the indicators of civic knowledge, skills, identity, and
motivation, among other categories? Also needed are studies that compare
service learning courses with other active learning pedagogies (e.g., collabora-
tive learning, problem-based learning, simulations) aimed at enhanced civic
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outcomes for students. As several studies have shown, it is often not simple
for an educator or a practitioner to choose between service learning and a
traditional, lecture-style or banking model of educational delivery (Billig et
al., 2005; Colby et al., 2007). Service learning is only one of a number of
potential vehicles to greater civic learning, and research is needed to show
when and whether other pedagogies can lead to better outcomes as well as
under what conditions a service learning approach ‘‘confers additional bene-
fits over other active pedagogies’’ (Billig et al., 2005, p. 1; see also Pritzker &
McBride, 2006).

Conclusion

In this chapter I have summarized existing research on the impact of service
learning on student civic learning outcomes, with a view to informing the
future research agenda in this field. We must do much more in this area if
we are to achieve the kind of revitalization of civic education and democratic
participation envisioned by a wide range of organizations and experts. I hope
this chapter provides a start in that direction.
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