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ABSTRACT 

 

 

BRANDI E. WALKER 

SERVICE LEARNING WITH FIFTH-GRADE STUDENTS: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC 

CASE STUDY OF CLASSROOM CULTURE 

Under the direction of JANE WEST, Ed.D. 

 

 

With the rapid onslaught of technology, there is a lack of citizens possessing 21st-

century skills, such as collaboration, cooperation, and critical thinking.  Many school 

systems are making large financial investments in one-to-one technology initiatives in the 

name of developing 21st-century skills, yet without a balance between genuine human 

interaction and the infusion of technology, students are not developing the interpersonal 

skills compulsory to growing into adult citizens equipped with a sense of community-

minded problem solving.  Lack of soft skills such as problem solving, working in a 

group, and verbal communication is a significant problem in today’s schools.   

This study investigated the culture of a fifth-grade classroom as students engaged 

in service learning.  Numerous research studies of service learning address high school 

and college settings; however, a limited number of research studies investigate 

elementary students engaging in this learning approach.  The methodology of the study 

was an ethnographic case study with the fifth-grade students as participants and the 

participants’ teacher as researcher.  The students participated in two 8-week service 

learning units during the course of the school year.  The first unit took place in the fall 

and the students worked in small groups on five different projects.  The second unit 



    

  

xiii 

occurred in the spring, and the students worked in small groups on four different projects.  

The results of the study included a central theme of a culture of belongingness.  The 

findings also indicated two secondary themes that led to the inclusive culture.  To move 

the work forward, the students used supportive actions and various negotiations while 

interacting with peers.  The researcher also observed six additional outcomes of service 

learning that contributed to the culture of belongingness.  Recommendations for future 

studies included a longitudinal study following elementary students who have been 

exposed to service learning across their middle and high school years and a mixed-

methods study.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Now, perhaps more than ever, there is a need for a healthy democracy within our 

society.  American culture is based on the Constitutional mandate that power belongs to 

the people.  Democracy describes government based on citizen participation.  Shakaia 

(2016) stated, “Citizen participation is a process which provides private individuals an 

opportunity to influence public decisions and to be a component of the democratic 

decision-making process” (para. 2).  Active citizenship involves individuals getting 

involved in their local communities and democracy at all levels (Szeger, 2013).  In order 

to create positive change, citizens must work together to take a stand against social 

injustice.  This imperative manifests throughout American history as evidenced by events 

and initiatives such as the American Revolution, the fight for abolition of slavery, 

Women’s Suffrage, the Civil Rights Movement, and, more recently, the outrage over 

police brutality and the push for marriage equality.   

In order to encourage active citizenship, efforts should begin at a young age.   

According to the Stanford Social Innovation Review, “Many schools have failed to 

prepare our youngest citizens to become stewards of democracy, possessing the 

knowledge and skills required for active and engaged citizenship” (Rousseau & Warren, 

2018, para. 5).  A school curriculum should prepare young people to be effective citizens 

in our society.  In a letter written by the Long Island Council for the Social Studies, 
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members wrote, “Social Studies must be a subject area which is valued and cherished as 

the great equalizer in developing reasoned, informed, and respectful civil discourse” (Elia 

& Rosa, 2017, para. 8).  Civic education is an opportunity for the next generation to learn 

ways to appreciate different perspectives and work together to plan meaningful 

experiences that address community problems.   

Many events throughout our national history that have had the greatest global 

impact began as grassroots, oftentimes underground, movements fueled and driven by 

impassioned individuals.  At a young age, Martin Luther King, Jr. fought for social 

justice and encouraged citizens to build a community.  In a book written over 50 years 

ago, King (1968) claimed, “The good and just society is . . . a socially conscious 

democracy which reconciles the truths of individualism and collectivism” (p. 197).  The 

democracy serves as a means to achieve security and stability for all.  Informed and 

active citizens are essential for a democratic society to remain cohesive and vital.  Civic 

engagement begins with engendering an awareness and desire for action, even among 

adolescents.  Regarding the need for individuals to take an active part in citizenship, 

Dewey (1888) wrote the following: 

Men are not isolated non-social atoms, but are men only when in intrinsic 

relations to one another, and the state in turn only represents them so far as they 

have become organically related to one another, or are possessed of unity of 

purpose and interest.  (p. 24) 

In other words, a democracy cannot stand unless members honor individual differences 

and value the overall well-being of the group.  A successful democracy, above all, 
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includes a population that works together as a social unit.  According to Festenstein 

(2014), “Societies are characterized by a high level of harmony among their members” 

(para. 28).  Collaboration and cooperation are essential in our society. 

Statement of the Problem 

Due in part to the overwhelming focus on standardization in public schools, many 

high school graduates are ill prepared for college and the workplace.  In the U.S. House 

of Representatives and the Senate, there is ongoing debate regarding the frequency of 

standardized tests.  The Council of the Great City Schools, which is composed of 

superintendents and school board members from the largest school systems around the 

nation, conducted a study regarding assessment practices.  They found that over the 

course of kindergarten through 12th grade, the average student takes approximately 112 

tests (Hart et al., 2015).  Data from the Center for American Progress revealed that 49% 

of stakeholders are concerned that students are taking too many standardized assessments 

(Lazarin, 2014).  In sum, there is concern over the amount of standardized testing taking 

place in public schools.    

In addition to the reduction of instructional time, standardization can take away 

from the experience of all learners (Sparapani & Perez, 2015).  This push for streamlining 

takes away from the authenticity of learning and teaching.  Many educational policy 

makers are encouraging direct instruction and prescriptive teaching in an effort to prepare 

students for multiple standards-based assessments (Heubert & Hauser, 1999).  However, 

teachers claim the taking and preparing for numerous standardized tests each year waste 

valuable instructional time.  Stenhouse, Jarrett, Williams, and Chilungu (2014) claimed, 
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“Compulsion to teach exclusively to the test has inhibited teachers’ abilities to produce 

engaging and meaningful learning opportunities” (p. 15).  The pressure placed on school 

officials and teachers may result in a low-quality education for students, which affects 

their opportunities for success within and outside of school (Stenhouse et al., 2014).  

Numerous teachers feel the pressure, resulting in an inclination to teach to the test and 

ineffectively instruct students.  According to Strauss (2016), this standardization 

“narrows and dumbs down instruction, depresses student engagement, and produces 

inaccurate indicators of learning” (para. 7).  Traditional curriculum does not lend itself to 

explicit and intentional teaching methods that model social awareness and problem-

solving processes.  In sum, standardization fails to promote experience-rich learning 

models. 

A second, yet related problem for students and teachers is the lack of young 

citizens possessing 21st-century skills, such as collaboration, cooperation, and critical 

thinking (O’Sullivan & Dallas, 2010).  With the rapid onslaught of smart technology and 

the incorporation of tablets, laptops, and electronic communication as common classroom 

tools, children are not necessarily developing the interpersonal skills compulsory to 

growing into adult citizens equipped with a sense of community-minded problem solving.  

Research suggests parallels exist between screen time and social skills development.  

Face-to-face communication is now slowly decreasing to a point where many adolescents 

struggle to initiate or carry on a conversation (Campbell, 2016).  Uhls et al. (2014) cited a 

study involving sixth graders that revealed that, in the absence of screen-based 

technology, regular face-to-face interaction had a profound impact on students’ ability to 
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recognize nonverbal cues.  Many school systems are making large financial investments 

in one-to-one technology initiatives in the name of developing 21st-century skills, yet 

without a balance between genuine human interaction and the infusion of technology, 

students may find it difficult to engage properly without the crutch of a hand-held device.  

Educators need to ensure students get enough face-to-face social interaction (Uhls et al., 

2014).  Students should receive plenty of opportunities to develop social skills.  

The majority of 21st-century learners have grown up using technology from a 

young age, and many lack the necessary social skills to work collaboratively.  In a recent 

news article, Molloy (2017) stated that today’s students should be referred to as 

“Generation Hopeless” due to a lack in basic life and workplace skills.  Molloy (2017) 

elaborated, “There has been a very steep decline in interpersonal skills and it means that 

regardless of their school results, young people are going to struggle to get a job” (para. 

4).  Lack of soft skills, such as problem solving, working in a group, and verbal 

communication is a significant problem with today’s learners.  If today’s adolescents are 

going to grow up being socially literate, schools should act now.   

School experiences need to allow for social experimentation and reward group 

interaction and cooperation.  In an article reporting the comments from several 

psychologists, Bindley (2011) stated, “Conversation takes practice; dependence on 

devices can make it that much harder for children who are already struggling socially” (p. 

1).  Bindley (2011) elaborated, “As children and parents are attaching more and more to 

technology, they’re detaching from each other, and we know as a species we need to 
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connect” (p. 2).  When students are talking, they have opportunities for making 

meaningful connections with one another. 

In our technology-driven society, collaboration skills appear to be rapidly 

decreasing.  Strauss (2013) commented, “Collaboration in schools is not a big topic in the 

national education discussion, and that’s unfortunate, because it’s a key to effective 

schools” (p. 1).  Davis (2012) claimed, “Encouraging students to reach out to each other 

to solve problems and share knowledge not only builds collaboration skills, it leads to 

deeper learning and understanding” (p. 1).  Thus, collaboration is a key skill in both 

education and the workplace.  Nevertheless, the Association of American Colleges and 

Universities reported in 2014 that 80% of “employers say they are more likely to consider 

hiring recent college graduates who have . . . completed a research project done 

collaboratively with peers” (p. 7), and 37% of employers did “not give graduates high 

marks ” (p. 11) for being prepared to work “with others in a team” (p. 12).  According to 

Sparks (2017), “Collaboration in the classroom can help students think more deeply and 

creatively about a subject and develop more empathy for others' perspectives” (p. 8).  

Collaboration allows students to learn and grow from each other.  

In our frequently egocentric society, individuals in need or those who are different 

from the norm often receive little attention.  In today’s traditional schools, attention given 

to societal problems may fall to the wayside; however, 21st-century skills are necessary 

because educators are preparing students for jobs that do not yet exist (Carlisle, Jackson, 

& George, 2007).  While technology undoubtedly enhances productivity and adds an 

unparalleled level of convenience to individuals’ lives, it also makes personal connection 
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a choice rather than a necessity and replaces authentic human interaction with text 

messages and often-insincere social media posts.  With little practice, relating to people 

and getting their needs met in person, “many young adults will grow up to be anxious 

about our species’ primary means of communication—talking” (Ehmke, 2016, para. 7).  

Most adults can remember a time before social media and smart technology, yet our 

children will likely never know life without it.  In summary, the two related problems 

include the overwhelming focus on standardization in public schools and the increase of 

students lacking 21st-century skills necessary for college and the workplace. 

Significance of the Study 

There is evidence that children can learn the skills and dispositions required for 

effective involvement in working to ameliorate a wide range of societal problems 

(Mackey, 2011).  As future leaders, children deserve to learn methods for identifying and 

working to solve societal ills rather than standing idly by and only concerning themselves 

with their own comforts and desires.  Our society frequently depends on volunteerism 

and community involvement for managing many social problems.  It is in the hands of 

concerned individuals to tackle huge issues like poverty, environmental destruction, and 

educational inequity. 

Now, more than ever, is a need for educators to explicitly teach skills that require 

students to work together to reach a common goal.  Instead of increased test preparation 

and insignificant technology use, students need to be engaged in real-world learning 

experiences that have long-term benefits.  Stevenson and Bishop (2012) explained that 

young students typically desire an education entrenched in hands-on experiences, social 
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interactions, and relevant, authentic tasks.  In-depth, integrated learning opportunities that 

require critical thinking, collaboration, and problem solving will prepare students to be 

productive citizens.  In regard to the focus on standardization, Strauss (2013) made the 

following comment: 

Once politicians at all levels of government come to recognize that the best hope 

they have of being able to take credit for improved public school test scores is to 

promote data-driven collaboration rather than conflict, we just might experience 

the long overdue transformation in education.  (p. 3)  

Educational leaders and policy makers must begin to look at education in a different way, 

valuing collaboration and social endeavors.  Wenger (1998) highlighted the dysfunctions 

of standardization, stating, “To assess learning we use tests with which students struggle 

in one-on-one combat, where knowledge must be demonstrated out of context, and where 

collaborating is considered cheating” (p. 3).  Students learn through interactions and 

communications with others for learning is a social process (Vygotsky, 1934/1978).  

Students should have educational opportunities that allow for collaboration and active 

engagement.  Of particular urgency is the need for explicit social and collaborative skills 

instruction.  In order to produce a concerned and effective citizenry proficient in 

identifying and planning steps necessary to solve problems within the community, there 

is a vital need to develop a civic-minded culture that intentionally educates individuals to 

be socially aware of others (Gallant, 1992).  Individuals need to be able to work 

collaboratively with those who possess differing perspectives and learn to be open-

minded when making decisions.  
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Instilling the importance of civic engagement begins in our schools.  Without 

relevant real-world learning experiences in the classroom, our students become adults 

who are oftentimes unaware of ways to contribute to their community.  If future 

generations are going to be prepared to fulfill their civic duty, schools must address more 

than just the standards.  While the National Education Association argued that Common 

Core State Standards (CCSS) are beneficial for deeper thinking, rigor, and equity, they 

merely cannot constitute the total curriculum (Long, 2013).  Students need more than the 

CCSS to be 21st-century students and eventually, contributing members of society.  

According to Einfield and Collins (2008), creating a democratic society requires schools 

to “foster a sense of empowerment and commitment in students to work for social 

justice” (p. 105).  A main goal of education should be to help build a community willing 

to direct change.   

In order to prepare students to be responsible and active citizens, the curriculum 

could allow educators to address the civic disengagement of young people.  Thomsen 

(2006) claimed, “Students begin ‘dropping out’ by disengaging from their learning early 

in their careers, some by fourth grade” (p. 1).  Boredom, academic failure, and lack of 

relevance are some of the reasons that students begin to lose interest in their education.  

Lake and Jones (2008) explained that best practices in education call for more “active, 

hands-on learning; cooperative learning; integrated curriculum and relevant learning 

experiences” (p. 255).  Students can receive a quality education while learning the skills 

they need to succeed in the present and preparing for future endeavors.  
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As citizens, students need to understand their role in contributing to the 

improvement of our nation.  The practice of democracy entails developing student agency 

for decision-making and taking action (Farber, 2011).  Homelessness, poverty, pollution, 

and violence are just a few of the issues facing U.S. communities (Turner, 2018).  With 

problems this large, it is easy for young people to feel helpless to make a difference.  

However, educators are in a unique position to provide learning experiences that instill 

civic responsibility in today’s youth (Bates, 2011).  By engaging students in community-

based endeavors, teachers can help students develop civic-minded behaviors.  Schensul, 

Berg, and Brase (2002) claimed that in many schools, “The push toward improvement of 

low achievement scores disempowers creative teachers, devalues critical and creative 

thinking, disassociates classroom learning from real life situations and ranks students by 

narrowly defined areas of achievement” (p. 125).  Learning experiences that include 

active student participation, collaboration with others, and engagement in community 

issues can provide a platform for students to enact change.  Students should learn skills 

that help them work productively with others to become citizens who are more effective.  

Educators need to recognize the moldable nature of young students and use this crucial 

period to expose students to meaningful learning opportunities and essential 21st-century 

skills. 

Bill Gates (2005) maintained that rigor, relevance, and relationships replace 

reading, writing, and arithmetic as the new 3Rs of basic building blocks of schools.  The 

new 3Rs have student engagement and interaction as the central focus.  When students 

fail to see a connection between the content and the real world, learning becomes 
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meaningless.  Learning should be rigorous, applying appropriate levels of challenge.  A 

challenging curriculum prepares students for future problem-solving tasks.  Meaningful 

learning activities are essential for maintaining student interest and motivation.  Relevant 

tasks activate the learning process and propel students into self-directed exploration.  

Furthermore, in the school environment, most students thrive on healthy social 

interactions with their teachers and peers.  Research documents that the majority of 

students prefer to learn through peer interactions, active learning, and connecting with the 

community (Payne & Edwards, 2010).  When teachers foster community in the 

classroom, they facilitate learning in the class environment.  In the ever-growing digital 

world, it is critical for school personnel to focus on building relationships among all 

stakeholders.  The curriculum should provide a collaborative environment where students 

can work with others to make a difference. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to extend the knowledge base of 

service learning pedagogy in the elementary classroom.  While research exists on service 

learning for older learners, there was a need to inquire into the approach at the elementary 

level.  Empirical research on the culture created in an elementary service learning 

classroom and the impacts of participating in elementary service learning could possibly 

assist curriculum developers in determining how to integrate authentic learning 

experiences, such as service learning, into the elementary curriculum.  According to 

Farber and Bishop (2018), “Although service learning has been documented as a 

promising pedagogy for middle grades learners, it remains the exception rather than the 
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rule” (p. 1).  In addition, there is very little research in service learning literature 

regarding the interpersonal relationships among students participating in service learning 

and the collaborative nature of the approach.  A large number of service learning studies 

have investigated academic and personal benefits, rather than benefits to a child’s social 

development (Scott & Graham, 2015).  By exploring the social aspects of elementary 

service learning, the data have the potential to inform future research related to best 

practices in 21st-century classrooms.   

A major goal of education is to produce active and aware participants who 

meaningfully engage in societal and cultural issues.  The development of collaborative 

interpersonal skills is critical, not only to the social good, but to the greater long-term 

economic feasibility of the nation at large.  Employees need to be able to work 

productively with colleagues, supervisors, and their clients in order to maximize 

efficiency and ensure corporate financial viability.  In a recent article discussing the 

importance of social skills for job success, Patterson (2016) shared the results from a 

King’s College London report.  Over 200 employers stated, “We are wasting an awful lot 

of time interviewing people who seem to have no social skills at all, and if you don’t have 

any by the time you start applying for jobs, it is probably too late” (Patterson, 2016, p. 1).  

Alongside parents, educators have a unique opportunity to teach students how to cope 

with disappointment, read facial cues, and work collaboratively with others.  Students 

need an increased and more sensitive worldview, which will consequently yield more 

civic-minded adult citizens (Jenkins, 2019).  Individuals need to be well versed in the 

methods and strategies necessary for effecting positive social change.  
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The ultimate goal of educators is to produce citizens who are active members of 

society.  Service learning provides opportunities for students to practice democracy in 

their own community by working with various stakeholders to address an issue or need 

(Farber & Bishop, 2018).  While involved in service learning, students learn that they 

matter—they can cause change, solve problems, and work together to make a difference 

in their school and community (Farber, 2011).  According to Ayers et al. (2010), “Service 

learning is a teaching and learning strategy that integrates meaningful community service 

with instruction and reflection to enrich the learning experience, teach civic 

responsibility, and strengthen communities” (p. 55).  Students drive the work by 

identifying a particular issue, conducting research, devising a plan of action, and then, 

actually carrying out the plan.   

Previous research has established that service learning has benefits for students.  

Some benefits, such as increased achievement on test scores, are related to academics.  

Terry and Panter (2011) found that eighth-grade students involved in a service learning 

history unit showed greater gains on the unit posttest compared to other students taught 

using traditional methods.  Additionally, they noted that the subject of social studies is a 

natural fit for high levels of service learning, which leads to academic benefits.  Scales, 

Roehlkepartain, Neal, Kielsmeier, and Benson (2006) found that students with service 

learning reported higher grades and attendance than did peers with less or no exposure to 

service learning.  The quantitative results also showed that participating in service 

learning only one hour per week was related to a significantly smaller gap in achievement 

between higher- and lower-income students.  
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Other benefits, such as increased self-efficacy and civic attitudes, are more 

personal.  In a quantitative study, Scales, Berkas, Blyth, and Kielsmeier (2000) found that 

adolescent students involved in service learning improved their sense of efficacy in 

helping others.  This type of learning approach engages students in distinguishing self 

from others.  In a qualitative study of high school students, Lee, Kubilius, Donahue, and 

Weimholt (2007) found that students participating in service learning showed a greater 

awareness of civic issues and a stronger commitment to the community.  Additionally, 

they described that even six months after the study, participants indicated a greater 

commitment to making a difference in the community.  Scott and Graham (2015) stated, 

“Current literature is not comprehensive in its covering of service learning outcomes in 

pre-adolescent children” (p. 354).  In agreement, Fair, Davis, and Fischer (2011) 

contended, “Service learning in elementary schools has enormous potential, but seems to 

be underutilized in many areas of the United States” (p. 179).  In a meta-analysis 

reviewing 62 studies of service learning, Celio, Durlak, and Dymnicki (2011) found only 

5% included students at the elementary level.  Therefore, there was a need to investigate 

the social dynamics created among a service learning group of elementary students 

working together over an extended period.   

Research Questions 

This research sought to investigate the culture in an elementary classroom 

participating in service learning experiences.  I used the following research question to 

guide the study: 
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1. What is the culture of an elementary classroom as students are participating in 

service learning? 

Subquestions divide the overarching question into several parts.  Well-designed questions 

define the focus of the study and serve to maintain concentration on the topic (Agee, 

2009).  I used the following subquestions to supplement the primary research question. 

2. How are interpersonal skills cultivated during service learning experiences? 

3. How is civically responsible citizenship cultivated within the context of 

service learning? 

Research Design 

In order to richly describe the culture of an elementary service learning 

classroom, I chose to conduct a qualitative ethnographic case study.  This study provided 

an opportunity to collect data from classroom observations, student interviews, photo 

elicitation, and student reflections in order to understand the culture of the classroom as 

students engaged in service learning.  The goal was to reveal valuable themes for creating 

meaningful learning experiences for elementary students involved in service learning.  

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

I used a theoretical and conceptual framework to explore the culture of the 

classroom during service learning implementation.  The frameworks offered logical 

structure and contained key concepts that guided the development of the study.  In 

addition, the frameworks provided a context for interpreting the study’s findings.  

Vygotsky and Wenger asserted that social interaction plays a central role in cognitive 

development.  By combining Vygotsky’s (1934/1978) social constructivist theory and 
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Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice, I was able to investigate the social interactions 

within the context of service learning experiences.    

Social Constructivist Theory  

The principal argument in Vygotsky’s (1934/1978) sociocultural constructivist 

theory is that children receive knowledge from their culture and learn through meaningful 

social interaction.  In sociocultural environments, the classroom serves as a community 

for discussion and exchange of ideas.  Language occurring within these discussions 

enables learners to create meaning and link experiences (Vygotsky, 1934/1978).  Shared 

experiences provide opportunities for collaboration and problem solving.   

The competence of all learners is elevated when students work together to 

construct knowledge.  Unlike Piaget (1975), who asserted children must reach a 

particular developmental stage in order to learn a specific skill, Vygotsky (1934/1978) 

argued that a child’s readiness and meaningful interaction with others serve as a basis for 

development.  Vygotsky claimed that cognitive and social development work together to 

bring about learning.   

Vygotsky’s theory is based on the idea that social interaction plays a central role 

in the development of cognition.  One component of Vygotsky’s social constructivist 

theory is his concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which he explained as 

the gap between a child’s actual level of development and his or her potential level when 

assisted by a more knowledgeable other (Vygotsky, 1934/1978).  Students receive 

support or scaffolding from teachers and peers in order to move their thinking forward.  

ZPD emphasizes that learners can solve difficult problems when they have access to a 
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more capable peer (Vygotsky, 1934/1978).  Engaging students in social situations helps 

enable learning. 

A second component of Vygotsky’s theory is that cognitive growth occurs on two 

levels.  Vygotsky (1934/1978) posited, “Every function in the child’s cultural 

development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; 

first, between people and then inside the child” (p. 57).  In other words, learning does not 

take place solely within the individual.  An example of this two-step learning process is 

students working together to solve a problem and later participating in self-reflection.  

Both components of Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory emphasize that quality social 

interactions are critical to students’ human development.   

Communities of Practice 

Communities of practice originated from Lave and Wenger’s (1991) seminal 

work on situated learning, which is an instructional approach that suggests students create 

meaning as they participate with others in authentic learning experiences.  Lave and 

Wenger posited that the circulation of knowledge among peers is central to effective 

learning.  Thus, the meaning of learning stems from an individual’s participation in a 

sociocultural practice.  A situated learning environment influences the co-construction of 

knowledge as students participate in goal-directed activities.  Wenger-Trayner and 

Wenger-Trayner (2015) explained, “Communities of practice are groups of people who 

share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they 

interact regularly” (p. 1).  In pursuit of a shared goal, individuals in the group organize 

their learning through active participation and mutual engagement.   
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Communities of practice are characterized by three key components: the domain, 

the community, and the practice (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015).  Members 

must have a common interest and be committed to gaining knowledge in the shared 

domain.  Within the group, individuals share ideas and help each other gain knowledge 

and skills.  Within the community, “members build relationships that enable them to 

learn from each other” (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015, p. 2).  The 

community shares a common interest and is committed to working together as one unit.  

The final element, practice, refers to the commitment of the group to develop a 

knowledge base through gathering research and participating in shared conversations.  

Practitioners foster learning and develop new understandings.  Wenger (1998) explained, 

“Members interact, do things together, and negotiate new meaning” (p. 102).  In other 

words, the learning is ongoing, shared, and social. 

A community of practice consists of a diverse group of individuals engaged in 

collective learning.  Wenger (1998) claimed, “What makes engagement in practice 

possible and productive is as much a matter of diversity as it is a matter of homogeneity” 

(p. 75).  The varied ideas of each participant bring interesting and novel contributions.  

Wenger (1998) posited, “The learning community offers an ideal context for growth 

because the community sustains change as a part of an identity of participation” (p. 215).  

With the support of community members, participants learn to solve problems and think 

critically, while simultaneously gaining confidence.  In spite of the subject or topic, 

learning occurs through meaningful engagement in social communities. 
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Limitations 

I acknowledge that there were limitations to this study.  An eminent limitation of 

case study research is the inability to generalize to a wider population.  Although 

qualitative researchers are not overly concerned with generalizability of the findings 

(Meyers, 2000), transferability ensured that this study was applicable to other research 

sites.  I used detailed descriptions and data triangulation to establish transferability.   

Researcher bias was another concern in this study.  Although I had limited 

experience with service learning, I firmly believed that this innovative approach to 

learning had value in the elementary classroom.  Therefore, I needed to keep a detailed 

data trail to avoid misinformation and a researcher’s journal to record my thoughts, 

potential biases, apprehensions, and questions.   

I conducted this ethnographic case study with my fifth-grade students, which also 

posed a concern.  Students may have misinterpreted questions or failed to respond 

honestly to questions.  In an effort to impress me, students may have inflated responses 

during interviews or acted differently during observations, which could have affected the 

accuracy of the data.  To establish confirmability, I used member checking by having an 

outside reviewer confirm my interpretations and ensure neutrality.  More in-depth 

descriptions and details of limitations and research bias are documented in Chapter 3. 

Delimitations 

Service learning has potential academic, personal, civic, and social benefits.  

However, this study aimed to explore the culture of an elementary service learning 

classroom; therefore, I focused on the social aspects of service learning.  Furthermore, 
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this ethnographic study was bounded by time and place.  Due to conducting the study 

with fifth-grade students who advanced to middle school, I was only able to collect data 

for one school year.  Additionally, my classroom served as the only setting for the study.  

Finally, as there was little research regarding service learning in elementary-school 

settings, I had a limited amount of accessible literature.  

Definition of Key Terms 

The following provides a list of definitions for the purposes of this study:  

Authentic learning is learning designed to connect what students are taught in 

school to real-world issues, problems, and applications (Pearce, 2016).  

Civic engagement is an understanding of active citizenship and commitment to 

serving the community (Einfield & Collins, 2008). 

Culture signifies the set of shared attitudes, characteristics, behaviors, and social 

practices that depicts an institution or group (Goodenough, 1976).  

Ethnography is concerned with the full range of social behavior within a location, 

event, or setting (Wolcott, 2008). 

Photo elicitation refers to the stimulation of participant discussion from the act of 

viewing photographs of a particular topic (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Reflection is a “meaning-making process that moves a learner from one 

experience into the next with deeper understanding of its relationships with and 

connections to other experiences and ideas” (Rodgers, 2002, p. 842).  

Scaffolding involves the process of transition, through the use of language and 

social interaction, to a higher level in knowledge and skills (Topciu & Myftiu, 2015). 
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Self-efficacy refers to one’s self-judgments of personal capabilities to succeed in 

specific situations, accomplish a task, and persevere in the face of adversity (Bandura, 

1997).  

Service learning is a form of experiential education in which students use their 

academic skills and knowledge to address individual and community needs (Billig, 

2002b). 

Zone of proximal development refers to “the distance between the actual 

development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with a more capable peer” (Vygotsky, 1934/1978, p. 86). 

Summary 

This chapter introduced two current problems in education.  The first problem is 

that the standardization of public schools has led to a narrowing of students’ curricular 

experiences.  A second, yet equally crucial issue, is the need for graduates to possess 

21st-century skills, such as collaboration and communication, in order to be prepared for 

college and the workplace.  For each problem, I provided supporting evidence.  

The discussion of these current issues in education led to the Significance of the 

Study section.  I argued the need for less standardization and more authentic learning 

experiences in the classroom.  I described how meaningful learning opportunities in 

school will lead students to be more civic-minded adults.  This section addressed the 

social nature of learning and the importance of a curriculum that promotes rigor, 

relevance, and relationships.   
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Following this, I presented the purpose of the study.  I discussed the importance 

of individuals to possess interpersonal skills and the need for social skills instruction in 

schools.  I contended that our society needs active members who are willing to work with 

others to solve problems and direct change.  I introduced the concept of service learning 

and its connection to promoting democratic citizens.  I shared a few empirical studies that 

reported benefits of service learning.  Next, I argued that minimal research exists on the 

social and cultural aspects of elementary students involved in service learning.  Then, I 

identified the research questions answered through this investigation.  Finally, I explained 

the research design and methodology for the study.  This study attempted to look at the 

culture of the classroom during service learning experiences.  

The Theoretical and Conceptual Framework section conveyed why I grounded my 

study in Vygotsky’s (1934/1978) social constructivist theoretical perspective and 

explained the relevance of Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice as a conceptual 

framework.  Finally, I stated limitations and delimitations of the study and identified key 

terms.  Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature pertinent to service learning as well 

as discussions of any other relevant research related to the study.  Additionally, Chapter 2 

provides an in-depth description of the theoretical and conceptual framework and their 

relevance to the study.  Chapter 3 presents the proposed research design and 

methodology.  Chapter 4 presents the results, and Chapter 5 offers a study summary, 

conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

A significant body of research has recently accumulated on ways to prepare 

schools to meet the needs of 21st-century learners (Alismail, & McGuire, 2015).  In 

many classrooms, creative learning approaches are replacing traditional teaching 

methods.  According to Bringle and Hatcher (1999), “Educational outcomes are enriched, 

deepened, and expanded when student learning is more engaged, active, and relevant” (p. 

179).  Recent reforms in education encourage active learning through real-world 

experiences where opportunities such as engagement in community service afford 

students occasions for meaningful work (DeJarnette & Sudeck, 2016).  However, “real 

world experiences and meaningful curriculum projects are often obsolete because their 

format does not support the test preparation regimen mandated by their school districts” 

(Ponder, Veldt, & Ferrell, 2011, p. 46).  Service learning is a form of experiential 

education that engages students in the learning process by incorporating community 

service into the academic curriculum (Furco, 2000).  Service learning is a process of 

empowerment for students. 

The purpose of this literature synthesis was to review the most recent published 

research studies on service learning and to understand how the theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks of social constructivism and communities of practice support the study.  This 

chapter, divided into several sections, presents the review of literature.  The sections 
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provide an overview of service learning relevant to informing this ethnographic case 

study.  The purpose of this literature review is to examine the historical roots and various 

aspects of service learning.   

The first section reviews the research questions and provides an overview of the 

process of conducting the literature review, including selection criteria.  The next several 

sections provide an overview of service learning.  Following the descriptions of the 

stages, elements, and classifications of service learning, is a review of empirical research 

on service learning student outcomes.  The next portion of the chapter explains service 

learning’s connection to creative problem solving, character education, social justice, and 

the work of John Dewey.  The final section describes the theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks for the study.  

Review of the Research Questions 

In a research study, it is essential to ask relevant questions (Creswell, 2013).  This 

chapter includes research and information necessary for addressing the research questions 

being investigated in the study.  I sought to answer the following central research 

question:  

1. What is the culture of an elementary classroom as students are participating in 

service learning? 

In addition, this study included themes present in an elementary service learning 

classroom.  Subquestions divide the central question into several parts.  Well-designed 

questions define the focus of the study, are established early, and serve to maintain 
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concentration on the topic.  The central question prompted the following two secondary 

questions: 

2. How are interpersonal skills cultivated during service learning experiences? 

3. How is civically responsible citizenship cultivated within the context of 

service learning? 

Conducting the Literature Review 

In November 2017, I conducted a search of relevant articles associated with the 

research topic.  I was interested in conducting research on service learning in the 

elementary setting.  I accessed multiple electronic databases including Education 

Resources Information Center (ERIC), ProQuest, Journal Storage (JSTOR), and 

Education Full Text (EBSCO).  This search strategy yielded articles in peer-reviewed 

journals that examined service learning.  I expanded this search by looking through the 

table of contents of peer-reviewed service learning journals such as the Journal of 

Experiential Learning and the Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning.  In 

addition, I scanned the reference sections of each article identified through various 

searches to find relevant articles.  To locate relevant literature, I used key words and 

search terms including but not limited to: service learning; service learning and 

elementary students; elementary service learning; service learning components; service 

learning and adolescents; school-based service learning, service learning and reflection, 

qualitative study; qualitative design and case study.   

I discovered there has been an increase in adolescent service learning research 

studies in recent years (Billig, 2002a).  However, much of the literature takes place in 
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high school and college settings (Furco, 2000).  Therefore, due to the paucity of research 

in adolescent service learning, I also included service learning studies with high school 

and undergraduate participants in this literature review.  Although I exhausted studies 

specific to the United States, the search parameters also included international studies.  

When citing, I was careful to locate primary sources in order to ensure validity and 

reliability.  I made every effort to locate, read, and reflect on seminal research.  

I employed the following selection criteria to determine whether the article was 

appropriate for the literature review: 

• All articles or books were in English. 

• Articles included information directly connected to the area of study.  

• Most recent articles available were selected for the literature review.  

• Articles included research relevant to service learning. 

• Articles were published in peer-reviewed educational journals. 

• Full articles were available. 

I thoroughly read and examined the research to develop a deep understanding of the work 

in order to limit assumptions and bias.  

Service Learning Defined 

Service learning, a form of experiential learning, provides a learning environment 

where students work collaboratively to make decisions regarding a community issue or 

need (Furco, 2000).  Service learning is a pedagogical method used to facilitate 

transformative learning (Stover, 2016).  This untraditional, innovative learning approach 

connects academic content with skills and community needs.  Meaningful service 
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learning projects possess the components for enhancing the learning environment.  Ohn 

and Wade (2009) described service learning as a “form of issues-based teaching and 

learning in which teachers and students choose an issue as a focus for learning” (p. 204).  

Key service learning researchers provide their own distinct definition of this pedagogical 

approach.  Billing defined service learning as a “teaching method that involves students 

performing community service in order to learn knowledge and skills connected to 

curricular objectives” (2002, p. 184).  Service learning connects educational experiences 

to a wider community outside of the classroom.     

Service learning is also defined as “a teaching strategy that integrates meaningful 

community service with instruction and reflection to enrich the learning experience, teach 

civic responsibility, and strengthen communities” (McClam, Diambra, Burton, Fuss, & 

Fudge, 2008, p. 237).  Terry and Bohnenberger (2007) stated, “Service learning is a 

method by which students learn and develop through curriculum integration and active 

participation in thoughtfully organized service experiences that address actual needs in 

the community” (p. 6).  Service learning projects should provide authentic learning 

experiences that allow for rigorous decision-making, cooperation, and critical thought.  

This student-centered, participatory approach to learning makes learning more relevant 

for most students (Weimer, 2002).  In sum, service learning refers to learning that 

actively involves students in experiences that often benefit others and the community, 

while also deepening academic knowledge. 
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Service Learning Versus Community Service 

Community service and service learning both help meet community needs.  

Community service places emphasis on helping individuals and offering the service.  

There is no formal, structured learning involved in community service.  The goal is to 

offer help or support to an individual or agency.  This type of service usually involves a 

one-time activity requiring little preparation and reflection (Wade, 1997).  Community 

service in schools includes such things as extracurricular club activities, one-time visits to 

nursing homes, or various collections.  In community service, there is not a focus on the 

benefit to the provider of the service or student learning (Furco, 1996).  Community 

service often leads to deeper forms of service, such as service learning.  In general, 

community service differs from service learning in that service learning incorporates 

academic and personal learning goals.  

The primary focus of service learning is an intentional connection between the 

service and the curriculum.  Service learning goes beyond community service because the 

experiences “connect students to their communities, enrich students’ learning, and help 

them develop personally, socially, and academically” (Kingsley & McPherson, 1995, p. 

1).  The components of curriculum integration and reflection are what distinguish service 

learning from community service.  Part of the service learning includes service to the 

community but connecting the service to the academic content deepens the learning 

experience.  Service learning “integrates purposefully organized community service into 

academic content with specific learning objectives” (Lee, Kubilius, Donahue, & 

Weimholt, 2008, p. 306).  Although community service can lead to transformative 
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learning, this connection becomes obvious with service learning.  In addition to 

curriculum integration and reflection, the shared partnership cultivated between the 

student and community partner distinguishes service learning from community service. 

Service Learning Stages 

Service learning has various stages that lead to positive student outcomes (Billig, 

2011).  Students progress through stages during each service learning project.  While the 

steps are in a sequential order, it is often necessary to revisit previous stages in order to 

ensure students are working alongside their partners to co-construct action and 

knowledge.  There are five stages of service learning: (a) investigation, (b) preparation 

and planning, (c) action, (d) reflection, and (e) demonstration.  Although the stages 

within the process are linked together and often occur concurrently, each is crucial to 

students’ effectiveness.  Additionally, each stage gives the instructor and learner a 

platform for conducting a service learning project.   

All service learning projects originate from some form of student investigation, 

which can begin with students brainstorming injustices or needs in their school or 

community.  The service learning process can also originate from community 

representative guest speakers.  While the investigation stage can be challenging for 

students, Billig (2011) claimed it is the most crucial due to the opportunity for inquiry. 

Students take on leadership roles, determining their areas of strength and working on 

team-building skills.  Once students choose the issue or the need they want to address, 

they reach out to relevant community partners (Billig, 2011).  The investigation stage 

allows students to challenge their own assumptions. 
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During the second stage, preparation and planning, students conduct initial 

research in order to learn more about the need or issue (Billig, 2011).  Students read 

books, conduct research on the Internet, and interview experts in order to gain 

background knowledge and fully explore the topic.  Students create a list of ways they 

can help or serve.  Then, students weigh the pros and cons of each item on the list, 

considering factors such as cost, time, practicality, and impact.  Once students determine 

the components of their service learning project, they choose an area to address based on 

their interests and strengths.  Students make decisions on how to conduct the experience 

(Terry & Bohnenberger, 2007).  Teachers design classroom activities to help students 

personalize and learn about the chosen issue.  

After proper planning, students carry out their plan of action.  As students move 

into the action stage, they continue to gain knowledge by interacting with the community 

partners involved in the current project.  Examples of service learning action include 

fundraisers, delivering collected goods, beautifying school grounds, or visiting a local 

shelter (Billig, 2011).  The duration of involvement will vary depending on the service 

learning project.  As students are actively involved in carrying out their service plan, they 

are still gathering needed information and reorganizing their plan of action.  

The fourth stage of service learning is reflection.  Continually throughout the 

service learning project, students are engaging in reflection activities (Billig, 2011).  

Reflection serves to help students make meaning of their new knowledge, skills, and 

provided service.  Terry and Bohnenberger (2007) explained, “Reflection is the 

framework through which students process and synthesize the information and ideas they 
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have gained through their service learning experiences” (p. 16).  Meaningful reflection 

prompts enable students to see how their service applies to their own lives.  According to 

Terry and Bohnenberger (2007), when students are working at the higher developmental 

levels of service learning, reflection exercises are at the analysis and synthesis levels.  

Students write, draw, and talk about their experiences in an effort to internalize the 

experience.  Reflection enables learners to become more aware of their personal 

development.  This part of the process provides opportunities for students to think about 

their own learning in order to become self-directed learners.   

Demonstration, the summative stage, allows students to share with others the 

details of the service learning project.  Students can create exhibits and presentations or 

make public service announcements to explain the needs they met and the knowledge 

they gained.  This stage is also a time for celebration.  Students celebrate their shared 

experience and accomplishment.  It is a time to acknowledge the meaningful work of the 

students (Terry & Bohnenberger, 2007).  Grades are irrelevant, making this culminating 

activity a celebration for all students.  According to Wade (1997), “Celebration events 

serve not only to show students that their contributions are appreciated; they also provide 

opportunities to publicize the program, gain new supporters and participants, and 

motivate youth to want to continue to serve” (p. 23).  As the culminating event of service 

learning, it is important to recognize and honor students’ efforts. 

Service Learning Elements 

The quality of service learning is an important predictor of its impact on student 

outcomes.  The service learning elements serve to ensure high standards.  Establishing a 
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link to the curriculum, encouraging mutual collaboration among students and the 

community partners, providing opportunities for student reflection, and incorporating 

student voice are essential elements for effective service learning implementation. 

Link to Curriculum 

Service learning effectively weaves academic content with 21st-century skills.  

When students see a connection between content and application, learning becomes more 

meaningful and impactful.  Wade (1997) maintained, “When service is integrated with 

the academic curriculum, students not only meet important community needs, they also 

have the opportunity to learn academic skills and content in concert with helping” (p. 80).  

Students are eager to learn necessary background information in order to transfer the 

knowledge within the context of the community issue.  By integrating content standards 

with service learning, students become aware of the value of school information outside 

of the classroom walls.  Service learning lends itself to integration in language arts, math, 

and social studies.  In The Complete Guide to Service Learning, Kaye (2010) argued 

service learning can be integrated into all of the K-12 learning standards and provided 

teachers with real-world examples of how service learning fits into the classroom.   

Mutual Collaboration 

During service learning projects, students participate in meaningful interactions 

with peers, teachers, parents, and community members (Willems & Gonzalez, 2012).  

These relationships provide opportunities for students to communicate with individuals 

from diverse backgrounds.  Service learning participants learn from one another and gain 

a mutual respect for individual differences.  Collaborative models teach students to value 
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community voices and to approach service learning through shared power and respect for 

multiple perspectives (Maybach, 1996).  As they share ideas and information, students 

build relationships and enhance collaboration skills.  Service learning experiences require 

students to become active learners and co-constructors of knowledge (Britt, 2014).  

Collaboration is frequently identified as a hallmark of service learning.  

To ensure a successful service learning project, stakeholder involvement is 

essential.  School district employees, such as the superintendent or board members, can 

be instrumental in launching a project.  In addition, parents are often untapped resources 

who can help with tasks such as transportation or project logistics.  To reach its fullest 

potential, the service project must extend beyond the four walls of the classroom.  Farber 

and Bishop (2018) found that students in their sample benefitted from service learning 

because they could make connections between what they had learned in the classroom 

and what was actually occurring inside their neighborhood.   

Reflection 

As well as being a stage in the service learning process (Billig, 2011), reflection is 

also one of the key tenets of this innovative learning approach.  Opportunities for 

reflection throughout service projects help establish connections between the curriculum 

and the students’ service experiences.  In order to better understand their roles as service 

providers, students need opportunities for frequent reflection (Dewey, 1938).  For 

students to understand the value of their service, it is imperative to place their 

experiences in a larger context.  Students spend time pondering, talking, and writing 

about their experiences and new knowledge in order to deepen their understanding of the 
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service topic.  The reflective process enables students to analyze, reflect, and evaluate 

their experiences while in the process of problem solving (Ohn & Wade, 2009).  

Therefore, it is essential for educators to build time for reflection into their lessons 

through activities such as journaling, drawing, and group discussions.   

Bringle and Hatcher (1999) delineated several guidelines for successful reflection: 

(a) clearly link the service experience to the content and learning objectives, (b) 

be structured in terms of description, expectations, and the criteria for assessing 

the activity, (c) occur regularly so that students can develop the capacity to 

engage in deeper and broader reflection, (d) provide feedback from the teacher so 

that students learn how to improve their analyses, and (e) include the opportunity 

for students to explore, clarify, and alter their values.  (p. 182) 

The type and quantity of student reflections are essential to the learning process.  Most 

importantly, reflection must be an ongoing part of the service learning experience.  

Sanders, Van Oss, and McGeary (2016) described the reflection process as having 

“anticipatory, ongoing, and post-experience components, all of which contribute to 

introspection” (p. 74).  Prior to the service learning experience, students can write about 

their expectations and concerns (McClam et al., 2008).  During the service learning 

project, students can record obstacles, document skills they are learning, and plan 

strategies to improve their service.  Teachers analyze student reflections throughout the 

experience to properly address questions and adjust the curriculum.  Students can write 

postexperience reflections on the changes they experienced, special relationships they 

developed, and their feelings about the service itself (McClam et al., 2008).  Fair, Davis, 
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and Fischer (2011) noted, “Reflection, done before and after service projects, can provide 

valuable outcome information and is the key difference between simply performing 

service and engaging in service learning” (p. 180).  Ultimately, reflection should be an 

integral part of each service learning experience. 

Methods of reflection.  Discussion, writing, acting, and drawing are the typical 

methods of reflection (Terry & Panter, 2011).  Bringle and Hatcher (1999) claimed, 

“Analysis through writing fosters problem solving and facilitates the exploration of the 

relationships between past learning, current experiences, and future action” (p. 181).  

Student journals are a common reflection activity that enable students to express their 

feelings, thoughts, and knowledge regarding their service learning experience (Walker, 

2006).  The inclusion of a discussion reflection component can influence students’ 

understanding of social issues significantly more than only requiring written reflections.   

Written and oral reflections can be unstructured or structured.  Free writing and 

group discussions are types of unstructured reflection activities.  Reflective essays and 

directed writings are examples of structured reflections.  In a recent study, Sanders et al. 

(2016) found that “only structured self-reflection with feedback enabled significant gains 

in personal self-efficacy” (p. 85).  Therefore, educators must be intentional with the 

reflection process and avoid it becoming an after-thought. 

Generalization of reflection.  Reflection consolidates knowledge so it is 

generalizable to other situations.  Fair and Delaplane (2014) claimed the reflection 

process “gives students more responsibility in their service learning experience as it 

requires them to be more critical of the experience, thus increasing meaning” (p. 20).  
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McClam et al. (2008) reported, “Student reflections proved to be a rich source of 

information for both assessment of and insight into students’ service learning 

experiences” (p. 245).  Therefore, reflection becomes a part of an ongoing cycle that 

encourages critical thinking.  Terry and Bohnenberger (2007) claimed, “Reflection 

utilizes creative and critical thinking processes to help youth convert their service 

experience into a productive learning experience” (p. 64).  Reflective learning enables 

learners to develop critical thinking skills and improve on future performance.  The 

reflection process allows the student to revisit experiences in order to reach greater 

understanding.   

Student Voice 

Effective service learning involves students choosing, planning, implementing, 

and reflecting on the service projects.  Students who understand the why of a project are 

full of ideas when it comes to how to accomplish the task (Thomsen, 2006).  According 

to DeJarnette and Sudeck (2016), the act of engaging students in the project selection 

process has power and ignites motivation.  Similarly, Wade (1997) stated, “Involving 

students in the planning and ongoing decision making of a project is one way to model 

the democratic process in the classroom” (p. 49).  In an elementary service learning 

study, Akujobi and Simmons (1997) reported, “Students felt connected after every 

service learning experience because of their contributions to the community and through 

their choices in decision making within the classroom” (p. 24).  In a service learning 

study with similar age students, Ponder et al. (2011) found a correlation between the 

amount of student decision making and the degree of student ownership.  When youth 
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receive a voice and opportunities for leadership, they are less likely to be bored (Billig, 

2011).  Encouragement of student voice increases engagement (Smyth, 2006).  Arrington 

(2015) reported that allowing students to participate in the planning and preparation of 

activities increased self-efficacy.  If student buy-in is the goal, teachers must be willing to 

relinquish control and allow the students to drive the direction of the project. 

Service Learning Types 

DeJarnette and Sudeck (2016) discussed four specific types of service learning.  

Direct service, a high level of service learning that allows students to see social justice in 

action, involves interpersonal interactions, such as tutoring at-risk students or helping in a 

homeless shelter.  The interactions are face-to-face, such as mentoring younger students 

or working at an animal shelter.  Direct service is gratifying for students because they can 

see the results of their efforts (Wade, 1997), and it allows students to work on real 

projects and engage with the community at the same time.  This type of service offers 

students the opportunity to make a direct impact on a specific group. 

With indirect service, students do not directly come in contact with those who will 

benefit from the service.  Instead, students engage in activities that focus on cooperation, 

team building, and organizing (DeJarnette & Sudeck, 2016; Lake & Jones, 2008).  

Preparing kits for children in the hospital and donating books to a nursing home are 

examples of indirect service.  Wade (1997) proffered, “Schools commonly include 

indirect service projects, in part because they are easy to organize and usually do not 

involve students leaving the school site” (p. 68).  Teachers can implement indirect service 

learning as a way to introduce students to this instructional approach.  
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Advocacy, a third type of service, promotes awareness or social action about a 

public issue (DeJarnette & Sudeck, 2016).  Students identify ways they can work to 

eliminate the causes of a particular problem or issue.  As they recognize their role and 

responsibility in working for social justice, students provide a voice for a particular issue.  

Writing letters and collecting donations for a cause are examples of advocacy service 

learning.  Advocacy projects are effective because they show students the potential for 

effecting change in the community through civic participation (Wade, 1997).  Due to the 

influential nature of advocacy service, it fits well into political components of a social 

studies curriculum.  Advocacy gives students the opportunity to look outside of their 

local community and into a more global perspective.  

The final type of service learning, research, involves students “finding, gathering, 

and reporting information that is centered on a topic or issue in the public interest” 

(DeJarnette & Sudock, 2016, p. 144).  Creating brochures on drug prevention or water 

testing for local residents are examples of research-based service learning.  Students learn 

how to systematically research a topic using reliable sources.  In addition, students learn 

how to create a well-designed product with the gathered information.  Research gives 

students the opportunity to utilize their own technological skills.   

Service Learning Classifications 

While there are four types of service learning, Terry and Panter (2011) 

distinguished among three different classifications of service learning based on the level 

of student involvement and service to the community.  Figure 1 shows the relationship 

and various components of the service learning classifications.  
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Figure 1. Service learning typology. Adapted with permission from “Effects of Service 

Learning on Young, Gifted Adolescents and Their Community,” by A. W. Terry, 2003, 

Gifted Child Quarterly, 47(4), p. 297. Copyright 2003 by Sage Publications. 

 

 

Community service, the lowest level of service learning, focuses on students 

volunteering in the community (Terry, 2000).  This type of service learning focuses more 

on serving and less on academics. 

Community exploration, the next level of involvement, places more of an 

emphasis on learning.  With community exploration, there is mutual interaction between 

the school and community (Terry, 2000).  Members share and explore information at an 

authentic level.  

Community action is the highest level of service learning and an effective 

curriculum for gifted students because it exposes them to “community problems and 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjqhaCnt8DjAhXIZc0KHYS9BLIQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://slideplayer.com/slide/6363199/&psig=AOvVaw2CFyhEFcq_CU24elyqn8Gm&ust=1563606771853116
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encourages them to creatively solve those problems in a socially constructive manner” 

(Terry & Panter, 2011, p. 159).  This level of service learning “involves students in 

making a positive impact on the community, which empowers them to make a 

difference” (Terry, 2000, p. 4).  Due to the reciprocity between the school and the 

community, this type of service learning has the greatest impact.   

Service Learning Student Outcomes 

Service learning research has not kept pace with the excitement that educators feel 

for it (Billig, 2000).  Although limited research is available for adolescent learners, 

“researchers have made a developmental case for involving early adolescent students in 

service learning” (Farber, 2017, p. 2).  Recent reviews of research on school-initiated 

service programs reveal a wide range of potential student outcomes (Furco, 1996).  

Elementary through high school principals reported that service learning has a positive 

effect on the students, as well as the school and community (Fair & Delaplane, 2014).  

Researchers agree that service learning benefits both the individual and society (Hebert & 

Hauf, 2015; Meyers, 2009).  The outcomes of students engaged in service learning have 

included positive effects in educational domains, such as academics, personal, and civic 

development (Furco, 1996).  Although most service learning studies include high school 

and college-age participants, recent data suggest benefits for younger students as well 

(Fair et al., 2011; Richards et al., 2013; Terry, 2000).  In other words, even though 

service learning is not common in elementary schools, it is an approach that deserves 

further investigation.  Table 1 shows the relevant literature in terms of the student 

benefits of service learning. 
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Table 1 

Service Learning Student Outcomes from the Literature 

Researcher(s) Broad Outcome Area Relevant Findings 

Billig (2010) 

 

Civic engagement and 

empathy 
• increase in student belief of importance 

of community engagement 

Waldstein & Reiher 

(2001) 

Civic engagement and 

empathy 
• stronger attitudes toward future student 

engagement 

Farber (2011) Civic engagement and 

empathy 
• increased motivation in changing 

community for the better 

Scott & Graham 

(2015) 

Civic engagement and 

empathy 
• positive correlation service learning 

and community engagement/empathy 

DeJarnette & 

Sudeck (2016) 

Civic engagement and 

empathy 
• positive correlation service learning 

and engagement/problem solving 

Akujobi & 

Simmons (1997) 

Academic achievement • positive correlation service learning & 

reading/mathematics state tests 

Soslau & Yost 

(2007) 

Academic achievement • positive correlation service learning & 

authentic connections in journal writing 

McBride, 

Robertson, & 

Chung (2014) 

Academic achievement 

 
• positive correlation service learning & 

gains in academic achievement 

Terry (2003) Personal development • empowered to make decisions and take 

actions on their own 

Einfield & Collins 

(2008) 

Personal development 

 
• sense of empowerment to speak out 

and take action 

Terry & Panter 

(2011) 

Personal development • promotes self-efficacy in gifted 

students 

Arrington (2015) 

 

Personal development 

 
• positive correlation service learning & 

self-efficacy 

Bernadowski, Perry, 

& Del Greco (2013) 

Personal development 

 
• increase in self-efficacy 

 

 

Civic Engagement and Empathy 

Service learning promotes students’ responsibility to address the needs of 

individuals and the community.  In a study of elementary students, Billig (2000) found 
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that participating in service learning increased students’ belief that they can positively 

impact their community.  Service learning projects encourage a sense of civic 

responsibility as students become aware of social injustices and community needs.  In 

addition, service learning empowers students to take an active role in solving problems 

that affect the community, which fosters student pride and sense of empowerment.  

Farber (2011) stated, “Students who participate in service learning gain knowledge about 

the world around them and become motivated to change and improve it” (p. 17).  

Students receive opportunities to take the perspectives of others who differ in race, social 

class, or other aspects of social identity.  Scott and Graham (2015) reported that fifth-

grade students involved in service learning scored .33 points higher on a community 

engagement posttest than they did prior to the program.  Student engagement increases 

because students are passionate about their involvement in the provided service to the 

community (Webster & Worrell, 2008).  There are strong ties between empathy and civic 

engagement. 

DeJarnette and Sudeck (2016) found that reflective service learning results in 

increased student interest and engagement, as well as development of problem-solving 

skills.  In a longitudinal quantitative study, Waldstein and Reiher (2001) reported that 

students engaged in service learning reported stronger attitudes towards future civic 

involvement than did students with less service learning opportunities.  These 

preadolescent and adolescent service learning research studies indicate that even at an 

early age, children have a keen awareness of the emotional needs of others.  In other 



43 

 

words, service learning can help nurture young students’ understanding of others.  

Ultimately, students use their knowledge and skills to make a difference. 

In a recent study of elementary service learning, Scott and Graham (2015) 

reported a “positive increase in empathy and community engagement from pretest to 

posttest after the administration of a five-session service learning program” (p. 366).  

Service learning provides an avenue for learners to become more aware of diverse 

groups.  To emphasize the impact of service learning, Scott and Graham (2015) stated 

that the “decreasing trend of empathy and community engagement in adolescents in the 

past 10 years” emphasizes the importance of working to instill these characteristics at a 

young age (p. 358).  Arrington (2015) claimed that, beginning at a young age, “educators 

face a challenge of helping students be socially aware of others and the needs of their 

surrounding communities, thereby helping students develop into caring and productive 

citizens” (p. 2).  Service learning enables students to gain a better understanding of the 

needs of others.  

Academic Achievement 

Service learning has a positive effect on academic achievement because students 

are able to use their academic knowledge and skills directly to impact the community.  

Due to the real-life application, students are better able to retain content knowledge.  

Research suggests that high-quality service learning improves students’ scores on 

measures of academic achievement (Brail, 2016).  In concurrence, Akujobi and Simmons 

(1997) reported, “Elementary school students who participated in service learning scored 

higher on state tests that measure reading for information and mathematics than 
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nonparticipating students” (p. 22).  Furthermore, in a quantitative study evaluating the 

effects of a service learning program in a seventh-grade social studies curriculum, 

McBride, Robertson, and Chung (2014) found statistically significant gains in academic 

performance for students in the service learning experience compared to those who did 

not receive the intervention.  Soslau and Yost (2007) also found that “fifth-grade students 

exposed to service learning were fifteen percent more likely to make real-world and 

authentic connections in their journal writing assignments than those who received 

traditional instruction” (p. 49).  During the reflection stage of service learning, students 

improved higher-order thinking skills such as analysis and problem solving. 

Personal Development 

Wade (1997) noted, “Proponents of service learning argue that placing students in 

challenging situations where they will need to face real problems and consequences is an 

effective means of promoting personal growth” (p. 31).  Involvement in real-world 

problem solving gives students a purpose for learning.  During observations in a 

qualitative study, Terry (2003) found that students felt empowered to make decisions and 

take actions on their own.  Similarly, in a long-term qualitative study, Einfield and 

Collins (2008) reported that participants’ involvement in service learning gave them a 

sense of empowerment to speak out and take action.  The nature of service learning 

allows for student voice and ownership.  

Through service learning experiences, students may develop a stronger 

understanding of themselves and acknowledge how their views of others influence their 

actions.  Service learning allows students to recognize their own efficacy.  Bandura 
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(1997) defined self-efficacy as an individual’s belief that he or she can bring about 

desired outcomes and change across situations.  Self-efficacy is one of the critical factors 

motivating people to engage in pursuing their goals (Bandura, 1997).  Bernadowski, 

Perry, and Del Greco (2013) found that service learning interactions that occur among 

students and with teachers increase self-efficacy.  High levels of service learning have 

been shown to promote self-efficacy in gifted students (Terry & Panter, 2010).  In a 

mixed-methods study, Arrington (2015) found that elementary students engaged in 

service learning had a general self-efficacy average significantly greater than that of the 

comparison group.  Students have an increased confidence when they believe they have 

the ability to affect change (Bandura, 1997).  Although the amount of research literature 

addressing the topic of self-efficacy is significant, Reeb, Folger, Langsner, Ryan, and 

Crouse (2010) reported a lack of extensive research examining self-efficacy in service 

learning.  

Creative Problem Solving 

While teachers receive specific parameters for how to develop service learning 

opportunities inside of the classroom, students also receive a framework to assist in their 

inquiry of a topic.  Creative Problem Solving (CPS), introduced by Paul Torrance, is a 

method for approaching a problem or a challenge in an imaginative and innovative way 

(Terry & Bohnenberger, 2007).  It is an important piece of service learning because it 

provides logical steps for the students to follow during their service learning projects.  

The CPS model involves the following steps: (a) identifying problems and challenges, (b) 

recognizing and stating the importance of the problem, (c) producing alternative 
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solutions, (d) evaluating alternative solutions, and (e) planning to put the solutions into 

use (Torrance, 1995).  CPS encourages divergent and convergent thinking skills.  Terry 

and Bohnenberger (2007) explained that CPS allows students to “generate multiple 

options then evaluate those options in order to decide on better options” (p. 89).  Students 

use both divergent and convergent thinking as they create and evaluate.  Teachers can 

incorporate the CPS model as a way for students to prioritize and organize their service 

learning inquiry. 

Character Education and Service Learning 

Character education has direct links to service learning.  Thomsen (2006) 

claimed, “The character education movement aims to fill the gaps that have developed as 

a result of the failures of adults to provide adequate structure, guidance, opportunities, 

and stability for their youth” (p. 20).  The primary focus of any character education 

program is to help students develop knowledge and life skills in order to enhance ethical 

and responsible behavior (Terry & Bohnenberger, 2007). Service learning is an effective 

way to promote character education skills such as fairness, respect, and cooperation.   

Civic responsibility, an aspect of character education that involves moral 

reasoning and decision-making, is another skill crucial to adolescent development.  

Brugh (1997) believed, “Students must have respect for themselves and respect for 

others, and finally they must take action and behave as a contributing member of the 

community” (p. 68).  Brugh (1997) maintained that civic responsibility is best learned 

when students are “placed in civically responsible situations that allow them to become 

responsible” (p. 69).  Service learning is a way to integrate character education skills so 
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that they are taught within the context of a meaningful learning environment.  Character 

education can help students develop the skills needed to further our democratic society as 

caring, ethical adults.  Skills such as compassion and fairness are crucial components of 

citizenship.  Service learning provides opportunities for students to practice and develop 

character education skills. 

Service Learning and Social Justice 

At its roots, service learning strives to increase equality.  Lake and Kelly (2016) 

explained, “Social justice education is a broad approach that gives students the skills and 

knowledge that they need in order to address issues such as poverty, discrimination, and 

other inequalities in our society” (p. 8).  Students learn about issues beyond the classroom 

that impact the community and its members.  Social justice education encourages 

students to challenge, question, make decisions, and solve problems.  Service learning 

aimed at social justice addresses the root causes of the issues that prompt the service. 

These service learning opportunities allow students “to see and act on the problems   

individuals and communities face, engage in dialogue and problem solving with the 

people most affected, and observe firsthand the effects of racism, sexism, poverty, and 

oppression” (Jacoby, 2015, p. 11).  Students learn to fully participate in society in order 

to create positive change.  

In a service learning research study regarding the importance of students 

appreciating diversity among individuals in a community, Billig (2002a) recorded the 

comments of a participant: 
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Service learning . . . teaches people to be responsible for their own actions, to 

evaluate, to do things, to plan, and then reflect.  You accomplish things, and then 

look at what you did, how you could do better, and then do it again.  It’s all a 

system of looking at your own personal responsibility, your membership in a 

group, what and how it’s related to the outcomes, the diversity of people, the 

strength of difference and how important that is.  (p. 254) 

Critical service learning, a term more recently used to address oppressed 

individuals or groups, focuses on the “redistribution of power among all the participants 

in service learning, developing authentic relationships in the classroom and in the 

community” (Jacoby, 2015, p. 9).  This form of service learning is based on the work of 

Paulo Freire (1970), who worked to give power to students’ voice by emphasizing 

students’ needs, values, and individuality.  Critical service learning seeks to engage 

students to become full participatory members of a society.  During this type of work, 

students can investigate the roles schools play in maintaining oppression of the lower 

status and those with less power.  In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (1970), called the 

father of critical pedagogy, argued that all individuals should be involved in engaging in 

the process of inquiry.  Students should be more than objects of their education. 

Wade (2007) explained that social studies teachers often include service learning 

in the curriculum in order to increase social responsibility and help students see the 

connection between social studies concepts and the real world.  Service learning provides 

connections to socially relevant topics that allow students to make connections between 

community issues and the curriculum.  Unfortunately, “too often, service learning 
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projects neglect to include a focus on the root causes of the problem at hand” (Wade, 

2007, p. 156).  The goal of social justice education is to bring awareness to social 

inequality and to inspire students to work for social change (Einfeld & Collins, 2008).  

Students should have opportunities to analyze social issues and examine the root causes 

of those issues.   

Wade (2007) encouraged educators to begin service learning in the elementary 

years when “children are concerned with fairness and when their empathy and 

perspective taking abilities are developing” (p. 158).  Teachers can inspire students to 

engage in social justice service learning by encouraging them to “ask questions about 

issues of concern to them, consider multiple perspectives, and engage in advocacy 

through letter writing” (Wade, 2007, p. 162).  With social justice service learning, young 

students can take steps towards becoming social change agents.  Stover (2016) found 

“when students are placed in a context that challenges their prejudices, prior experience, 

and assumptions about the world, they learn about themselves, and their relationship to 

the greater group” (p. 27).  In sum, when given the chance, elementary students can make 

significant changes in their school and local community.  

Historical Roots of Service Learning 

The seminal work of educational theorists John Dewey and David Kolb paved the 

way for service learning.  The closest service learning comes to having a theory of its 

own are Dewey’s educational theory and Kolb’s experiential learning theory (Billig & 

Eyler, 2002).  Terry and Bohnenberger (2007) contended, “Service learning emerged 

from the ideas of John Dewey who promoted active, real-world learning” (p. 5).  Dewey 
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planted the seeds of service learning through his philosophy of education and social 

reform.  Dewey believed that learning from experience occurred through reflective 

thinking (Dewey, 1916).  The service learning approach fosters meaningful interactions 

between students and members of the community, which allow for action and 

engagement (Fair & Delaplane, 2014).  Experiential learning supports the idea that the 

purpose of education extends beyond the academic or cognitive development of students 

(Furco, 1996).  Learning through service is a significant component of a public school 

education (Dewey, 1916).  Four conditions maximize the potential for inquiry-based 

learning to be educative:  

(a) it must generate interest in the learner, (b) it must be intrinsically worthwhile 

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 time.  (Bringle & Hatcher, 1999, p. 183) 

Dewey (1916) stressed knowledge and skills as necessary components for 

students to be able to solve real-world problems.  Dewey and other progressivists placed 

emphasis on the learners’ interests by expanding the curriculum to include a variety of 

creative experiences.  Dewey (1916) believed, “The cold-storage of knowledge swamps 

thinking” (p. 158).  Dewey elaborated, stating, “Learning should involve discovery, not 

storing away what others put into them” (1916, p. 159).  Learning should be relevant and 

meaningful.  

Similar to Dewey, Kolb (1984) defined the learning process as grounded in 

experience.  Kolb’s experiential learning model delineated four phases related to 
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learning: concrete experience, reflection, forming abstract concepts, and active 

experimentalism (Ponder et al., 2011).  The four phases form a cycle or spiral of learning. 

Although service learning is often designed to begin with a concrete experience, 

students can enter at any point in the cycle.  In the concrete stage, students observe or 

experience events, and then reflect on their experiences.  Next, students develop concepts 

that explain the events and allow them to generalize from their experiences.  These 

reflection experiences lead to deeper understanding of the root causes of the particular 

issue or need.  Finally, students test these concepts in future situations.  These 

experiences are designed to teach students the importance of becoming producers of 

knowledge, not just consumers.  According to Fair and Delaplane (2014), “Service 

learning follows Kolb’s model of experiential learning that offers students the 

opportunity to reflect upon concrete experiences thereby leading to the construction of 

abstract concepts which can be further tested through interactions with others” (p. 20).  

Learning occurs as the cycle is repeated and students continue to test their new 

understandings in different situations. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework is the structure that holds or supports a theory of a 

research study (Abend, 2008).  The theoretical framework connects the researcher to 

existing knowledge.  The studies of Piaget, Dewey, Kolb, and Vygotsky support service 

learning and serve as a guide to teachers when implementing this innovative learning 

method.  
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Constructivism extends beyond the beliefs of the cognitivist.  It emphasizes 

guided rather than authoritarian instruction.  This paradigm focuses on the engagement of 

students in meaningful, practical experiences.  Constructivists contend that learning is an 

active process of constructing knowledge, rather than acquiring it.  Krahenbuhl (2016) 

described constructivism as an “internal process where the learner constructs meaning by 

processing new information and knowledge to integrate and expand previously acquired 

knowledge and experience” (p. 96).  In other words, all meaningful learning is a process 

of personal meaning making through an individual’s current knowledge and 

understanding.  Similarly, Billig and Eyler (2002) related, “Constructivism is a broad 

term often used to describe how students learn as they actively ‘construct’ their own 

understanding of the world and their own learning through interactions with information 

and other people” (p. 27).  Students construct their own understanding of an event or 

situation, while making connections to academic, social, and personal learning.  Given 

that constructivist practices strive to make learning meaningful, Lake and Kelly (2016), 

argued that “service learning projects should be integrated into the curriculum from 

prekindergarten through college” (p. 7).  Constructivism lays the foundation for service 

learning by offering educators the opportunity to build a curriculum that includes learning 

standards yet integrates experimental procedures and inquiry.  

Cognitive Constructivism 

As forms of experiential learning, service learning programs are rooted in well-

established educational and cognitive theories of constructivism, progressivism, and 

experiential education (Bruner, 1960; Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984, Piaget, 1975).  Jean 
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Piaget receives credit for proposing the theoretical foundation of cognitive 

constructivism.  Individuals construct meaning through their interactions or experiences 

in the environment.  Piaget (1975) claimed, “The goal of education is to form minds 

which can be critical, can verify, and not accept everything they are offered . . . so, we 

need pupils who are active, who learn early to find out by themselves” (p. 36).  Piaget 

proposed that as a part of cognitive development, students act on their environment for 

learning.  Piaget supported discovery learning, which encourages students to be 

producers of knowledge, rather than consumers of information.   

Social Constructivism 

Much of the research regarding learning through relationships stems from the 

work of Vygotsky (1934/1978), the child psychologist who posited that learning is a 

social process with conversation as its core component.  Vygotsky differed from Piaget in 

his views of cognitive development in children.  Rather than acting on the environment, 

Vygotsky proffered that students learn through social interactions and their culture; thus, 

learning results from guided social interactions.  He asserted that cognitive development 

emerges because of interactions within a cultural context.   

Vygotsky (1934/1978) viewed learning as social in origin and dependent upon 

speech.  In other words, all learning derives from a social context, and this social 

environment has a significant impact on how and what individuals learn.  Vygotsky 

(1934/1978) explained, “Language arises initially as a means of communication between 

the child and the people in his environment” (p. 89).  He suggested that learning occurs in 

a two-step process.  Vygotsky (1987) stated, “The actual movement in the development 
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of the child’s thinking occurs not from the individual to some state of socialization but 

from the social to the individual” (p. 76).  Therefore, students first learn within a social 

context and then internalize those collaborative experiences.  Farber (2017) claimed, 

“Adolescents developmentally crave a Vygotskyan approach to education, based on 

learning through social interaction as a way of developing meaning” (p. 1).  

Opportunities for peer interactions provide the initial step in the learning process. 

Vygotsky conceptualized the zone of proximal development (ZPD) based on the 

notion that by interacting with others and imitating their actions, children are capable of 

doing much more than they could alone.  Vygotsky viewed language as the primary form 

of mediation.  Through these negotiations, collaboration with others, and the process of 

maturation, students are able to internalize learning experiences (Vygotsky, 1934/1978).  

Social interaction and mediation lead to intrapersonal understandings and practices.  

Students existing within the ZPD are challenged just beyond their level of difficulty, yet 

they experience struggle in the comfort of a social system.  By emphasizing emerging 

functions and capabilities, the ZPD focuses on exposing students to unfamiliar and 

somewhat difficult tasks.  Vygotsky (1987) explained the transforming nature of the 

ZPD: 

Development based on collaboration and imitation is the source of all the 

specifically human characteristics of consciousness that develop in the child. 

Development based on instruction is a fundamental act.  Therefore, a central 

feature for the psychological study of instruction is the analysis of the child’s 

potential to raise himself to a higher intellectual level of development through 
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collaboration, to move from what he had to what he does not have through 

imitation.  (p. 210)  

The dialogue that occurs within the collaborative conversations allows for the 

internalization of concepts and knowledge.  Vygotsky (1934/1978) pointed out, 

“Learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are able to operate 

only when the child is interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with 

his peers” (p. 90).  According to the social constructivist theory, an individual’s 

development is dependent upon the social experiences as a child.  ZPD embodies the 

social aspect of learning, which provides the source of a child’s psychological 

development. 

Social constructivism involves joint collaboration among stakeholders in order to 

scaffold learning.  Scaffolding comprises the teacher, or more knowledgeable other, 

supporting the student during the learning process until the learner can perform the task 

alone (Bruner, 1960).  Service learning may be a new concept for elementary students 

because students are not typically involved in formal service learning experiences until 

high school.  Therefore, teachers must initially guide and direct students.   

Vygotsky emphasized the role of community in the facilitation of learning.  

During service learning projects, students work collaboratively with peers, teachers, and 

community members in meaningful hands-on learning experiences to address a 

community concern.  This shared learning experience works to make things visible for 

students (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989).  Students become independent as they gain 

understanding.  The goal is for students to become more self-sufficient throughout the 
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learning process.  In this cooperative relationship, teachers and peers assist others to 

consider information and brainstorm ideas without imposing values (Schensul, Berg, & 

Brase, 2002).  As conversations regarding societal issues arise during service learning, 

students engage in the process of inquiry and critical analysis.  In sum, Vygotsky’s 

(1934/1978) theory stresses the importance of culture and language on an individual’s 

cognitive development.  

Conceptual Framework: Communities of Practice 

The conceptual framework is a construct that assists the researcher in explaining a 

phenomenon.  In addition to supporting the theoretical framework, the conceptual 

framework provides a basis for specifying and exploring the concepts within the problem 

of study (Adom, Hussein, & Adu, 2018).  Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice 

served as the conceptual framework for this study.  Communities of practice situate 

learning within a social system. 

Communities of practice involve learning through social participation in engaged 

environments.  Wenger (1998) characterized a community of practice as learning that 

integrates social participation, active engagement, and meaningful experiences.  Students 

participating in a social learning community are not required to bear the burden of 

knowing everything, for, as part of a group, they give and receive help.  Learning is a 

collective practice in which collaboration with others leads to meaningful action and new 

understandings.  Members of a community of practice work together to shape one 

another’s experiences of meaning through engagement in student-led initiatives (Wenger, 
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1998).  As students learn to engage in action with others toward a common goal, 

confidence builds, which helps bind the group as a whole.   

Wenger (1998) described the effect of communities of practice on students by 

stating that the collaborative work “opens their horizons so they can put themselves on 

learning trajectories . . . that make a difference to the communities that they value” (p. 

10).  In student-led service learning initiatives, students work and learn together in order 

to address a community concern.  The skills and knowledge students gain from working 

in a social community carry over to future situations as “participation goes beyond direct 

engagement in specific activities with specific people” (Wenger, 1998, p. 57).  In other 

words, there are long-term implications for being a part of a community of practice. 

In addition to collaboration, tension and conflict are common in communities of 

practice.  Disagreement and challenges are forms of participation (Wenger, 1998).  By 

participation in shared practice and continued engagement, individuals work through 

tension, which ultimately helps build interpersonal relationships.  In comparing 

communities of practice to real life, Wenger (1998) wrote, “Communities of practice are 

complex mixtures or power and dependence . . . success and failure . . . ease and struggle 

. . . friendship and hatred” (p. 77).  In other words, agreement is not always necessary for 

success.  Negotiations that derive from disagreement are powerful in uniting a group 

towards a common goal.  Through this transformative practice, students become open to 

new perspectives and interpretations.  In sum, participation in communities of practice 

promotes productive relationships and allows for a positive impact on the world. 
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Summary 

This review of literature established that service learning is an instructional 

approach and pedagogy encompassing a wide range of student benefits and various types 

of service.  The studies reviewed in this chapter confirmed the personal, civic, and 

academic benefits to service learning.  However, the review of literature did not 

thoroughly examine the social benefits of students engaging in service learning.  For 

those reasons, in addition to the value of producing citizens with 21st-century skills such 

as collaboration and cooperation, I contend that this study is a valuable contribution to 

the literature.  The gaps in the literature merit further investigation.  

The review of literature led to questioning of the social aspects of service learning 

and service learning in earlier grades.  Specifically, what does service learning look like 

in the elementary classroom?  What types of interpersonal skills are cultivated during 

service learning implementation?  How, if at all, does the culture of the classroom change 

during service learning implementation?  These questions warrant inquiry and 

exploration.  Figure 2 shows the connection between the service learning elements and 

the theoretical and conceptual framework for the study.  Additionally, the figure provides 

an overview of Chapter 2 and highlights the focus of the study.  
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Figure 2. Connection to theoretical and conceptual framework. 

 

 

Chapter 3 presents the research design and methodology of this qualitative study, 

including a rationale for choosing a qualitative, ethnographic case study.  Following this 

is an explanation of the selection process of the participants, the data collection and 

analysis process, and the method for countering bias and addressing ethical issues.
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Chapter 2 presented previous research related to service learning and its impact on 

various aspects of student learning.  This chapter addresses the research design and 

methodology for answering the research questions of this study.  This chapter includes 

descriptions of how I structured the research, thus providing a rich description of the 

research design.  This chapter begins with an overview of the purposes for the study and 

the guiding research questions.  In addition to the research design is an explanation of 

how I selected the participants, setting, and sampling procedures.  Additionally, the 

chapter delineates the data collection and analysis process.  The chapter closes with 

discussions of the role of the researcher, measures of trustworthiness, and ethical 

concerns. 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe and explore the culture of an 

elementary classroom as students engaged in service learning.  I used ethnographic case 

study design as the methodology.  The study encompassed two service learning units.  

Since a limited body of research currently exists on the implementation of service 

learning in elementary schools, this study adds to the body of service learning research.  

In addition, this research encourages teachers interested in incorporating and building 

authentic learning experiences into the elementary curriculum.  I investigated the social 

aspects of my fifth-grade class, as they were involved in this innovative learning 
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approach.  The results of the study contribute to the literature of service learning by 

providing data regarding adolescents’ responses to this unique learning approach, as well 

as themes present in an elementary service learning classroom.   

Research Questions Reiterated 

Qualitative case studies use research questions to guide a study.  Bassey (1999) 

pinpointed the main research question as the “engine which drives the train of inquiry” 

(p. 67).  I guided my research study with the following central question:  

1. What is the culture of an elementary classroom as students are participating in 

service learning? 

I sought to investigate the culture within my fifth-grade elementary classroom as students 

participated in service learning.  Subquestions divide the central question into several 

parts.  I used the following two secondary questions to supplement the primary research 

question. 

2. How are interpersonal skills cultivated during service learning experiences? 

3. How is civically responsible citizenship cultivated within the context of 

service learning? 

I pursued answers to these questions through observations, interviews, photo elicitation, 

and student reflection journals.  

Research Design and Rationale 

Research involves inquiring or investigating a phenomenon in a systematic way 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Research serves to inform decisions and extend knowledge.  

Specifically, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) defined qualitative research as the use of words 
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to interpret and analyze experiences.  Qualitative research is holistic and explanatory; it 

offers rich description and allows readers to “hear the stories” (Stake, 1995, p. 1).  It 

attempts to understand or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings that people bring 

to it.  Schumer (2002) discussed the similarities in goals, purposes, and methods of 

qualitative research and service learning:  

Both are about improving the human condition.  Both espouse listening to and 

respecting those studied.  Both believe that learning involves listening to, 

observing, and having dialogue with community members.  Both assume that 

primary learning occurs through a process of reflecting on activities, observations, 

and interviews.  Both assume the researcher is the primary instrument of data 

collection and analysis and that he/she must be actively engaged in the process.  

And both assume the learning results in some form of social change or action, 

which provides direct feedback on the quality of the service.  (p. 186) 

In sum, due to the similarities in practices and purposes, service learning lends itself well 

to qualitative research. 

In order to provide organization and structure to any qualitative research study, 

Creswell (2013) suggested identifying a specific methodology or approach.  Choosing a 

research approach narrows the focus of study and guides the researcher in navigating the 

potentially overwhelming task of conducting a valid qualitative study.  Due to the 

extended time of data collection and my immersion in the site, I conducted an 

ethnographic case study.  According to Creswell (2013), ethnographic research is an 

appropriate method for researchers who are willing to commit extensive time in the field 
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and engage in the time-consuming process of data collection and analysis.  Table 2 

suggests how the elements of qualitative case study align with ethnographic research.  

Both case study and ethnography provide insight and understanding into a particular 

group. 

 

Table 2 

Elements of an Ethnographic Case Study 

Approach Design Process Outcomes 

Case study • well-bounded case 

• multiple data sources 

 

intensive, detailed 

account of a 

bounded group 

understanding, rather 

than generalization 

 

Ethnography • inquiry 

• investigation of 

social behavior 

in-depth, dialogue insight into a culture-

sharing group  

 

 

Ethnography 

In the latter 20th century, ethnographic research was “acknowledged, and to some 

extent even welcomed, as a research strategy for inquiring into education” (Wolcott, 

1988, p. 187).  Similarly, Fetterman (2010) claimed that ethnography was a research 

strategy well suited to understanding learning, teaching, and educational processes 

because of its emphasis on studying people in their natural setting.  An ethnographer’s 

focus of inquiry is on the daily lives of people, interpreting the meanings that the 

members of the group attach to their social world (Fetterman, 2010).  Wolcott (1988) 

described ethnography as “a picture of the way of life of some identifiable group of 

people” (p. 188).  Ethnographic research aims to provide a holistic picture of how a 
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particular social group operates.  Fetterman (2010) stated, “Ethnography gives voice to 

people in their own local context, typically relying on verbatim quotations and a ‘thick’ 

description of events” (p. 1).  Ethnography offered the ideal research design for this study 

because its overarching goal was to inquire into the experiences and social behavior of a 

specific group of elementary students.  I explored students’ everyday experiences and 

interactions, searching for commonalities and differences during service learning 

implementation.   

Ethnographic research assigns broad interpretations to small matters (Geertz, 

1973).  In other words, “the aim is to draw large conclusions from small, but very densely 

textured facts” (p. 10).  Consequently, I examined everyday occurrences for meaning in 

order to holistically describe the daily happenings within the social group.   

Furthermore, ethnographers focus on culture.  Griswold (1994) explained that 

culture is “depicted in the descriptions of the events and the behavior of the persons” (p. 

398).  Anthropologist Ward Goodenough (1976) provided an instructive definition of 

culture, placing an emphasis on the ethnographer’s inferences about the group: 

The culture of any society is made up of the concepts, beliefs, and principles of 

action and organization that an ethnographer has found could be attributed 

successfully to the members of the society in the context of his dealings with 

them.  (p. 5) 

Understanding culture places responsibility on the researcher to search for patterns of 

behavior.  
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As the ethnographer, I explored and observed the actions, experiences, and 

perspectives of the students in the service learning environment in order to provide an in-

depth description of the classroom culture.  The nature of ethnographic research lends 

itself to an organized format for providing “thick description” (Geertz, 1973, p. 7), which 

refers to the detailed interpretations of meanings, intentions, strategies, and motivations 

that characterize a particular event (Holloway, 1997).  To explain the evolving nature of 

ethnographic research, Polin and Keene (2010) stated, “Ethnography first produces tales 

of individual actors in specific cultural contexts, but these individual stories are then 

woven into a comprehensive story of a society” (p. 31).  I attempted to weave together 

students’ individual stories in order to describe the culture of the classroom.  An 

ethnographic approach results in a “detailed story about students’ intellectual, social, and 

moral development” (Polin & Keene, 2010, p. 31).  Over the course of two 8-week units, 

I inquired into the culture of the class during service learning implementation.   

Case Study 

Case study is one of the most frequently used qualitative research approaches in 

educational research (Yazan, 2015).  Yin (2014) defined a case study as an “inquiry that 

investigates a case in depth within its real-world context” (p. 16).  Researchers must 

study and consider a case within its social and physical context.  Qualitative case study 

methodology provides an up close and personal view of the participants’ thoughts, 

experiences, and actions because its design provides tools to study topics in a natural 

setting (Baxter & Jack, 2008).   Since I sought to gain insight and rich description into the 
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culture of an elementary classroom as students participated in service learning, utilization 

of an ethnographic case study was appropriate.    

Yin (2014) claimed that one rationale for a single-case study is the longitudinal 

case.  He described a longitudinal case as “studying the same single case at two or more 

different points in time” (p. 53).  This was applicable in this study because I studied the 

same group of students during two separate service learning units over the course of the 

school year.  

I studied students within my own classroom, which was a comfortable and 

relaxed environment.  This descriptive case study highlighted the participants’ personal 

experiences and provided a “detailed account of the case in its real-world context” (Yin, 

2014, p. 100).  As students participated in service learning, their individual voices helped 

me richly describe the classroom culture.  The students in the classroom had no prior 

school-related exposure to service learning; therefore, the study was unique.   

For this study, the case, or bounded system, was my fifth-grade classroom.  This 

was a single case study, as it focused on one classroom community.  Therefore, this 

micro-level study was a close-up view of a small social unit (Fetterman, 2010).  

However, to better understand the students’ interactions, I investigated smaller cases 

within the larger bounded system.  I observed small groups and conducted individual and 

focus group interviews.  In summary, this ethnographic case study allowed me to gain 

knowledge and understanding of this particular culture-sharing group.  

Conventional quantitative data fail to communicate the descriptive information 

regarding the quality and nature of students’ experiences.  Research on the details of the 
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people and the processes is necessary (Polin & Keene, 2010).  Polin and Keene (2010) 

claimed, “Many of the significant studies on the impacts of service learning rely on large-

scale surveys with little accompanying descriptive content” (p. 22).  Because of its innate 

design, this ethnographic case study has the potential to inform research related to best 

practices in 21st-century classrooms and assist curriculum developers in determining how 

to integrate authentic learning experiences, such as service learning, into the elementary 

curriculum.   

Research Participants and Setting 

Due to the nature and scope of my study, I carefully chose sampling methods to 

select the site and the participants.  According to Dewalt and Dewalt (2010), “The site of 

a research project is chosen because it is the best site in the world to address the research 

question” (p. 113).  Over the course of two 8-week service learning units, I investigated 

the culture of my fifth-grade classroom as students engaged in service learning.  

Therefore, the elementary school in which I taught at the time of this study was the site 

for the study.  As the setting was a pilot classroom for elementary service learning, it was 

an ideal environment for the study.  The school was located in a suburban community in 

the Southeastern United States.  

According to Patton (2002), when making decisions regarding the unit of 

analysis, it is crucial to “decide what it is you want to be able to say something about at 

the end of the study” (p. 229).  I sought to provide rich descriptions of a classroom 

culture immersed in service learning.  In the school of 600 students, there were 

approximately 130 gifted students.  Thirty-two gifted students were in my fifth-grade 
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class.  There were 19 girls and 13 boys in the class.  Of the 32 gifted fifth-grade students, 

30 returned a signed consent form.  One student returned the consent form but did not 

return the student assent.  While I had 29 participants in the study, all students in the class 

participated in service learning.  In sum, the unit of analysis for this ethnographic case 

study was my fifth-grade gifted classroom.   

In an ethnographic study, it is important to identify and locate a culture-sharing 

group in which “the members have been together for an extended period of time” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 94).  For the most part, the students in the unit of analysis had been 

grouped in the same classroom for several years.  Therefore, I based the selection not 

only by convenience, but also more importantly by accessibility and longevity of the 

group.   

Etikan, Musa, and Alkassim (2016) advised, “The main objective of convenience 

sampling is to collect information from participants who are easily accessible to the 

researcher” (p. 2).  This was the only classroom that met the criteria of participation in 

elementary service learning as it was a pilot classroom in the school implementing the 

service learning approach.  Due to the cohesiveness of the group, the unfamiliar and 

unique service learning approach, and the simultaneous implementation of personalized 

learning, this classroom proved to be a rich case.  

In addition to holistically investigating the case, I focused on the culture by 

looking at specific individuals and groups within the unit of analysis.  The case included 

29 students, yet there were some individual cases nestled within the case.  In order to find 

six key informants among the case, I asked all students to answer a brief questionnaire 
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individually.  Students responded to the questions and prompts following the initial week 

of each service learning unit.  The six participants varied between the two service 

learning units.  Interviewing different students during each unit yielded a diverse mix of 

data.  The students responded to the following questions or prompts about service 

learning: 

1. Describe a typical day in class during service learning projects.  

2. What role(s) do you plan to take during this service learning project? 

3. Describe some of your peer interactions during this project.  

4. Compare this school experience, service learning, to other experiences you 

have at school.    

I used the feedback to create a small number of questions for the individual and 

focus group interviews, which occurred during homeroom or after school.  I used small 

talk to get the participants interacting and comfortable.  Then, I moved on to descriptive 

questions to encourage the students to share their service learning experiences.  The 

purpose of the interviews was to better understand the students’ interactions as they 

worked together on their service learning projects. 

Considering that the goal of qualitative research is to describe and interpret rather 

than generalize, there are no rules regarding the number of participants a researcher 

should study (Lichtman, 2013).  I observed all participants in the case; however, I 

purposefully selected and interviewed six individuals and two focus groups during each 

unit, which provided deeper understanding into the culture.  Patton (2002) claimed, 

“Purposeful sampling focuses on selecting information-rich cases from which one can 
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learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry” (p. 

230).  I was able to deeply explore a cross-section of perspectives during interviews by 

purposefully selecting individuals and groups based on factors such as gender, race, and 

ethnicity.  I was careful to ensure that each participant met a combination of criteria that 

was unique from every other participant.  

For this research study, I specifically focused on the social aspects of service 

learning implementation in the elementary classroom.  I investigated the interpersonal 

relationships within a specific culture-sharing group.  Patton (2002) referred to intensity 

sampling as an “information-rich case that manifests the phenomenon of interest” (p. 

234).  Intensity sampling was significant to the selection of participants for this research 

study since all students were a part of the phenomenon of interest.  

Maximum variation sampling is interesting because “any common patterns that 

emerge from great variation are of particular interest and value in capturing the core 

experiences and central, shared dimensions of the setting” (Patton, 2002, p. 235).  I used 

the maximum variation sampling strategy to gather information-rich data on my 

participants.  Maximum variation samples seek to include individuals with different 

perspectives on the same phenomenon (Hatch, 2002).  This approach was useful for 

understanding both those experiences that were common within the classroom and those 

experiences that were unique to particular students.  According to Dewalt and Dewalt 

(2010), “Communities are collections of individuals and groups that share some 

understandings of the world, but individuals have their own perspectives and 

interpretations depending on their individual experiences” (p. 115).  The heterogeneous 
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individuals within this homogenous group provided a range of varied descriptions and 

experiences.  By combining sampling strategies when choosing the site and participants, I 

was able to obtain a deep understanding of the culture within my classroom.  In this 

study, the site was chosen based on convenience and intensity, while the individuals were 

chosen based on maximum variation sampling.  Figure 3 provides an overview of the 

sampling strategies utilized to determine participants.  

 

 
Figure 3. Sampling strategies utilized to determine participants. 

 

 

Data Collection 

There are many ways of gathering data to gain a rich understanding of the 

experiences of others.  Identifying the data to be collected is a crucial component of case 

study research (Yin, 2014).  A case study approach uses the constructivist design as a 
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method for allowing the researcher to understand emerging themes, relationships, and 

patterns (Creswell, 2013).  As the researcher, I positioned myself within the context of 

the study and used analyzed data to construct new understandings regarding elementary 

service learning.  By giving meaning to what I observed, read, and heard, I was able to 

describe the culture of the classroom within this unique learning environment.  This 

process involved gathering information on students’ experiences, feelings, interactions, 

and perspectives.    

In order to obtain a complete picture of the classroom culture during service 

learning implementation, I used four methods of data collection in this study: 

observations, individual and focus group interviews, student reflection journals, and 

photo elicitation.  All four helped uncover meaning, develop understanding, and discover 

insights relevant to the research questions.   

During the study, the class was involved in two separate service learning units    

operating at separate times.  The duration of each unit was approximately eight weeks.  

One unit took place in the fall, and the second unit occurred the following spring.  The 

service learning projects were not predetermined because they were student-driven.  

Students had the opportunity to listen to various guest speakers from nonprofit 

organizations in the community.  Students were also able to brainstorm and address areas 

at the school level.  Following the student discussion regarding the information shared 

from community guest speakers and conversations surrounding areas of interest at the 

school-level, the students used the Creative Problem Solving (CPS) process to determine 

the projects in which they wanted to work.    
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During each unit, I followed a specific sequence of data collection that began with 

observations, then moved to individual and focus group interviews.  According to 

Wolcott (1988), “An ethnographer never intends to base a study on the findings of only 

one technique, one instrument, or one brief encounter” (p. 196).  In addition to 

observations and interviews, I collected and analyzed student journals throughout both 

units.  I also took pictures of the students as they worked in their service learning groups 

and used them for discussion during the focus group interview for both units.  For 

tracking and recording purposes, as well as to ensure anonymity, I used pseudonyms for 

the school and participants. 

I kept a research log to record pertinent information from the observations and 

interviews such as the date, the participant, and the length of each observation and 

interview.  The purpose of the log was to keep a record of my work during the study.  In 

addition, I kept an analytic journal to reflect on my impressions during the observations 

and to review my performance during interviews.  Hatch (2002) claimed, “Every day that 

raw data are taken in the field should include time for filling in protocols and writing a 

journal entry” (p. 88).  I used the journal to keep my reflections and personal reactions 

“separate from the descriptive data of the study” (Hatch, 2002, p. 88).  My interpretations 

and impressions were significant during data analysis because I was better able to 

determine what data were important and what I could learn from its analysis.  Table 3 

provides a timeline of data collection methods for this study.  The following sections 

provide details of the four data collection techniques: observations, individual and focus 

group interviews, student reflection journals, and photo elicitation.  
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Table 3  

Data Collection Activities and Timeline 

First 8-week unit 

(Fall 2018) 

Winter 2019 Second 8-week unit 

(Spring 2019) 

• Began informal 

observations and 

administered brief 

questionnaire 

• Chose six participants 

for individual 

interviews 

• Conducted classroom 

observations and took 

pictures 

• Mid-unit student 

reflection 

• Chose six participants 

for focus group 

interview 

• Conducted six 

individual interviews 

• Conducted focus group 

interview 

• End-of-unit student 

reflection 

Transcribed, coded, and 

analyzed Unit 1 data 
• Began informal 

observations and 

administered brief 

questionnaire 

• Chose six participants 

for individual 

interviews 

• Conducted classroom 

observations and took 

pictures 

• Mid-unit student 

reflection 

• Chose six participants 

for focus group 

interview 

• Conducted six 

individual interviews 

• Conducted focus group 

interview 

• End-of-unit student 

reflection 

Note. The researcher kept a log and reflection journal during each unit. The students conducted informal 

journal writing during each unit. 

 

 

Observations 

Qualitative research typically involves fieldwork.  An ethnographer’s primary job 

is to “describe and explain that which has been observed in the field” (Pole & Morrison, 

2003, p. 89).  Through observations, the researcher is able to understand and capture the 

context within which people interact.  The goal of observation is to understand a culture 

and social phenomenon from the perspectives of the participants (Hatch, 2002).  In this 
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study, I was a member of the setting in which I collected data; therefore, I conducted 

observations as an active participant.  The role of active participant, as opposed to passive 

observer, is beneficial in educational research (Wolcott, 1988).  Similarly, Fetterman 

(2010) stated, “Participant observation characterizes most ethnographic research and is 

crucial to effective fieldwork” (p. 37).  Close, long-term contact with participants enabled 

me to observe service learning in action in the classroom.  Although being a participant 

can potentially lead to bias, I took precautions to establish credibility of the study results, 

as discussed later in this chapter.   

To understand the culture of an elementary classroom as students participated in 

service learning, I began with unstructured observations.  The purposes of the 

unstructured observations were to holistically describe the scene and record the major 

features of the social context.  Ethnographic observations begin with a broad focus, yet 

over time they narrow by using research questions to guide the process (Wolcott, 2008).  

Fetterman (2010) stated, “The big-net approach ensures a wide-angle view of events 

before the microscopic study of specific interactions begins” (p. 35).  As the observations 

became more focused, I looked for the roles that students assumed, patterns of 

interaction, and student behavior.  I observed the students several times a week for 45 

minutes during each eight-week unit.  By continually focusing on my research questions, 

I organized my observations to ensure that I collected the data I needed to report.  

During formal observations, I wrote descriptive field notes on the experiences of 

students during service learning implementation.  Hatch (2002) defined raw field notes as 

“on the spot descriptions of contexts, actions, and conversations written in as much detail 
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as possible” (p. 77).  To increase understanding of the context and avoid generalizations, 

I audio recorded conversations using the participants’ actual words (Hatch, 2002).  I 

immediately processed my notes into the computer in order to add additional detail from 

memory.  Documenting an expanded account of the observation ensures that the 

abbreviated descriptions recorded during the observation will be “turned into accurate 

representations” (Hatch, 2002, p. 85).  The detailed notes were helpful in capturing the 

essence of students’ conversations.  

In addition to recording detailed notes on what I observed, I documented my own 

thoughts and emerging understandings after each observation.  Hatch (2002) explained 

that following each observation, the researcher should record initial interpretations and 

impressions in order to keep reactions and reflections separate from observations.  These 

reflective comments were an extension of the factual descriptions.  The notes 

documented reminders, reactions, connections, and questions.  Furthermore, the journal 

was useful for recording biases and predispositions.  On a weekly basis, I reviewed my 

researcher’s journal to identify any emerging patterns. 

Interviews 

Various types of interviews enabled me to concentrate on the participants’ stories, 

thoughts, and experiences.  Fetterman (2010) explained, “The interview is the 

ethnographer’s most important data-gathering technique” (p. 40).  During each service 

learning unit, I conducted informal interviews.  These interviews took place as students 

worked in small groups.  These informal interviews differed from observations because I 

interacted with the participants.  Informal interviews are a “mixture of conversation and 
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embedded questions” (Fetterman, 2010, p. 41).  I used these casual conversations to 

understand participants’ thoughts and perspectives.  Furthermore, the dialogue provided 

an opportunity for me to ask follow-up questions from the semistructured or group 

interviews. 

In addition to informal interviews, two times during the course of each service 

learning unit, I conducted individual interviews with the same six selected participants.  I 

conducted the first set of individual interviews four weeks into the units.  The second set 

of interviews occurred at the end of the eight-week units.  The students interviewed in the 

first unit were not the same students interviewed in the second unit.  Hatch (2002) 

suggested that, when multiple interviews are scheduled with the same participant, “the 

analysis of early contacts will inform later interviews, and spontaneous conversation will 

develop” (p. 102).  The goal was to get interviewees talking about their experiences and 

understandings regarding the social aspects of service learning.  Yin (2014) argued the 

strengths of interviews include the ability to focus directly on the case study and provide 

insightful explanations.  I used open-ended questions in this study to reveal unique 

perspectives.  Through the progression of the two interviews, I worked to gain a deep 

understanding of students’ feelings and perspectives when participating in service 

learning.  I also inquired into the culture of the classroom as students engaged in service 

learning.  

In addition to the informal and individual interviews, I conducted a focus group 

interview with two separate groups of students at the conclusion of each service learning 

unit.  Students in the fall focus group interview varied from students in the spring focus 
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group interview.  The focus group interviews were instrumental in answering the central 

research question regarding the culture of the fifth-grade service learning classroom.  

Focus group interviews typically give participants a sense of comfort and make 

participants more willing to share opinions (Hatch, 2002).  The group interviews lasted 

approximately 30 minutes and took place before school.   

Hatch (2002) recommended a group size range from 6-12 participants.  For 

management purposes, I chose six students for each focus group.  I used demographic 

information and student responses from the informal observations to choose the small, 

diverse group of students for both focus group interviews.  This number gave all 

participants an opportunity to share their ideas yet provided enough variety for me to 

gather rich data.  During focus group interviews, my co-teacher observed and recorded 

responses as I led the interview.  Patton (2002) advised that having a team of two to 

conduct the interviews allows “one person to focus on facilitating the group while the 

other takes detailed notes and deals with mechanics” (p. 386).  As an observer, my 

partner recorded participants’ emotional responses and body language, while I kept the 

conversation focused on the topic and balanced participation.   

The focus group interviews enabled me to understand students’ social interactions 

and perspectives during each service learning experience.  Lichtman (2013) stressed the 

significance of the focus group interview when he reported that members of the focus 

group who share a common experience might encourage others to comment or react in 

ways that do not occur in individual interviews.  The questions encouraged elaboration 

and focused on the culture of the classroom.  In addition, I continually looked for 
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opportunities to take the conversation to a deeper level of meaning and understanding 

(Hatch, 2002).  Using a variety of open-ended question types yielded diverse responses, 

which enhanced the data.  I limited the initial questions so that I could gain a deep 

understanding on particular views and perspectives as they arose during the group 

interview.  I used probing techniques to encourage elaboration and specific examples.  

The purpose of the focus group interviews was to collect high-quality data within a social 

context.  The participants were encouraged to interact with one another and contribute to 

the viewpoints of other group members.  Table 4 contains a list of interview questions 

that I asked during the individual and focus group interviews. 

 

Table 4 

Individual and Focus Group Interview Questions  

Individual Focus Group 

1. If at all, how do you think service 

learning influences our classroom? 

1. If any, how has service learning 

impacted our class, as a whole? 

2. What are your feelings towards 

this approach to learning? 

2. What type of emotions or feelings 

did you experience during your 

service learning project? 

3. Describe some of your take-aways 

from the service learning unit. 

3. Describe any lessons from your 

service participation that have 

personally impacted you. 

4. Looking back over your 

experience, what parts have been 

most impactful? 

4. Explain how you interacted with 

your peers when working on 

service learning projects. 

5. Describe some of your peer 

interactions throughout the project. 

 

 

 

During individual and focus group interviews, I used an audio recorder in order to 

capture the exact words of the participants.  Creswell (2013) claimed that audiotapes 
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allow for more consistent transcription.  Similarly, Fetterman (2010) stated, “Digital 

voice recorders effectively capture long verbatim quotations, while the ethnographer 

maintains a natural conversational flow” (p. 70).  The recordings allowed me to hear the 

participants’ words in their own voices.  I tested the recorder prior to the interviews to 

ensure that I was thoroughly familiar with the equipment. 

Immediately following each interview, I personally transcribed the audio 

recordings in order to notice the participants’ tone and meaning.  Hatch (2002 reported, 

“An advantage to doing the transcribing yourself is being able to add context, nonverbal 

information, and bracketed notations from your notes” (p. 113).  The transcription 

process enabled me to plan future interview questions.  In addition to using an audio 

recorder, I took notes during the interviews to ensure that I holistically captured the 

essence of the interviews.  Hatch (2002) suggested using a copy of the interview guide to 

make note of potential questions to ask later in the interview and “bracket . . . notes of 

impressions that come to mind” (p. 112).  This process provided opportunities to record 

assumptions and shifts in thinking.  

Participant Journals  

Documents serve as “records of activity that the researcher could not observe 

directly” (Stake, 1995, p. 68).  Researchers use participant journaling, a form of strategic 

data collection, as a way to supplement other data collection strategies (Hatch, 2002).  

Accordingly, student participants kept a personal account of their experiences and a 

record of their learning in response journals.  The participants recorded their experiences, 

ideas, and reflections during each eight-week service learning unit.  During both units, 
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students received opportunities to free write in their journals.  I gave the students 

dedicated time once a week to document a narrative of their experiences.  The students 

were free to write in their journals on their own time as well.  During each unit, in 

addition to the free-write opportunities, the students responded to a variety of questions 

or prompts during a mid-unit and end-of-unit written reflection.  The following questions 

were a few of the prompts included on the mid-unit or end-of-unit written reflections. 

• If so, how do you feel you made a difference with your service learning 

project? 

• In what ways did you work with another student during this unit?  

• If at all, how does your service learning involvement change the way you 

view others? 

• What, if any, interpersonal skills did you learn by working with a peer? 

• If disagreements occurred, how did you handle them? 

The journals served as a written record of participants’ experiences and 

reflections during the service learning process.  Johnstone (1994) noted, "The act of 

writing things down encourages individuals to process and reflect on experiences in 

different ways than thinking about them or discussing them with others” (p. 54).  Student 

reflection enhances service learning, and it is a good source of data (Terry, 2000).  This 

method of data collection was beneficial since some of my participants appeared shy and 

preferred revealing their feelings and insights in writing.  Hatch (2002) explained that the 

information from student journals could assist the researcher in planning future interview 

questions.  In order to shape the quality of future data, Hatch (2002) stressed the 
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importance of “setting up regular intervals at which time journal entries will be collected 

and processed” (p. 143).  Therefore, I printed, read, and processed the journal responses 

in a timely manner in order to help develop future interview questions.  By using 

participant journals, students had more autonomy to share what they wanted.  The use of 

participant journals added another layer of interesting data to the interviews and 

observations.   

Photo Elicitation 

As students worked in their service learning groups, I took pictures of their 

interactions.  During focus group interviews, the students observed and discussed the 

pictures.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) referred to the rich discussion prompted by 

participants’ responses to photographs as photo elicitation.  The pictures prompted 

memories and triggered feelings from the course of each unit.  The use of photos 

provided unique insight into the students’ collaborative work.  Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016) reported, “Documents and artifacts have been underused in qualitative research” 

(p. 180).  The photos captured specific details and provided a unique perspective into the 

collaboration that occurred as the students worked in their service learning groups. 

Data Analysis 

I analyzed and interpreted the data in order to understand the shared classroom 

experience of students engaged in service learning.  Fetterman (2010) claimed, “Analysis 

is one of the most engaging features of ethnography” (p. 93).  Stake (1995) described 

analysis as making meaning from pulling apart pieces of data and putting them back 
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together.  In order to answer the research questions, I developed a clear plan for 

analyzing the collected data. 

Early Data Analysis 

During this study, data analysis occurred simultaneously with data collection.  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described the back and forth process as one that occurs 

throughout the study, allowing the investigator to “consolidate, reduce, and interpret what 

people have said and what the researcher has seen” (p. 202).  Furthermore, early data 

analysis shaped data collection (Hatch, 2002) and kept the volume of data from becoming 

overwhelming (Patton, 2002).  I personally transcribed the data so that I could document 

my insights and make plans for future data collection.  Data collection continued until 

“no new information, insights, or understandings . . . [were] forthcoming” (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016, p. 210) and my research questions were answered.  The data set consisted 

of transcribed interviews, observation field notes, photographs, and student journals. 

Data Organization  

All analysis involves the efficient management of data (Pole & Morrison, 2003).  

After the initial observation, I recorded my interpretations, thoughts, and questions in the 

margin of the transcription (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  These notes helped determine 

what I looked for in future observations.  Following each additional observation, I 

compared the descriptions and observer comments to earlier observation data.  Merriam 

and Tisdell (2016) explained, “Qualitative data analysis is primarily inductive and 

comparative” (p. 201).  In addition to considering demographic information, the initial 

observations were beneficial in selecting individual and focus group interviewees.  
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Following each observation, interview, and participant journal entry, I transcribed 

the data using a word processing program.  When transcribing student data, I used student 

pseudonyms in order to maintain confidentiality.  The students chose their own 

pseudonym prior to the first unit.  I saved transcribed documents on a password-protected 

device and locked printed documents in a file cabinet.  I typed notes, insights, and 

questions in the margins of the transcript and in my researcher’s journal.  The use of 

direct quotes and individual views offered multiple perspectives that described the culture 

within our elementary service learning classroom.   

Following the transcription process, I entered the data into NVivo, a computer 

software program, which assisted in managing the extensive amount of data.  Pole and 

Morrison (2003) recommended such programs because “computer packages facilitate the 

exploration of links which, when combined with the creativity of the researcher, can help 

to generate theories” (p. 98).  I used coding to help organize and manage the data.  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) defined coding as “assigning some sort of shorthand 

designation to various aspects of your data so that you can easily retrieve specific pieces 

of the data” (p. 203).  The initial identification of segments was broad, which Merriam 

and Tisdell (2016) referred to as open coding.  I analyzed each piece of data in this 

manner in order to make comparisons and observe recurring patterns.  

Sorting, Grouping, and Naming Categories 

After initial data analysis, I grouped similar topics into more meaningful 

categories.  Hatch (2002) stated that researchers create categories in order to find 

relationships within the data.  This process of analytical coding goes beyond basic 
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descriptions, since it requires a deeper understanding (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  I used 

NVivo to sort through the categories to create better units of relevant information 

(Fetterman, 2010).  Filtering and reviewing categories were inductive processes that 

made the findings more robust.  Once I had a tight list of categories, I holistically looked 

at them to ensure they fit together and related to the research questions.  Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016) advised, “The fewer the categories, the greater the level of abstraction, and 

the greater the ease with which you can communicate your findings to others” (p. 214).  

During this in-depth examination of each domain, I searched for relationships, richness, 

and depth (Hatch, 2002).  Some coding categories I used were challenges, ways of 

talking, and handling disagreements.  This led to my third cycle of analysis. 

Identifying Themes 

The final step in analysis involved searching for patterns that showed connections 

among the categories.  Patterns are a form of ethnographic reliability (Fetterman, 2010).  

The categories resulted in themes that told a story and ultimately became the findings of 

the study, presented in Chapter 4.  At this point in data analysis, I visually analyzed the 

data using various graphs and tables because “data displays are useful tools for getting a 

sense for the whole of the data being analyzed” (Hatch, 2002, p. 175).  I graphically 

organized the data to assist in making connections and finding relationships. 

As another approach to searching for themes across categories, Spradley (1979) 

recommended writing a summary statement as a process for discovering cultural themes.  

Spradley (1979) emphasized condensing everything down to the bare essentials.  I 

recorded these summaries in my researcher’s analytic journal.  Similarly, specific to case 
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study analysis, Patton (2002) referred to this type of documentation as a case record.  

The case record includes all the major information from each unit that I used to prepare 

the final case study findings.  

Through these processes, themes emerged to provide a framework for 

understanding and describing the social setting of the elementary service learning 

classroom.  Fetterman (2010) believed identifying themes can be the most creative step of 

ethnographic research.  At this point, “after months of thought and immersion in the 

culture . . . all of the events and patterns of behavior form a coherent picture of what is 

happening” (Fetterman, 2010, p. 110).  My angle of approach to data analysis was 

unique, dependent upon the collected data.  

Inductive and Interpretive Analysis 

Regarding the interpretive nature of qualitative analysis, Geertz (1973) described 

the researcher’s complex job as “sorting out the structures of significance” (p. 4).  I faced 

the challenge of assigning importance to various occurrences.  Hatch (2002) defined 

interpretation as “making inferences, developing insights, attaching significance, refining 

understandings, and attaching meaning” (p. 180).  As the research instrument, I reported 

the data according to my interpretations of the observations and interviews.  Pole and 

Morrison (2003) stated, “Ethnographic analysis moves beyond descriptions of people, 

events, and phenomena, to the ways in which researchers make sense of the information 

they collect” (p. 79).  An inductive model was well suited for emphasizing the discovery 

of cultural meaning within this setting.  Geertz (1973) described inductive cultural 

analysis as drawing explanatory conclusions.  My inferences and interpretations provided 
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an in-depth account of students’ experiences and interactions during service learning 

implementation.  

Role of the Researcher 

As teacher researcher, I collected and analyzed the data.  Cochran-Smith and 

Lytle (1990) proposed that, due to the unique perspective on teaching and learning, 

teacher research has value at both the university and school community level.  They 

defined teacher research as the “systematic and intentional inquiry carried out by 

teachers” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990, p. 8).  By exploring teacher-identified areas of 

inquiry, “teachers become rich resources who can provide the profession with valuable 

information” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990, p. 8).  In other words, teacher research 

offers a unique and relevant perspective on the exploration of issues and topics regarding 

knowledge and learning.   

Punch (1998) claimed that the researcher often starts as a member of a group, and 

then becomes a more objective observant.  During the study, I co-taught the fifth-grade 

students at the research site.  At the time of the study, I had been a teacher of gifted 

students at the school for 13 years.  The students came to my class 45 minutes a day, five 

days a week, to conduct self-selected research, gain exposure to topics not introduced in 

the homeroom class, and increase critical thinking and creativity skills.  Prior to data 

collection, I told the students about my service learning study.  I introduced them to the 

topic of service learning and gave a brief description of the learning model and how they 

could engage in the work.  I explained that I wanted them to be part of the research 
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process.  I shared the ways that they would potentially be involved, whether it was being 

involved in informal conversations during observations or interviews. 

Being a co-teacher in the classroom, it was difficult to keep separate teaching time 

from observation time.  However, during many observations, my colleague took on the 

role of teacher so that I could focus on watching what the students were doing.  Prior to 

observations, I explained my role to students and discussed the boundaries that would 

allow for an optimal observation environment.  Initially setting up this protocol ensured 

all stakeholders felt comfortable and informed.  During observations, I wanted to intently 

observe, rather than give instruction or deal with classroom management issues.  During 

the two focus group interviews, I asked the students questions, while my co-teacher 

observed and recorded subtleties.  Although my co-teacher assisted during observations 

and focus group interviews, she was not a co-researcher.  I did not ask for her assistance 

during data analysis.  Sitting in on interviews before school did not interfere with my co-

teacher’s teaching responsibilities.  I kept a research journal explaining personal reactions 

and reflections.  In sum, my role in this ethnographic case study was to clarify what 

happened in this fifth-grade classroom during service learning implementation. 

Trustworthiness 

Regarding qualitative rigor, Patton (2002) recommended replacing the “traditional 

mandate to be objective with an emphasis on trustworthiness and authenticity” (p. 574).  

In order to distinguish qualitative research from the positivist paradigm, researchers 

address trustworthiness by discussing credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
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confirmability (Shenton, 2004).  These four areas are deemed acceptable criteria for 

trustworthiness in most qualitative settings. 

In order to give credibility to the study and assure my findings were true, I used 

several strategies.  First, I triangulated the data by employing multiple data sources, such 

as observations, interviews, and journal-document review.  Patton (2002) defined data 

triangulation as “comparing and cross-checking the consistency of information derived at 

different times and by different means” (p. 559).  Triangulation involves “testing one 

source of information against another to strip away alternative explanations” (Fetterman, 

2010, p. 94).  The use of diverse forms of data collection provided comprehensive data 

and reduced inconsistencies.  This aligned with Dewalt and Dewalt’s (2010) position: 

“The use of different techniques with different strengths and limitations allows for the 

cross validation of conclusions by comparing them using data collected in different 

ways” (p. 113).  Similarly, Wolcott (1988) explained that a researcher uses “multiple 

techniques for finding out, for cross-checking, or for ferreting out varying perspectives” 

(p. 192).  Multiple observations, individual and group interviews, photo elicitation, and 

document analysis of journals each yielded distinctive information and provided more 

insight into the topic.  This form of cross-validation enabled me to weigh and compare 

data from each data type.  

In this ethnographic case study, I used observations, interviews, photo elicitation, 

and participant journals in order to triangulate information and develop common 

congruent themes.  For example, I was able to compare what I read in participants’ 

journals to what was reported during the interviews (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  In 
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addition, I looked at similarities and differences between participant’s responses.  The 

process of triangulation allowed for broader understanding.  Furthermore, I had the co-

teacher serve as a peer reviewer and a sounding board for considering alternatives, 

locating omissions, and examining interpretations.  Fetterman (2010) stated, “Database 

software provides a systematic form of triangulation, helping keep the ethnographer 

honest by providing direct access to the raw data in context and noting the frequency of 

items” (p. 99).  Thus, I used the computer software program, NVivo, to sort and 

categorize the data.    

When discussing the transferability of case study research, Bazely (2013) stated, 

“What is learned from individual cases is not that we can describe the characteristics of a 

larger population, but rather that we gain understanding of the way some aspect of 

society works” (p. 411).  Although there is no attempt to generalize the findings to a 

wider population, I used multiple data sources to produce a more comprehensive view of 

the culture of an elementary service learning classroom.  In addition, a researcher can 

establish credibility by increasing the “number of data collection sessions and the time 

period over which the data was collected” (Shenton, 2004, p. 70).  I collected data over 

the course of two 8-week units.  Richly describing the participants, setting, and findings 

was another strategy I used to ensure transferability of the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016).  By fully describing the culture within a service learning classroom, researchers in 

subsequent service learning studies can use this study’s context to make comparisons. 

Dependability refers to the extent that other researchers can repeat the study 

(Shenton, 2004).  This is accomplished through an audit trail.  Merriam and Tisdell 
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(2016) explained, “An audit trail in a qualitative study describes in detail how data were 

collected, how categories were derived, and how decisions were made throughout the 

inquiry” (p. 252).  Therefore, I thoroughly described the research process, carefully 

reported the data, and kept detailed records to avoid introducing misinformation.  I kept 

transcriptions and Nvivo data on a password-protected device.  In addition, I used a 

researcher’s journal to record my impressions and reflections.  The journal helped 

separate my thoughts from the thoughts and perspectives of my participants (Wolcott, 

1990).  Furthermore, I attempted to establish dependability by asking an outside peer to 

review and examine the data and findings (Shenton, 2004).  This review provided a fresh 

perspective and constructive feedback. 

I attempted to achieve a neutral stance and remove any potential bias from the 

study.  However, eliminating all bias can pose difficulties in any study.  There is no 

paradigm solution to the elimination of error and bias (Norris, 1997).  Although I was 

part of the service learning experience with the students, I took measures to ensure 

confirmability.  When considering objectivity, Dewalt and Dewalt (2010) explained that 

the researcher must be able to “assess the impact of his own viewpoint on the collection 

of data, analysis, and the written product” (p. 111).  Norris (1997) maintained, “Research 

requires detachment from oneself, a willingness to look at the self and the way it 

influences the quality of data and reports” (p. 173).  As a White female who grew up in a 

loving, upper-class home and neighborhood, I did not experience many personal or 

economic hardships.  However, my Christian upbringing and participation in various 

outreach programs instilled in me a desire to help others with apparent difficulties or 
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challenges.  I volunteered at Special Olympics and other service organizations in my 

community.  I am compassionate, and I possess a spirit of giving of myself to help others, 

which is at the heart of service learning.  I was mindful of my emotions and impressions.  

Being aware of my personal motivations was important since I reported the perspectives 

of my participants and attempted to set aside my perceptions.   

Researcher Bias 

This study originated with my personal interest to pursue this innovative approach 

with my students.  I came to this study having introduced service learning to my fifth-

grade students in the previous school year.  Although the participants in this study did not 

have any previous exposure to school-based service learning, my background knowledge 

and prior experience with last years’ fifth graders may have had an impact.  Furthermore, 

due to this experience and an in-depth literature review, I had certain beliefs regarding 

the benefits of this learning approach.  I attempted to refrain from allowing my bias to 

inhibit me from making discoveries regarding the culture of the classroom during service 

learning implementation.  I tried to avoid letting my expectations unintentionally bias my 

actions or interpretations; therefore, I highlighted every step of data collection and 

analysis so that the findings represented the participants’ responses, not my own.  In 

addition, I used diagrams and tables to make explicit the study’s findings (Shenton, 

2004).  I present these figures and tables in Chapter 4.  Through self-monitoring, I 

attempted to create an “illuminating, empowering, personal statement that attunes me to 

where self and subject are intertwined” (Peshkin, 1988, p. 20).  My goal was to carefully 

collect and record accurate information that increased the trustworthiness of my study. 
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Ethical Concerns 

After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Mercer 

University (see Appendix A) and the local school board, I obtained consent for 

participation.  Due to the study involving minors, it was necessary to obtain parental 

consent (see Appendix B).  This consent explained the purpose of the research, any risks, 

confidentiality, and assurance that participants could withdraw without repercussions.  In 

an effort to honor the students’ right to participate, I asked for their assent (see Appendix 

C).  I informed students and parents about the potential impact of the study and the 

outcomes of the research.   

I also took steps to protect participants in several ways.  First, I maintained the 

confidentiality of my participants by using pseudonyms.  I kept all data secure in 

password-protected devices.  In addition, I refrained from discussing participants with 

educational stakeholders outside of the classroom.  

I conducted research in the setting in which I taught, which posed an ethical 

concern.  Service learning at the elementary level was a novel approach in my county.  

Therefore, to investigate elements of service learning in the elementary classroom, I had 

to create an environment for the research.  This type of research poses the challenge of 

convincing others that worthwhile information can be gleaned from first-person research 

(Ball, 2000).  Although my role in constructing the features of this study may have been 

conflicting, there was valuable knowledge that came from the perspective of the teacher 

researcher.  Because I was eager to learn from what happened in the classroom as 

students engaged in service learning, I was mindful to avoid crossing ethical boundaries. 
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When research interfered with my obligations as a teacher, I fulfilled my duties as 

a teacher.  However, when I was observing, I refrained from giving directions or 

answering questions.  Refraining from this type of interaction did not pose any issues for 

my students or me.  I made clear that the quality of student work and grades were not 

factors in the study.  I did not use the data collected in this study to evaluate students or to 

assign grades.  While there were times during observations that I could have 

unintentionally paid attention to certain students over others based on various factors 

such as their willingness to participate or their behavior, I did my best to spend equal 

time with each group of students.   

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to describe the ethnographic case study design 

and the process I used to address the research questions.  This chapter presented the 

methodology I utilized to investigate the culture of the classroom during service learning 

implementation.  In the beginning of the chapter, I described my decision for choosing an 

ethnographic case study to investigate elementary service learning.  In the following 

sections, I explained why I chose my school as the setting and my plan for choosing 

participants.  In the final sections of the chapter, I explained how I used four different 

data collection methods: observations, interviews, participant journals, and photo 

elicitation.  Multiple sources of data helped me understand the culture of the classroom 

during service learning.  I also explained how I attempted to address trustworthiness 

within the study.  I acknowledged the possibility of bias and shared how I guarded 

against any threats during the data collection and analysis process. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

According to Rousseau and Warren (2018), “Many schools have failed to prepare 

our youngest citizens to become stewards of democracy, possessing the knowledge and 

skills required for active and engaged citizenship” (para. 5).  The increased pressure for 

standardization and prescriptive teaching has resulted in a narrowing of the curriculum.  

Traditional curriculum does not lend itself to explicit and intentional teaching methods 

that model social awareness and group problem-solving processes.  Despite agreement on 

the importance of civic knowledge and preparation, the majority of school officials and 

policy makers are putting little effort into integrating democratic elements into the 

curriculum (Rebell, 2018).  Preston (2018) wrote, “Although schools do have other 

purposes, such as preparation for higher education and work, these purposes must remain 

secondary to educating students to be effective participants in our democratic society” (p. 

5).  Involving students in civic endeavors enables them to see their role in helping to 

shape the future of their community. 

A second, yet related problem is the lack of young citizens possessing 21st-

century skills (O’Sullivan & Dallas, 2010).  Increased technology use in 21st-century 

classrooms has reduced the amount of time students spend collaborating with one 

another.  Research suggests parallels exist between screen time and social skills 

development.  Face-to-face communication is now slowly decreasing to a point where 
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many adolescents struggle to initiate or carry on a conversation (Campbell, 2016).  

Twenty-first century learners have utilized technology since early childhood, resulting in 

a deficit in the social skills necessary for collaboration.   

It is critical for schools to create environments that promote civic engagement and 

group participation.  In order to instill responsible citizenship, efforts should begin at a 

young age.  Teaching efforts aimed at increasing student awareness of community issues 

can bring about social transformation.  Citizen education of students from an early age 

promotes greater consciousness of their social and moral responsibilities (Gearon, 2006).  

In other words, civic education is an opportunity for the next generation to learn ways to 

appreciate different perspectives and work together to address societal issues.  Educators 

must recognize the moldable nature of our young students and use this impressionable 

period to expose students to meaningful learning opportunities and crucial 21st-century 

skills.  In the ever-growing digital world, it is critical for schools to focus on building 

relationships among all stakeholders.  The curriculum must provide a collaborative 

environment where students can work with others to direct positive change. 

In this vein, the purpose of this ethnographic case study was to describe the 

culture of the classroom of fifth-grade students as they participated in service learning.  

With little research on service learning with younger students, there was a need to extend 

the knowledge base.  A large number of service learning studies have investigated 

academic and personal benefits, rather than benefits to a child’s social development 

(Scott & Graham, 2015).  By exploring the social aspects of elementary service learning, 

the data have the potential to inform future research related to best practices in 21st-
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century classrooms.  In this chapter, I share the results of the data collection and 

thoroughly answer the study’s research questions.  I used the following question to guide 

the study: 

1. What is the culture of an elementary classroom as students are participating in 

service learning? 

The central question prompted the following secondary questions: 

2. How are interpersonal skills cultivated during service learning experiences? 

3. How is civically responsible citizenship cultivated within the context of 

service learning? 

I sought to investigate interpersonal interactions of students as they engaged in 

service learning and to see how these interactions impacted the culture of the classroom.  

I also wanted to see if engagement in service learning promoted civically responsible 

citizenship.  The study took place in two 8-week units over the course of the 2018-2019 

school year.  I collected data through interviews, observations, photo elicitation, and 

journal analysis.  The goal was to reveal valuable themes for creating meaningful 

learning experiences for elementary students involved in service learning.  In sum, the 

following sections provide the description of the culture of the classroom during the 

implementation of the two service-learning units.  

Organization of the Chapter 

I begin this chapter by describing the classroom setting.  Then, I describe how I 

introduced my research study and the two 8-week service learning plan to students.  

Within this section, I explain the overall cycle of service learning.  In the following 
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section, I explain the individual projects for each of the two units.  In the next section, I 

share the central theme that emerged in the data, culture of belongingness.  The 

subsequent section describes the patterns of student interactions that led to the culture of 

belongingness, which include the students’ supportive actions and the types of student 

negotiations.  Following the patterns of student interactions, I discuss how civically 

responsible citizenship was cultivated in the service learning environment.  Then, I 

discuss six outcomes of service learning that also influenced the culture of the classroom.  

In the final section, I answer the research questions.  To provide support for my findings, 

I share my observations and short vignettes from the students throughout the chapter.  

The Setting: The Exploratory Classroom 

 At the time of this study, I served students in a pull-out resource program for 50 

minutes each day.  The name of the class was Exploratory.  The curriculum in 

Exploratory revolved around self-selected research and topics outside of the grade-level 

content, such as architecture and mythology.  Some of the participants in this study had 

been in my class since second grade, while others had joined in more recent years.  Each 

year the dynamics changed as new students qualified for gifted services and moved into 

the classroom.  Additionally, gifted students transferred in and out of the school from 

year to year.  My classroom management style was firm, but friendly.  I did not have a 

behavior management system, since discipline was typically not a problem.  The students 

were only in class for a 50-minute block; therefore, there was little time in which the 

students were not actively engaged.  Regarding classroom management, I focused on 
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positive behaviors.  When a student demonstrated inappropriate conduct or struggled with 

tasks, I looked for the good behaviors and positive aspects of performance.   

Introducing the Study 

In September, upon receiving parental consent and obtaining student assent from 

29 participants, I introduced my program of study and research goals.  I informed the 

class that we would be participating in two 8-week service learning units during the 

course of the school year.  I shared that I would observe their interactions, take pictures, 

read their journals, and conduct interviews as a requirement for my degree at the 

university.  I explained that at least three days a week during the fall and spring unit, we 

would put aside our normal curriculum and participate in service learning.  I shared with 

students that I wanted to investigate the ways in which they interacted with one another 

as they participated in this type of learning.   

I also shared with students a simple definition for service learning: a learning 

strategy that integrates meaningful community service with research and reflection.  I 

presented the steps in a typical service learning cycle.  These include students 

participating in the following actions: choosing a project based on interest and expertise, 

conducting research to determine any underlying issues, working with group members to 

plan and implement service ideas, and participating in ongoing reflection.  

I invited six guest speakers to visit the classroom and share information about 

their nonprofit organization and potential areas of need.  With this information in mind, 

the students brainstormed possible areas of learning and their own service ideas for each 

of the nonprofit organizations.  In addition to opportunities outside of the school, the 
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students discussed areas of concern or need within the school and potential ways to make 

a positive impact.  The students used the creative problem-solving (CPS) process to 

eliminate some of their initial ideas.  I listed the following questions on the board for 

consideration:  

• Considering your age, what projects are most appropriate?     

• Based on the weather, what projects are most fitting for fall and spring? 

• Considering our limited funds, are there projects we should eliminate? 

• Based on the time of year of already scheduled nonprofit events, should we 

push a few of these to the spring? 

• In which projects are you most passionate? 

• Which projects do you feel our principal will support? 

• What projects do you feel you can have the most impact? 

Students met in small groups to discuss these questions.  

After the small-group discussions, each student created a ranked list of three unit 

choices for fall.  Then, ensuring students received one of their top two project choices, I 

grouped the students.  Because I wanted them to have one more opportunity to choose, I 

allowed them one chance to change groups.  There were a few changes and some 

discussion of issues like weighing interest in the topic versus being in a group with one’s 

friend.  For the most part, the students with “friend concerns” opted to stay with their 

chosen topic rather than moving groups.  When we began the spring unit, we followed 

the same selection process for the projects and student groupings.  During each unit, the 

students worked on their project of choice for eight weeks.  As students had questions or 
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concerns, I provided support and direction.  Table 5 lists the projects for each unit and the 

participants involved in each project. 

 

Table 5  

Project Groups 

Fall Unit Students Spring Unit Students 

Caring for the Homeless Hannah 

Dan 

Palmer 

Tessa 

Mckenzie 

Paige 

School Garden Winter 

Gary 

Caitlyn 

Danny 

Valerie 

Jeff 

Elizabeth 

Gabby 

All Students Are Special Elizabeth 

Howard 

Gabby 

Jessica 

Danny 

Shawn 

Rosie 

First Responders Palmer 

Howard 

Hannah 

Miriam 

Nico 

Rosie 

Stark 

Caring for Kids Harley 

Tanika 

Bella 

Gary 

Kyle 

Willow 

Healthy Heart Zoe 

Tanika 

Malcom 

Sapphire 

Harley 

Kyle 

Shawn 

Dan 

Recycling Program Winter 

Caitlyn 

Nico 

Jeff 

Zoe 

Stark 

School-Supply Drive Paige 

Tessa 

Mckenzie 

Elizabeth 

Bella 

Willow 

Senior Citizens Center Sapphire 

Malcolm 

Valerie 

Miriam 
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The class chose five projects for the fall unit.  One project involved supporting the 

nonprofit, Caring for the Homeless.  This organization cares for homeless individuals in 

our local community.  Another group of students chose to help the nonprofit 

organization, All Students Are Special, which funds a local, private school in the area that 

specializes in students who are on the autism spectrum.  A third group chose to support 

the nonprofit, Caring for Kids.  This organization provides meals to students in need who 

live in surrounding school districts.  Another project consisted of students who were 

interested in starting a school paper recycling program.  The final project encompassed 

partnering with the local senior citizen center, which offers activities and various types of 

aid to persons over the age of 65.  

The class chose four projects for the spring service learning unit.  The first project 

revolved around a school-level interest to start a garden in one of our school courtyards.  

The second project was an effort to learn about and support the work of first responders 

in the area.  The third project consisted of students interested in educating the school 

population on ways to have a healthy heart.  For the final project in the spring, a group of 

students chose to learn about the school-related needs of students in our school-cluster 

area and determined ways to help meet those needs. 

Culture of Belongingness 

 In this section, I describe the Exploratory classroom and then explain the central 

theme, culture of belongingness, and how it developed over the course of the two units.  

In the next section, I describe the two secondary themes that led to the culture of 
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belongingness.  Furthermore, within this section, I discuss how my history with this 

group of children could have contributed to the culture of belongingness.  

Description of the Exploratory Classroom 

The class of fifth-grade Exploratory students were familiar with each other, as 

many of them had been in school together since kindergarten.  The Exploratory setting 

was typically a pleasant environment.  Over the years, students have shared with me 

several reasons why they enjoy Exploratory.  The students get to leave their homeroom 

classroom to come to my room.  Fifth-grade students who are growing weary of the self-

contained environment welcome this change in environment.  In addition, the students 

receive the opportunity to work with peers from other classrooms, which they perceive as 

exciting.  

The central theme apparent in the data was that service learning served as a 

vehicle for creating a culture of belongingness.  The students acquired, perfected, and 

used various interpersonal skills that encouraged and led to the inclusive culture.  The 

culture in this service learning classroom was one where students became eager to learn 

for their own benefit.  The students opened themselves up to collaborating with peers to 

generate unique ideas.  The heavy focus on student interactions promoted a cooperative 

spirit that recognized and appreciated the ideas of others.  Ultimately, the students’ 

participation in this culture of belongingness fostered social growth and created an 

environment where learning could thrive. 

Over the course of both units, the students learned and put into practice strategies 

that encouraged the culture of belongingness.  I did not specifically teach these behaviors 
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to students as part of the service learning process.  As needed, the students and I would 

discuss and record effective ways to work through various issues.  However, the ways in 

which the students interacted with one another organically surfaced as they participated 

in service learning.  Figure 4 provides an illustration of the students’ growth during the 

service learning process that influenced the culture of belongingness.  In the next section, 

I describe these behaviors and strategies in detail and present them as the secondary 

themes of the study. 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Developmental growth that led to culture of belongingness. 

 

 

My Role in Creating the Culture  

In my teaching practice, I tried to demonstrate that I cared about my students as 

individuals, and I went the extra mile to ensure their personal, social, and academic 

success.  For instance, I met with students on a regular basis to help them create 

academic, personal, and social goals.  The students posted these goals in the classroom, 

and we referred to them often.  I went out of my way to make personal connections with 

students and parents by attending outside school events in which my students 

participated.  In this study, I believe my personality and teaching style supported the 
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culture of belongingness in the classroom.  Having the opportunity to work with the same 

group of students over the course of several years put me in a position of developing 

closer bonds with students.  With all students in which I served, I made a special effort to 

build relationships and encourage the students to build relationships with their peers.  

While I contend that I had a hand in contributing to this culture of belongingness, the 

service learning model provided greater opportunities for students to form bonds with one 

another.  Student voice and meaningful work are two major components of service 

learning.  Therefore, students took ownership in the learning process and had to 

collaboratively work with their peers to provide a service to the community.  As a result, 

they implemented multiple supportive actions and types of negotiations in order to be 

successful. 

Patterns of Interaction that Contributed to the Culture of Belongingness 

In this section, I describe the two secondary themes, students’ supportive actions 

and types of student negotiations, that contributed to the central theme, culture of 

belongingness.  These supportive actions and types of negotiations were situated within 

the culture of belongingness.  In other words, students’ strategies for working together 

helped lead to a culture of belongingness.  Likewise, the culture of belongingness moved 

students to act in a more inclusive way and required them to change some of their 

previous behaviors.  I define and attempt to explain each supportive action and type of 

negotiation by providing student examples, vignettes, and personal observations.   
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Students’ Supportive Actions 

In this section, I explain the students’ supportive actions as they participated in 

service learning.  The term supports denotes students providing a form of assistance to 

another classmate.  Table 6 provides an overview, definition, and example of the 

students’ supportive actions.  I did not explicitly teach these supportive actions as part of 

the service learning process.  They just naturally occurred as students were engaged in 

the work.  In this section, I expound on these actions using information from my 

observations, interviews, and student reflections.  

 

Table 6  

Students’ Supportive Actions 

Supportive Action Definition Example 

Affirming the Ideas of 

Others 

positive verbal comment Good idea! 

Sharing Ideas discussing ideas with peers We should make a video? 

Suggesting providing alternative ideas I think we should put the donations 

in the lobby. 

Questioning showing intellectual curiosity What are perishables? 

Helping giving instruction or 

assistance 

I will sort the flyers with you. 

Modeling demonstrating a behavior   Let me show you how to do that. 

Encouraging cheering on or uplifting You can do it! 

Initiating taking action without prompts I can do that during recess. 

Listening giving attention to the speaker Do not interrupt. 

Look at people when they are 

talking. 

 

 

Affirming the ideas of others.  On many occasions, I observed the habit of 

affirmation and witnessed how it boosted moral and led to the development of positive 
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relationships.  When students were affirming the ideas of others, they were giving a 

positive verbal comment or displaying an action that provided support.  As the students 

learned how to work together in a collaborative manner, they figured out that small acts 

of affirmation made the receiver feel good about his or her work and it served as 

motivation to keep moving forward.  I recorded the following short affirmations from 

students. 

• Good idea! 

• That makes sense. 

• That’s perfect. 

• Yes, I like that. 

• That is true. 

• That would work. 

• You are right. 

I made a point to praise these short affirmation statements when I heard them and noticed 

that they seemed to be contagious.  Other students observed the impact of the supportive 

action and began using affirmations as a way to encourage and motivate members in their 

group.  

In a written reflection, I asked students, “How, if at all, does the act of affirming 

the ideas of others impact your work?”  The students provided the following responses: 

Hannah: “When people in my group made me feel good about my ideas for the 

donation drive, it made me want to keep sharing and coming up with more good 

ideas.” 



108 

 

Palmer: “Well, affirming works because if someone shares an idea and everyone 

else pitches in, then it makes the idea better and everyone feels good.  So, when 

you like the idea that someone else has, you need to tell them.” 

Caitlyn: “Sometimes it is hard to get people that are shy to talk.  You have to 

make them feel comfortable.  I try to make them feel good about their ideas and 

that makes them want to share more.” 

Nico: “When people feel like their ideas are important, they get more involved 

and into what the group is doing.”  

The students’ responses to this written reflection question were similar.  Students noticed 

the value in making people feel good about their work.  The affirmations were genuine 

and heartfelt.  When preparing for collection of donation items, Kyle and Gary engaged 

in a conversation. 

Kyle: “I have an idea.  We can’t put our posters in the middle of the box.  We 

have to put them in line with the boxes on the bottom since the boxes are going to be 

sitting on the floor.”  

 Gary: “That’s true.  Good thinking, Kyle.  I didn’t even think of that, but you are 

right.  The posters will bend all up if we don’t.” 

These short affirmations helped build rapport as students learned how to communicate 

with one another.  While the students had their own unique ways of affirming their peers’ 

ideas, there was similarity in their beliefs about the benefits of the supportive practice. 

Sharing ideas.  Sharing ideas was at the heart of our service learning experience.  

Without the input of students, there would be little forward movement in our service 
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plans.  After students gathered necessary information on any underlying issues of their 

topic, they would meet with their group members for a brainstorming session on ideas for 

service.  First, students would write down their own service ideas and then they would 

share them with the group.  The students would consolidate their ideas and write them on 

chart paper.  For both units, we took a day as a whole group to view and add to each 

group’s chart paper of ideas.  This allowed all members of the class to feel connected to 

each project, which was essential for those occasions when everyone in the class pitched 

in to help with one particular project.  Students in other groups were often able to offer a 

new perspective.  The following vignette is from our fall unit as students brainstormed 

ideas regarding our paper recycling program.   

Teacher-researcher announced to the paper recycling group: “Mr. Reece sent us 

an email stating that he delivered the recycle bins to our school.  All four bins are in the 

lobby right now.” 

Caitlyn: “Oh, yes, I saw him when he was dropping them off.  I was checking out 

of school to go to the dentist.  I was jumping up and down telling my mom about it.” 

Teacher-researcher: “Yes, it is exciting.  Mr. Reece said to be sure that no trash is 

put in the bins.” 

Winter: “So, we probably don’t need to put them next to the regular trash cans?”  

Caitlyn: “Well, where can we put them?”  

Nico: “I saw them this morning.  They are big.  They won’t fit in here in our 

classroom.”  

Jeff: “We could keep them outside?”  
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Nico: “Well, that would be a pain for us to go out there every time we had to 

dump paper in them.  Do y’all agree?  We could put them in the front and back teacher 

workrooms.”  

 Caitlyn: “Yes, good idea.  We can put two in the front and two in the back.  That 

way kids won’t be able to throw trash in them.” 

Jeff: “We can make signs to put on them that say they are for paper only so 

teachers know, too.” 

Winter: “Oh yes, I will make some signs tonight.” 

Caitlyn: “Me too!  You do four and I will do four.” 

Jeff: “Maybe we can pick up the paper from the classrooms every Friday and we 

can be the ones to put the paper in the big bins.” 

Nico: “Perfect, but what will the teachers collect the paper in during the week?” 

Caitlyn: “We could make boxes for kids to put their unused paper in.” 

Winter: “We can decorate the boxes like the bins with signs saying, ‘Recycle your 

paper here’ and things like that.”  

Teacher-Researcher: “Nice idea, maybe the teachers can keep the boxes next to 

their trashcans.” 

Caitlyn: “Yes, we will need lots of boxes.  We have to think of where to get those. 

Jeff: “I bet we can ask the ladies in the lunchroom.  We could also send out an 

email to teachers.  Maybe they already have some in their classrooms.” 

Winter: “Yes, we can just tell them that they can drop them off in here, and then 

we can decorate them and give them back.” 
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Nico: “How many will we need?” 

Caitlyn: “There are about five teachers on each grade level.  So, about 30.” 

Winter: “Don’t forget about the other classrooms in the building, like the art and 

music room.  Oh, and the library and office.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Well, you have all shared some good ideas.  We can get 

started on these plans tomorrow.” 

Sharing ideas provided opportunities for speaking, listening, and thinking skills.  

The students were able to change perspectives and ideas, explain their thinking, and 

critique the thinking of others.  Speaking up and sharing ideas is a skill that is best 

developed with practice.  The service learning approach is grounded in peer interaction.  

In a written reflection, Caitlyn expanded on her thoughts of sharing ideas: 

I am usually an independent worker, so this was hard at first because you have to 

work together to do all of this work.  You have to learn to let go some and allow 

others to help out and add their ideas.  It took me a while to trust that other people 

were working as hard as me to do a good job.  I like the social part of service 

learning because we are always laughing and talking and sharing our ideas. 

Unlike other students in the class, Caitlyn was not shy about sharing her ideas; however, 

she was nervous about trusting the ideas of others.  Likewise, Tanika had similar 

concerns.  She described her feelings about sharing ideas: 

I worked with Harley a good bit.  She was new to our class, and we really hit it 

off.  She has a positive attitude and takes constructive criticism good.  That is 

something you have to learn quick when you have a bunch of people sharing 



112 

 

ideas.  You can’t take everyone’s ideas, so sometimes you don’t get your way, but 

you can’t get mad.  You just have to know you will get your say another time. 

As Caitlyn and Tanika expressed, sharing ideas enabled students to feel heard and cared 

for in a safe environment.   

Suggesting.  The supportive act of making suggestions to others was a natural 

effect of sharing ideas.  Suggesting was a way for students to propose an alternative idea 

for consideration.  In the following example, students engaged in productive dialogue as 

they prepared for a lesson to teach the rest of the class information about students with 

autism.  The lesson was in preparation for a visit with the students from a local, private 

school that specializes in students who are on the autism spectrum.  The free flow of 

discussion provided opportunities for students to give suggestions and contribute to other 

students’ learning.  This interaction occurred during the fall unit. 

 Elizabeth: “Let’s just practice our lesson and go over it.” 

Howard: “We don’t even have all of the information.  We have more work to do.  

It can’t be sloppy.” 

Shawn: “Wait, we are saying all of this?  This doesn’t make sense?”  

Elizabeth: “Okay, let’s figure this out.” 

 Shawn: “Here, let me have the computer and work on the slides.” 

Howard: “Okay, who wants to work with Shawn on explaining what autism is and 

who wants to do the slide on tips on how to work with students who have autism?”   

Elizabeth: “Who is going to share our statistics we have about autism?”  

Shawn: “I will.”  
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Howard: “Let’s assign each person a certain color of text so we know when it’s 

our turn.  Gabby, your color is cornflower, and mine is green.” 

 Shawn: “Let’s divide it up, and everyone write their part on notecards.  That will 

help us get organized.” 

Elizabeth: “Yes, let’s do that.  I will go get some for us.” 

 Howard: “We just need to work all of this out and get going.”  

Tessa: We need to communicate a little bit better, so we aren’t each doing the 

same thing.  Let’s all sit in a circle really quick and see who is doing what.  I’m 

going to share the Google Doc with all of you, and you can look at it. 

Elizabeth: “Guys, on your notecards, write who you are before or after.  Then, 

you will know when it is your turn to talk.”  

Tessa: “Okay, I have my notecard done.  I’m excited.  Everyone keep working on 

your parts.”  

Howard: “I think we need an equal number of words or parts.”  

Tessa: “That doesn’t really matter.” 

 Howard: “Yes, it really does.  I want a bigger part.  I only have three words.” 

 Shawn: “Here, I will fix it and give you part of mine.  This part can be yours.”  

Elizabeth: “Okay, good job everybody.  Finish your notecards up tonight and we 

will be ready to teach the rest of the class about autism tomorrow.” 

Howard, Tessa, Elizabeth, and Shawn made suggestions and recommendations for 

improving their lesson on autism.  The students’ eagerness to perfect the lesson 

demonstrated their interest for their work.   
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There were multiple examples of suggesting during both units.  The following 

exchange occurred during the spring unit as a group of students prepared for a video 

recording shared with the school population.  The purpose of the video was to inform 

others about the heart and how to keep it healthy.  In the excerpt, there are multiple 

examples of the supportive action, suggesting. 

Shawn: “I think we should hold up our posters as we are talking.” 

Malcolm: “I think so too.  It will give the audience something to look at besides 

us.”  [Group members laughing.] 

Kyle: “Let’s get some clip art to hang up for the background.”  

Malcolm: “Day 1 is me.  Day 2 is healthy foods.  Day 3 is exercises.  Day 4 is 

heart disease.  My part is just a general introduction on the heart and its parts.” 

Kyle: “Be sure you have a lot of excitement in your voice.  Don’t look awkward.” 

Shawn: “And, hold your own poster while you talk.  Don’t have someone else 

hold it.  We don’t need distractions.  Okay, practice run . . . here we go.” 

Kyle: “Malcolm you are up.” 

Malcolm: “Okay, Kyle, now you go.” 

Shawn: “That was good.  You were loud and I could understand you good.  But, 

hold your poster still like Malcolm did.” 

Dan: “Wait, is it possible to make the poster the background?” 

Kyle: “Well, this poster is up and down, not landscape, so it won’t work.” 
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Shawn: “Don’t forget to ask the trivia question at the end of your presentation.  

Remember if you mess up, just keep going.  Your jacket is blending in, though.  Maybe 

take that off when you do the real thing.” 

Kyle: “Hey guys, don’t laugh when you are recording.  That makes it seem like 

you aren’t taking it seriously.” 

 Dan: “Okay . . . restart it and let’s practice one more time.  Y’all don’t stare at me 

when I am recording.”  [Group members laughing.] 

From the data, I learned that students valued and found pleasure in talking to their 

peers as they shared ideas, made suggestions, and brainstormed.  Nico shared the value of 

suggesting ideas in the service learning process:  

You have to cooperate and collaborate with people in the class to come up with 

your ideas.  We came up with our service ideas based on our own suggestions and 

ideas.  You have to have time to talk about all your ideas, so you can come up 

with the best ones.  We talk a lot, most the time we are talking about the project 

we are working on, but sometimes we get to talk about other things . . . that is fun, 

too. 

The supportive action of suggesting ideas was vital to the success of each service learning 

project.  The students learned a great deal by sharing and proposing ideas to others and 

participating in activities in which they could learn from their peers.  

Questioning.  The students showed a sincere interest in learning new things.  

Questioning, or showing intellectual curiosity, was an active practice that encouraged 

students to think critically and make decisions.  The act of questioning led to critical 
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thinking, creative thinking, and problem solving.  Students’ questions fostered discussion 

and debate, which enhanced the quality of discussion.  The following vignette, which 

demonstrates these thinking skills, occurred during the fall as two groups were working 

together to prepare for a donation drive. 

Teacher-Researcher: “Based on the information from the two nonprofits we are 

supporting in our donation drive, what items have you determined would be best to 

collect?” 

Paige: “I started a list.  I put things on it like grits, water, noodles.  What are 

perishables?” 

Hannah: “Perish means it can deteriorate.  Like, if you have a banana and you 

keep it for a week or two, it is going to go bad and not taste good.” 

Paige: “So, I guess that is why we want to collect nonperishables.” 

Hannah: “Yes.  We also want things they can eat easily.” 

Kyle: “What do you mean?” 

Hannah: “We don’t want things that would be too difficult or messy to cook.” 

Tanika: “Well, we want the foods to be healthy, though, too, right?” 

Kyle: “Yes, we don’t want junk.” 

Gary: “What about things they can put in the microwave?”  

Hannah: “Yes, I think that microwaveable things like macaroni or oatmeal would 

be good.” 

Gary: “Can I see the list you started, Hannah?” 

Hannah: “Yes, it is kinda messy though.  Sorry.” 
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Teacher-Researcher: “Let’s not forget about the other nonprofit organization.  We 

need to collect toiletry items for them.” 

 Gary: “What all are toiletries?” 

Kyle: “Pretty much personal hygiene items.” 

Hannah: “Do you think if we looked on the nonprofit organization’s website we 

could find a list of toiletry items that would be good?” 

Teacher-Researcher: “That is a good start.” 

Gary: “I will use my computer and look and start a list.” 

Palmer: “Now that we know what we are collecting, we need to come up with a 

catchy saying to put on our advertisement posters.” 

Gary: “How about a lunchbox with a hand.” 

Palmer: “That’s actually good.” 

Hannah: “Could I draw it?” 

Kyle: “Yes, let’s draw instead of using clip art.  

Hannah: “For the catchy saying, how about something related to Thanksgiving?” 

Gary: “Well, the donation drive will go through December, so that won’t work.” 

Hannah: “What about A Season of Giving.” 

Palmer: “I like that.  All for A Season of Giving, say ‘I’.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “What else do we need on the advertisement posters?” 

Kyle: “Definitely the date that students can bring donations in and maybe some 

clipart pictures.  I will look up toiletry items.” 

Hannah: “Can we draw some pictures and print some too?” 
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Palmer: “Yes, that will save time.” 

Kyle: “Why did this pull up a bunch of pictures of toilets?  [Students laughing.] 

Hannah: “You typed in toilets silly, not toiletries.” 

Palmer: “Okay everybody, let’s all take a poster home to work on.” 

Hannah asked Teacher-Researcher: “If I send you a list of donation items, can you 

print them?  There is no need in everyone writing that part.  That way we can make it big, 

so it stands out.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Sure.” 

As students were working together on their service plans, questions were a 

common part of the conversation.  As they worked through one question, almost 

immediately, another question occurred to the group.  The questions seemed to be a 

natural part of the conversation.  Without acknowledging consensus, the students just 

seemed to accept the suggestions of the group members and move forward in the 

planning process.   

In the following exchange, students were planning a reading buddy activity.  The 

students in this project group wanted to host students with special needs from a local, 

private school specializing in students on the autism spectrum.  The students had the idea 

of reading to the visitors.  The vignette demonstrated the large volume of questions that 

occurred in their conversations.  The act of questioning encouraged learners to engage in 

critical reasoning, which led to important decision-making.   

Jessica: “I think we should think about animal books because, I mean, who 

doesn’t like animals?” 
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Miriam: “How many books will we need?” 

Howard: “Mrs. Rander said in her email that about 15 students would be coming.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Where will we get the books?” 

Elizabeth: “We could maybe do a book drive.” 

Howard: “Do you think they would bring their own books?” 

Shawn: “Could we just check out books from our library?” 

Elizabeth: “Good thinking.  That way we could get a lot of different animal 

books, so we have more to read than just one.” 

Jessica: “We could also ask Mrs. Rander what type of books they would like.” 

Howard: “Good idea.  Can I run to the library and see if they will pull us some 

animal books?” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Of course.” 

Elizabeth: “Wait, before you go, what reading level should the books be on?” 

Shawn: “Well, will we be reading the books, or will they be reading to us?” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Good question.” 

Jessica: “In the email I send to Mrs. Rander, I will just ask her these questions.” 

Howard: “Okay, I will wait to go to the library until we hear back from her.” 

The mere act of asking questions demonstrated students’ engagement in thinking 

about their own ideas, in addition to the ideas of their peers.  The question-response 

dialogue allowed students to actively participate, which gave them ownership in the 

projects.  As the students were engaged in conversations regarding their current projects, 
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the supportive action of questioning helped stimulate thought processes that led to 

productive discussion.  

Helping.  Students are not only receivers of instruction—they can also act as 

deliverers of the instruction.  During both service learning units, the students guided, 

planned, and implemented the work.  Therefore, the students relied on each other to 

complete various responsibilities.  In addition, with only one teacher in the room, the 

students often had to take on the role of teacher and offer help to peers.  The term helping 

signifies giving aid or providing what is necessary to accomplish a task or satisfy a need.  

There is a constant loop of learning and teaching involved in the helping process.  Service 

learning mirrors this process as students continually learned information and used that 

information to instruct or provide support to others.  I believe this is why helping 

behaviors were the most frequent type of supportive action noted during the study.  Based 

on Vygotsky’s (1934/1978) social constructivist theory, by identifying a peer’s zone of 

proximal development, students can be the scaffold for other students.  Helping is a 

beneficial experience for both the student who is learning and the student who is 

teaching.   

When working on advertising and organizing for a donation drive during the fall 

unit, a few students engaged in the following exchange. 

Palmer: “Mckenzie, let’s work together on a poster so we can get it done.”   

 Mckenzie: “It’s better when we help each other out instead of doing our own 

thing.”   
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Caitlyn: “Here, let me show you how to close up a box.  It’s all about which side 

you fold over first.”   

Nico: “That is so cool.  Let me do the next one.”   

Toward the end of that class period, Mckenzie said, “Let’s stay and help clean up 

while people are hanging posters.”   

The students were eager to ask for help and offer help.  When talking to a student about 

the amount of helping that was occurring in class, Mckenzie shared the following 

information: 

Well, the other day, me and Valerie were working next to each other, and I asked 

her to help me with something, and she said she would and smiled at me.  I was 

happy that she was willing to stop her work and help me. 

The students were not helping out of obligation; they were excited to be helping.  The 

manner in which students helped one another repeated throughout both units.   

During the spring unit, in one project group, the students were working on an 

informational flyer.  The following exchange exemplifies the students’ eagerness to help. 

Hannah entered class late and announced, “Sorry I’m late.  I need to catch up, 

figure out what we are doing, and what I can help with.”   

Bella: “We have a lot of flyers and need help sorting and counting them.  They 

have to go out today.”  

Bella asked Teacher-Researcher: “Can I make an announcement to the class?”   

Teacher-Researcher: “Of course.” 
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Bella: “Class, can I get your attention, please?  Tanika and I want to ask you 

something.  We have to get out 600 flyers.  Can you guys help us with that?   

Several students: “We will help!”   

Tessa: “I have an idea, let’s assign a couple of people to each grade level.” 

Nico: “Good idea, we can help each other count enough flyers for each grade 

level.” 

Bella: “Then we can paper clip them and put them in the teacher’s mailboxes 

before we go back to class.” 

These types of exchanges took place on a daily basis.  I never observed or heard about a 

student asking for help and not getting a genuine offer of assistance from someone.  

The students received satisfaction from helping and getting help.  During an oral 

reflection session, when I asked students why they thought the word helping was such a 

common supportive action, I received many interesting comments: 

Gary: “We are better when we help others.  When you finish something you are 

doing, you can go and help others with what they are doing.  That makes them feel good, 

and you feel good too.”   

Shawn: “We work together, and we work hard to get the job done.  We do our 

part to help others, and it turns out our class really likes to help.  When we work together, 

I think we are stronger.”   

Danny: “I have learned that helping others is the key to service learning, and I 

mean helping those you are working with like your classmates, plus helping those who 

might be in some need.”    
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Miriam: “This experience has changed our class as a group because we work 

together better and we help each other more often without having to be asked.  Overall, 

our class is just more considerate than we used to be.”   

When it was time to wrap up the conversation and conclude class, I asked if there 

was one last comment.  Tanika, who was a very energetic and passionate about service 

learning, shared the following statement: 

You get lots of input, and it helps to make decisions with a group.  Asking for 

help is something I have had to learn because it doesn’t depend on one person’s 

decisions.  You feel supported when you get the help of others, and you realize 

that you don’t have to do this work alone. 

I observed the supportive action, helping, throughout both units.  The students 

appreciated the hands-on approach of service learning.  There was such a wide range of 

active ways to help that students made special efforts to offer help to individuals in other 

project groups.  The projects required students to do such things as create various 

advertisements, stuff envelopes, and organize donations.  Depending on due dates, the 

students were busier with some projects than others on any given week.  I regularly 

observed students asking classmates in other groups if they could help.  Students were 

very receptive and willing to let others join in.  A new student, Haley, joined Exploratory 

a couple of months into the school year.  After she had been in the class a few days, I 

asked her if she was getting the hang of service learning.  She replied, “My friend, 

Tanika, has helped me understand what we do in this class and how things work.  It’s 

neat how they are always working and helping each other.  My other class wasn’t like 
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this.”  I observed the students developing bonds through their helping actions during both 

service learning units.  

Modeling.  Role models are important to a child’s development.  When students 

demonstrated the supportive action of modeling, they demonstrated a behavior for 

another student to imitate.  During both units, by watching peers, students learned how to 

complete previously unfamiliar tasks.  In many of their endeavors, students were in 

unfamiliar territory.  As one student stated, “You should help your classmates because 

they may not be able to do something, and you can show them how.”  The students had to 

rely on the expertise of others to learn things such as how to send an email, how to create 

a video, and how to make a flyer.  The following exchange includes Bella assisting 

Tanika and Harley with a task during the fall unit. 

Tanika: “Bella, how can I make this part of my flyer bigger?”  

Bella: “Are you talking about something like this?” 

Tanika: “Yes, the font.  Yours really stands out.  What did you do?” 

Harley: “Yes, how can you make the words bigger right here, but not here?” 

Bella pointed to her computer: “Here, watch.  Highlight this part, like I am doing, 

back space, and then type 75 right here.  It will make just that part a little bit bigger.” 

Tanika: “Woo-hoo.  I did it!” 

Harley: “There you go girls.  We are untouchable.” 

During the exchange, Tanika and Harley were around Bella’s computer as she modeled 

the steps.  Afterwards, Bella watched the two girls follow the same steps on their own 

computer. 
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During the spring unit, when making goodie bags for our local first responders, 

the students decided to put ribbons on the bags.  Some students were stuffing the bags, 

while others were decorating them.  A group of three girls were sitting together putting 

ribbon on their bags.   

Tessa: “Y’all are using too much ribbon.  We won’t have enough for all the 

bags.”  

 Paige: “I’m not good at tying bows.”   

Tessa put her bag out in front of her so the others could see it. 

Tessa: “Here, watch.  I will show you my trick for making a good bow.  My mom 

showed me.  You have to keep pulling the two ends and keep the bows tight and small.  

Then the bows don’t flop.”  

Mckenzie: “That looks good.  I guess it just takes practice.”  

Tessa: “Yes, it does.  Here, I will hold my finger here, while you try yours.”  

While Tessa was modeling, others on the carpet were observing and I noticed that they 

used the same technique as they decorated their bags with ribbon. 

Another opportunity for modeling also occurred in the spring unit as students 

were preparing an informational video to post on the school website about recycling, 

gardening, and composting.  Many of the students were not comfortable with being 

videoed.  Even though they had researched strategies and watched exemplars, some 

students were still uneasy.  The following excerpt occurred at the beginning of class as 

each individual in the group prepared to be videoed on his or her particular part. 

Gabby: “Did y’all practice last night like we said?” 
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Caitlyn: “I hope so.  We were terrible yesterday.” 

Danny: Yes, I did.  I stood in front of the mirror.  Then, I said it to my parents.  

My dad did my part to show me how to make it sound better.  He said I didn’t 

make my voice loud enough. 

Gabby: “That’s funny.” 

Danny: “I just go blank sometimes.” 

Gabby looked at Danny: “Just pretend the iPad is not there.  You don’t look have 

to look directly at it.  Point to things that you are talking about.  You can do it.”   

Caitlyn: “Watch me do mine, and you’ll see how I do it.  My part is kind of long, 

but I just act like I am talking to one of y’all and try to be casual.”  

Jeff: “Remember, we will be walking while we are recording, so it won’t be like 

we are just standing there.  We know this stuff.  We are the ones who did it all, so just tell 

our story.” 

Caitlyn: “Jeff, you do a good job of making your voice go up and down and using 

your hands.  You talk slow, too.”  

Jeff: “Thanks, I like this kind of stuff.” 

As the students were going through their final practice run, I observed them imitating the 

practices of others in the group who had been objects of praise for a particular gesture or 

vocal aspect. 

In order to move forward with their work, when students were unable to figure 

out how to perform a particular task, they relied on peers for instruction.  Modeling was a 

supportive action that allowed students to learn from a more knowledgeable other and 
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receive the needed boost to achieve the task at hand.  As modeling is typically a 

perceived practice between teachers and students, it was nice to see the students 

providing this type of support to one another.  The act of showing another student how to 

do something demonstrated self-confidence and a willingness to share knowledge.  While 

students provided scaffolding, their interactions were pleasant.  When learning how to 

add images to a document, a few students engaged in the following conversation. 

Sapphire: “Tanika, can you show me how to copy and paste a picture from the 

internet?” 

Tanika: “Yea, it’s easy.  Come here and watch me do it.  First, you find your 

image.  Then, hit copy.  Then, go to your document you want to put it on and click 

paste.”  

Sapphire: “Thanks, let me try it with this picture of an apple.” 

Tanika: “Sometimes it doesn’t work.  I think that means the image is not free.  If 

that happens, just try another one.” 

 Sapphire: “Okay, I got this apple to paste, but how do you get it to be the right 

size or move it over?  Sorry for asking so many questions.” 

 Tanika: “No big deal.  You just hit this, and it will highlight the picture.  Then 

you click right here where it says, ‘Wrap text’.  Then you can move the picture and drag 

it around.” 

At that point, Sapphire was able to do it: “Thanks!  You are the best.  Now, I need 

to find a picture of a heart.  Maybe I can find a heart like a body that has arms and legs 

like it’s exercising.” 
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Tanika: “That will be so cute.” 

The students who had a better understanding of how to complete a task were able 

to provide verbal instructions and model tasks using a cooperative and collaborative 

dialogue.  The students were gracious to each other, appreciated one another’s 

contributions, and were receptive of information from one another.  

Encouraging.  While students were eager to achieve their goals, there were times 

when they benefitted from a little push.  The students’ supportive act of encouragement 

was essential to the service learning approach.  As the students drove the direction of the 

instruction, they relied on themselves and their peers to generate ideas and solve 

problems.  The encouraging comments kept the energy and engagement level high for 

students.   The range of observable and audible encouragement expressed by students 

varied from a pat on the back to inspirational cheers.  

When I inquired about the dynamics of the group, the students frequently 

mentioned the importance of encouragement as a means to increase motivation and 

engagement.  The following excerpt is from a focus group interview.   

Teacher-Researcher: “Let’s talk about how you work together when you are in 

your service learning groups.  What do you feel is your greatest contribution to your 

group?” 

Malcolm: “I have learned that the more encouragement you give your classmates 

and get from your classmates and teachers, the more it makes you want to learn and do.”   

Caitlyn added to the conversation: I agree.  Sometimes all people need is a boost 

to get them working.  I do a good job of keeping my group on track.  When we 
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started out, we weren’t the best group.  All we wanted to do was have social time.  

But that helped us get to know each other and become friends since we really 

didn’t know each other that well.  But, then I tried to become a leader and give 

ideas and encourage people in my group to step up and work hard.  Then, we 

really started to get things done. 

Nico: “Caitlyn, you are very kind, too, and not an arguer.  You encourage 

everyone, and you are always saying nice things that make people want to work harder.” 

Caitlyn: “Thanks, I just like to make people feel good about themselves.”   

Tanika: We give each other some respect and talk to people in our class in a nice 

way.  I have learned to be kinder to my classmates by encouraging them 

whenever I can.  A couple of things didn’t go exactly how we wanted, but with 

encouragement from people in your group, you can talk about your original ideas 

and come up with something different or better. 

These exchanges exhibit the importance of encouraging peers as a way to build a positive 

culture.  The following conversation, which also demonstrated the power of 

encouragement, took place as students prepared for a presentation.  

Caitlyn: “Okay, that wasn’t so good.  Everybody pick something that you didn’t 

do good to try and fix.  We got this.” 

Jeff: “I know I had a shaky voice.” 

Gary: “I didn’t think so.  Just try to be a little louder and that will take out the 

shakiness I bet.” 

Danny: “I started rambling instead of sticking to my script.” 
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Caitlyn: “Rambling can be good as long as you are sticking to the topic.  To me, it 

sounded like you were talking in a conversation kind of way, which I think is good.  It 

makes it not so formal.” 

Jeff: “Why don’t we just say our parts to a partner really quick?  That will boost 

our confidence.” 

Caitlyn: “Great idea.  I think I was TOO loud.”  [Everyone laughing.]  “I know 

we can make this good.  Just think.  This will be on our website for everyone to see.  That 

is motivation right there, people.” 

During observations, I noticed this same level of encouragement from students.  I 

recorded the following encouraging statements.  

• Okay everybody, let’s try this again.  Be ready.  

• We can do it on three.  One . . . two . . . three.  We can do it! 

• Just do one more. 

• Our small group is awesome.  We are going to do great. 

• Don’t say that.  I will help you. 

• We are almost there.  We will finish tomorrow. 

With each encouraging word, the students became more enthusiastic about their work.  

The uplifting exchanges provided support, confidence, and courage.  When the students 

felt that their peers recognized and valued their work, they were more eager to get 

involved and be more productive.  The act of encouragement supported a positive 

classroom environment and contributed to the culture of belongingness.  



131 

 

Initiating.  To students, initiating, meant taking action without being prompted.  

They were eager to be the first one to start or finish a task.  The following exchange took 

place as students were planning a donation drive.  The conversation demonstrated the 

students’ strong desire to take the lead.  

Palmer: “I can work on the email to the organization leaders.  I already started it 

yesterday after class.” 

Willow: “We have a lot of canned goods at home.  I will ask if I can bring some.” 

Paige to Teacher-Researcher: “I finished my thing for Mrs. Lander, can I work on 

a poster now?” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Sure.” 

Paige: “I’m going to work on this during recess since it is raining, and we can’t go 

outside.  Can I give it to you during math?” 

Teacher-Researcher: “That will be good.” 

Willow: “Let’s all have our advertisement posters ready next week?” 

Palmer to Teacher-Researcher: “I just sent you emails to forward to Mrs. Lander, 

Mason, and Mr. Brown.  Will you send them today?” 

Teacher-Researcher: “I will read over them this weekend and get them out.  

Thank you.” 

Willow: “I can print some pictures off at home for the posters.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Okay, boys and girls, it is time to pack up.” 

Kyle: “Hang on.  Can I just finish this one part?” 
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These students wanted to make things happen.  They were self-starters who did not wait 

to be assigned something.  They assigned themselves.  While some students liked the 

organizational aspects, others enjoyed being more creative.  No matter the interest, they 

were eager to do what needed to be done and, most of the time, surpassed what was 

necessary. 

Listening.  During class, the students spent a majority of their time talking.  This 

talk included exchanging ideas, making suggestions, encouraging peers, and providing 

feedback.  The act of talking required there to be a listener.  However, beginning on the 

very first day of our service learning work, I observed that active listening was a 

challenge for a majority of the students.  For example, while in a circle, talking as a small 

group, I recorded the following exchange. 

Hannah: “I can make posters to advertise.” 

Paige: “Are we going to have money?  We need to ask some questions before we 

get started.” 

Tanika: “We need to ask a lot of things before we start.  Who knows if Mrs. 

Lander is going to even let us do a donation drive.” 

Bella: “I would like to make posters.  We can put a sign in the front of the school 

too.” 

Hannah: “Hey, I said I was going to make posters.” 

Tanika: “I want to have a school store to raise money.” 
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Palmer: “We have too many people talking at once about too many different 

things.  Can we take turns and stay focused?  Y’all, let’s please pay attention to each 

other.” 

Hannah: “I like that idea.  Let’s not interrupt each other.” 

Tanika: “What if we broke into groups since our group is kind of big, and then we 

could each work on stuff we like and talk easier?” 

Palmer: “That makes sense.  Then we won’t have that many people trying to talk 

over each other.” 

This student exchange made me realize that productive interaction skills were going to be 

crucial.  The following day in class, I used the student exchange as a way to start the 

conversation with the class. 

Teacher-Researcher: “How was your first day of group work yesterday?” 

Danny: “It was good.  We all had a lot of ideas.” 

Bella: “Our group had some good ideas too.  We have a lot to think about and do.  

That is for sure.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Yesterday in class as I was walking around, I noticed that 

there was a lot of people talking, but not a lot of listening.” 

Palmer: “Oh, yes.  That definitely happened in our group.” 

Tessa: “Ours too.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “What are some ways we could fix that?” 

Nico: “We need to make sure we respect each other while we are working.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “How can we do that?” 



134 

 

Hannah: “Well, you need to look at people when they are talking.  That way they 

know you are listening.”  

Harley: “You don’t need to interrupt either.  Let people finish talking before you 

start.” 

Zoe: “Don’t talk down to people either.  That makes them feel bad.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “I think all of those are great ways to let your peers know 

you are actively listening.  Let’s try to remember these codes of conduct when we are 

working together in groups.”   

As time progressed, I noticed that these conversation norms allowed the students 

to engage in productive discussions.   At the end of the year, I asked students to 

participate in a Free Write.  I told students that this was their opportunity to write about 

what they learned, their thoughts and feelings about their work, things they wished had 

gone better, their interactions with others, and anything else that came to mind regarding 

their service learning experiences.  During this writing assignment, students made the 

following comments: 

Mckenzie:  I feel like I have learned to be a better listener.  In service learning it 

is important to listen to the ideas of others and work together to make the best 

ideas.  Usually, I just like to do all the talking, but I have changed. 

Tanika:  I have learned how important it is to listen to the ideas of others and 

letting them know that their ideas are appreciated. 
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Tessa:  Service learning requires a lot of teamwork, especially for big projects.  

You have to pay attention and listen to other people’s opinions.  Listening and 

cooperating helps everyone be happier and more focused. 

Paige:  Even though our class can be very loud, we still learn from each other.  

We are funny and nice to each other when we are sharing our ideas and coming 

up with our plans.  We have learned that it is cruel to talk over each other.  You 

just can’t have too many leaders.  Usually, I am not patient, but I have learned 

that patience is the key, and I can’t lead in everything.  Sometimes I just have to 

listen to everyone else’s ideas.  Listening is sometimes better than leading. 

Harley: My experience in service learning was giving to others and learning all 

about my peers.  I really had to learn to listen to ideas from others and work as a 

group instead of on my own. 

With so many leaders in the group, it was definitely a struggle for students to 

learn the dynamics of social interaction.  It was like a new language that required 

practice.  As students developed their active listening skills, the interactions became more 

productive and pleasant.  

Types of Student Negotiations 

In this section, I describe the types of dialogue in which students participated that 

represented some form of negotiation.  Negotiations are types of discussions that are 

aimed at reaching an agreement.  Table 7 describes the types of negotiations the students 

used to work through issues that occurred as a result of working with others. 
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Table 7  

Types of Student Negotiations 

Types of Negotiations Definition Example 

Compromise Agreement reached by each 

side making a concession 

“Let’s use this part of your idea 

and this part of my idea.” 

Building on the Ideas of 

Others 

Group brainstorming that 

led to better ideas 

“I like how you said that we 

could find healthy videos for the 

kids to watch. That makes me 

think that we could even go into 

the classrooms and lead students 

in different exercises.” 

Collective Problem Solving Students comment on each 

other’s solutions in an effort 

to make a decision 

“Let’s each say what we think we 

should do and see if that helps us 

figure out how to solve the 

problem.” 

Handling Disagreements Various strategies for 

dealing with conflict 

“Let’s vote on it.” 

Leadership Styles Authoritarian vs democratic “You need to make the flyers.” vs 

“You are a great artist; would 

you like to make the flyers?” 

 

 

 Compromise.  All of the participants were excited about the opportunity to make 

their own service learning plans.  However, with so many leaders in the class, there were 

many disagreements.  As the students figured out that having their own ideas chosen for 

every decision was not going to be a reality, they quickly understood that they had to 

come to a consensus on almost everything.  The students had to learn to compromise, or 

come to an agreement, that would be acceptable to everyone.  During individual 

interviews in both units, I asked the students, “If they came up, how has your group 

handled disagreements?”  The students provided similar responses.  
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Malcolm:  Sometimes you have to compromise and sometimes you have to give 

up what you want to do so that you can bring everyone in.  It is definitely give 

and take.  You have to realize that some people have a hard time giving up what 

they want to do.  In that case, others have to worry about the group and our work 

more than themselves so that we can accomplish our goals.  Even when we 

disagree with each other, we can overcome these things and compromise.   

Winter:  We need to work together and help each other to come up with a good 

plan of what we are going to do.  We need to make sure everyone is okay with 

what they are doing.  Disagreements and miscommunication can be fixed.  

Everyone needs to have equal participation so that they stay involved and feel 

good about it and see the project through to the end.  Something that didn’t go as 

planned happened in my composting group.  Everyone had different ideas.  We 

had to narrow down to a couple of things.  Then, we decided which one was the 

best.  This is an example of improvising or compromising.  In the end we fixed 

the problem, even though we disagreed at first.  Our class has changed because 

we’ve learned how to work together.  I think compromising is an example of 

maturity and growth. 

Bella:  I learned that sometimes, working with others and using teamwork to find 

a compromise can be fun and also effective for getting a job done. 

Hannah:  A lot of times, I say, ‘Your thing is this, my thing is this.  Is there some 

way that we can combine these to make us both happy?’  However, one time 

when I was working with a person, they said that they wanted it their way or no 
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way.  So, the entire group had to take a minute and talk and compromise.  But, we 

did it, and everyone was okay with it.  In my group, we didn’t always get along.  

We all realized that we had to give up some of the things that we wanted to do in 

order to get the work done.  No one else was going to do it.  That’s how we do 

things in here, though. 

Oftentimes, during the negotiation process, students would come to a standstill.  

They solved this by asking the advice of another group, tabling the subject until the 

following day, and, sometimes, resorting to rock, paper, scissors.  In the following 

comments, Elizabeth, Howard, and Danny demonstrated the strategies their group used to 

settle disagreements:  

Elizabeth:  Lots of times we each just say our side of the story and the pros and 

cons.  Then, we all decide on which idea we like better, or we change it some so 

that we use a few different ideas.  Sometimes, we would just vote.  If that didn’t 

work, we sometimes just did rock, paper, scissors [laughing]. 

Howard:  Well, yesterday we got into an argument about practicing our lesson to 

teach to the class.  It kind of got stressful.  It turned out that I had to work on a lot 

after school and then find people this morning so we could work on it some more.  

It is hard sometimes.  We all have different opinions, but instead of arguing, we 

have learned to come up with a new idea that makes everyone happy. 

Danny: I felt stressed sometimes because of arguments or disagreements.  I don’t 

like disagreements, but that can help us in terms of cooperation and social skills.  

If there aren’t disagreements, then you never learn how to figure things out for 
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yourself.  Sometimes we argue because we are all sharing and coming up with 

ideas.  Since we all have different ideas of what we want to do, some people 

aren’t going to get their way, and this makes it hard.  When that happens, you 

can’t give up, though, or else you might get left behind.  You just have to try to 

keep putting in your ideas and seeing how you can get involved. 

Ultimately, the students learned that compromise was vital to their daily 

interaction.  This negotiation method helped establish relationships and reduced the 

amount of disharmony as students worked together on their projects.  During student 

disagreements, I did my best to stay removed from the situation.  I felt that my influence 

would change the dynamic of the group.  

Building on the ideas of others.  The students spent a good portion of their time 

building on ideas in brainstorming.  The act of exchanging and discussing various ideas 

helped stimulate other group members to think of new ideas.  As students used the 

Creative Problem Solving (CPS) process, they were individually able to generate 

innovative ideas and then combine those ideas to create a final product that satisfied the 

members of the group.  This negotiating process became a part of compromising.  The 

following exchange took place as students were planning heart healthy activities for 

students in the school.  The dialogue demonstrates the students’ ability to build upon the 

ideas of others. 

Zoe: “Maybe they can make some heart origami.” 
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Howard: “Cool.  I didn’t even think about having them do activities that weren’t 

like exercise.  Maybe we can even go into the classrooms and actually do some activities 

with the students.” 

Tanika: “Yes, we could do it during Exploratory.  That way we wouldn’t miss our 

other classes.” 

Valerie: “We could even talk about healthy foods too.” 

Zoe: “Maybe some teachers would want to cook something healthy with their 

students.” 

Tanika: “Even if they don’t cook with them, they could just make trail mix or 

something like that.” 

Howard: “Let’s break off into groups and let everyone work on what they like.  

Some people can work on physical activities, some can work on food activities, and some 

can work on research and announcements.” 

This interaction demonstrates that the group exchange process produced useful 

combination of ideas.  The collective effort motivated members to continue sharing and 

brainstorming.  During an individual interview, I asked students the following question: 

“How, if at all, has working with a team made a difference in the work we are doing?” 

The following responses implied the significance of working together to create their 

service learning plans:  

Paige:  Sometimes it is good to split up and divide up the work when you have a 

lot.  Then, you can come back together and show each other what you have done.  

Plus, this is too much work to do alone.  Working as a team you can get lots of 
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ideas from other people that you can put together with your ideas and come up 

with something you couldn’t have on your own.  When you each add up your 

ideas, you realize by the end of class that you have come up with a lot of good 

stuff. 

Mckenzie:  I have gotten close to Bella because we feel like we are both creative 

and have good ideas and do well with putting them together. 

Gabby:  We all have different personalities, but we can work together and use our 

different ideas to come up with something great.  I have learned to pay attention 

to what people like and what people don’t like.  That is important if you are going 

to work as a team.  No matter what we are doing and even though it is work, we 

have lots of fun. 

Malcolm:  Working together makes the work faster and more enjoyable because 

others are coming up with ideas that I would never think of.  Others may have 

better ideas, but when you add your ideas to their ideas you can make a good 

finished product and have a good plan of what to do.  Coming up with a lot of 

ideas is an important part of working as a team. 

Regarding the act of building on the ideas of others, Elizabeth commented, “It can 

change how the group gets along.  When everyone has different ideas, you have to adapt 

or be willing to add to another person’s ideas so that we come up with a solution that 

everyone is happy with.”   

Bella claimed, “When I work with Mckenzie, we have good ideas and bounce 

ideas off each other good.  I have learned that teamwork is important because you can’t 
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get much done unless you work together.”  The negotiation act of building upon the ideas 

of others helped students be more creative and critical thinkers.  

Collective problem solving.  Throughout both units, students were engaged in 

negotiations.  As students participated in collective problem solving by sharing ideas and 

giving feedback, they learned other ways to think about problems.  As student autonomy 

was the driving force in each unit, it was important to create a classroom culture of 

problem solvers.   In discussing the problem-solving process, Winter shared the following 

information:  

I have learned a lot this year about working together and how to adapt to other 

people.  It’s hard to explain.  You have to just figure things out.  You definitely 

have to problem solve.  When we start arguing, we say, ‘What’s the problem, 

what needs to be fixed.’  And basically, we just fix it. 

The students frequently encountered problems that lacked a clear solution and 

approach.  They had to be able to identify and apply different strategies to solve these 

problems.  My role in this process was to support students and pose suggestions for 

contemplation.  When I noticed students using problem-solving strategies, I would name 

the strategy and comment on what I saw them saying and doing.  The following vignette 

demonstrates the students’ problem-solving approach.  In this exchange, the students 

were making appreciation bags for the first responders at the local fire department. 

Teacher-Researcher: “Okay everyone, we need to get started making the bags.  

How do you want to proceed?” 

Winter: “I think we should do an assembly line.” 
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Palmer: “Well, we don’t have the same amount of each thing, so how will that 

work?” 

Caitlyn: “Why don’t we just lay out all the things we have.” 

Rosie: “Yes, we can put same stuff together.  Like candy in one place, drinks on 

another table.  Kinda like that.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Good thinking.”  The students began sorting all of the items 

on the table. 

Danny: “What about these cards we made?  Should we put them in one place 

too?” 

Caitlyn: “Yes, put them here on this table by the drinks.” 

Tessa: “After the bags are stuffed, y’all bring them over here for us to put on the 

ribbons.” 

Palmer: Okay, everyone.  Maybe put the bags here and then get in a line and start 

stuffing the bags.  If you run out of something, maybe put two of something else 

in the bag that is kinda little, like the gum or mints. 

The students started stuffing the bags in an assembly-style manner. 

Caitlyn: “Wouldn’t it be better if we all went in the same direction and put things 

in in the same order?  Then, we wouldn’t be bumping into everyone.” 

Winter: “Yes, then we won’t get confused on what we’ve put in the bag.” 

Jeff: “This doesn’t necessarily go here, but I think it can go over there with the 

noodles.” 

Palmer: “We need another box for this stuff.  It is too much for this bag.” 
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Willow: “I have some piles of stuff over here that is expired.  I’m just going to 

throw it away.  Why would people send in expired stuff?  That’s not cool.” 

Danny: “Why don’t we put the fruit cups in there, Caitlyn.  I think the Ramen 

noodles should go over there with the pasta, not the soup.” 

Palmer: “We need some people to check the bags to make sure they all have a 

card in them.” 

Jessica: “I checked each bag.  They are good.” 

Although the students were probably unaware of it, they were using strategies that 

facilitated the problem-solving process.  This series of question prompts supports the idea 

that students are able to work through problems by revising and improving their 

strategies.  At the end of class, as students were cleaning up, I said, “Wow!  You got a lot 

accomplished in a short amount of time.  How were you able to do that?”  Caitlyn 

responded:  

You can learn when not everything goes as planned how to solve problems and 

work together to come up with a solution that is better.  You have to experiment, 

and it might backfire, but in the end, you just keep reworking and trying things.  

No matter the solution, in the end you realize you learned something.   

During a focus group interview, I asked the students the following question: 

“What feelings come to mind when you think about our class as a whole working in this 

way?”  The responses demonstrated the students’ willingness to work together to solve 

problems: 

Tessa: “Working as one big group.” 
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Valerie: “People having different ideas but being able to join them into something 

really good.” 

Zoe: “The goal is to make everyone’s ideas heard by talking things out to make 

things better.” 

Dan: “Teamwork.  You have to be patient with each other.” 

Sapphire: “Getting over having to have your own way and talking things out.” 

Hannah: “Try not to argue; people think their idea is the best.  You need to talk 

things out with others and let them share.  People aren’t afraid to speak up when they 

know their ideas will be accepted and complimented.” 

Caitlyn: “Our class has changed a lot because we have learned to work together 

better and to problem solve.  But most of all, we have learned about each other.” 

The students quickly realized that they were going to have to work together in 

order to move forward with their service learning plans.  Through this process, they 

became active participants in the learning process as they found effective ways to solve a 

variety of problems.  

Handling disagreements.  In most service learning groups, there were 

approximately six to eight people.  Within each group, each student had multiple ideas on 

how to go about planning and providing the service.  Therefore, students were oftentimes 

at odds with each other.  During the fall unit, the students spent a good bit of time 

arguing.  I recorded several quarrelsome statements in Unit 1.  One student commented, 

“Quit wandering around.  Start doing some work.”   
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Another student said, “You are doing it wrong.  Come down here and look at the 

list.”   

One girl yelled, “Stop being so loud and does anybody know how to spell around 

here?  Come on!”   

Another boy said, “What in the world?  That’s a terrible idea.”   

It took students several weeks to realize that they were unable to get much 

accomplished in the combative environment.  They also recognized that I was not going 

to handle disagreements and make decisions for them.  Watching students in other groups 

move through the service learning steps encouraged more argumentative groups to move 

past their differences.  By observing the positive and productive actions of others, the 

students quickly put into place conflict resolution strategies in order to work through their 

differences.  For example, Nico said, “Look, they are already making things.  Let’s get 

going guys.”   

Shawn said, “Why don’t we split up within our group like they did so we don’t 

have so many people trying to decide on just one thing?”   

During the spring unit, the way students interacted with each other changed.  

Instead of making negative comments, students were engaging in more productive, less 

aggressive dialogue.  In the spring, I started observing and recording more positive 

comments as students were brainstorming and negotiating. 

• Why don’t we try putting our ideas together? 

• I could do this part if you would rather do that part. 

• I’m open to either one.  
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• Why don’t we put our ideas together? 

Figure 5 displays how students adapted their approach to handling disagreements over 

the course of the two units.   

 

 
Figure 5. Students adapted their approach to handling disagreements. 

 

 

Initially, when students argued or disagreed, they used destructive methods that 

led to a standstill.  As time progressed, students implemented more effective cooperative 

group skills and began to implement conflict resolution strategies.  This improvement in 

the way students dealt with conflict led to more democratic problem solving.  In Unit 2, 

when I asked the students what kind of strategies they implemented when handling 

disagreements, Kyle provided the following response:  
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When you work out your problems with people in your group you learn how to be 

more forgiving and how to not get mad but come to an agreement.  If you don’t 

get your way one time, you will probably get your way the next time.  That is how 

we have done it in our group. 

Over the course of the school year, the students spoke to each other in a kinder 

manner.  Paige said, “I have learned how to talk to people in a kinder way so that we stay 

positive.  We can have disagreements and work out our problems without getting mad.  

We figured out really quick that arguing got us nowhere.”   

Howard also referenced using kindness when interacting with others.  He said, “It 

is important that we show kindness towards the members in our group.  If we aren’t kind 

to each other, no one will want to do anything, and things won’t get accomplished.”  The 

students showed growth in the way they collaborated with one another in order to 

accomplish their chosen tasks. 

Leadership styles.  While some students’ personalities were such that they did not 

engage in leadership roles, others in the class exhibited the desire to lead.  During the fall 

unit, some of the students accustomed to serving in leadership roles attempted to use 

more of an autocratic leadership style.  In groups that had autocratic leaders, there was 

dissension, and students would often ask me if they could leave their group.  I 

discouraged students switching to another group.  I had conversations with these group 

members.  I encouraged them to work out their differences and discussed alternative 

leadership approaches.  In the fall, the following exchange took place with one group. 

Teacher-Researcher: “So, what seems to be the problem?” 
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Student: “She just keeps telling us what to do.” 

Another student: “We can’t do any of our ideas.” 

Autocratic leader: “I just think it will be better this way.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “Is there a way that you can ask the input of each team 

member and then come up with a way that involves some of those plans?” 

The autocratic leader responded, “Yes.  I don’t want people to get mad.” 

There were several of these conversations in the fall as students learned how to work with 

different personalities.  Students were continually changing and improving the ways in 

which they attempted to lead their peers.  

In the spring unit, I heard few conversations regarding ineffective leadership. 

Students started using suggestion statements, questions, and positive reinforcement 

instead of demands.  For instance, Bella said, “Hey, everybody.  How about everyone 

take one card home to do and then it won’t be so much on one person.  Do you think you 

can bring them back tomorrow and we can finish them up?”   

Nico said, “You do such a good job of drawing.  Do you mind doing the posters 

for us?  We will work on the other things.”   

During the end-of-unit focus group interview in the spring, I asked students what 

skills they had learned from others during this process.  Malcolm and Gary provided the 

following responses: 

Malcolm:  You have to remember the goal and be okay with letting others lead.  

You also have to have patience with other people.  You don’t want to overwork 

people or not let them share their ideas or get their way sometimes. 
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Gary:  People will look at you like a leader if you are kind and show that you are 

willing to work hard. 

The students realized the importance of nurturing the individual strengths of each 

member in the group.  Giving each individual in the group some authority led to a more 

productive environment.  

The students’ supportive actions and types of negotiations were the strategies they 

implemented in order to engage in the service learning process.  Table 8 displays the 

most frequent categories and provides insight into the culture of an elementary service 

learning classroom.  While some of the codes remained consistent across both units, there 

were some noticeable differences in others.  The table provides support to the secondary 

themes of the study, supportive actions and types of negotiations that led to the culture of 

belongingness. 
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Table 8 

Fall and Spring Unit Comparison of Codes 

Most Frequent Codes Unit 1 Unit 2 

Supportive Actions 
 

Affirming  11 19 

Asking for Help 36 30 

Complimenting 15 38 

Encouraging 16 32 

Helping 40 52 

Initiative 10 25 

Listening 30 37 

Modeling   4 15 

Questioning 25 28 

Sharing Ideas 39 47 

Suggestion 41 52 

Types of Negotiations 
 

Building on Ideas   8 17 

Collective Problem Solving 13 27 

Compromising   6 18 

Conflict Resolution   8 17 

Disagreement 31 17 

Handling Disagreement 19 27 

Leadership 18 22 
Note. Codes are listed in alphabetical order. 

 

 

The culture of belongingness developed over the course of the two units as the 

students began to work as a community of learners.  The definition of a culture of 

belongingness in this fifth-grade classroom is a group of students who had a shared stake 
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in the work they were doing and, more importantly, a connection to one another.  

Belonging to this service learning group provided intellectual and social connections 

nurtured through meaningful conversations.  During the discussions and dialogue, the 

students used supportive actions and negotiations in order to make progress in their 

service learning work.  Each act of support encouraged students to collaboratively work 

harder to accomplish the groups’ goals.  As the students faced challenges, they employed 

various types of negotiations that resulted in stronger interpersonal bonds.   

Civically Responsible Citizenship 

Civically responsible citizenship involves actions and attitudes associated with 

being a productive, responsible, and caring member of society (Cohen & Chaffee, 2013).  

The students’ service learning experiences led to a broader awareness of social issues and 

provided a unique experience in which students can build upon as they mature in age.  

The following student responses reflect their increased awareness and responsibility to 

actively engage in their community: 

Caitlyn:  Service learning helps you get more involved in the community, and it 

makes you want to help when you become aware of things that are going on.  

Most kids have a kind heart and want to help, but they just may not know what is 

going on in the community or the ways that they can help.  Service learning has 

made me see these things, even though I am just a kid. 

Malcolm: I definitely think it gives you a wider view of life that is not just subject 

related.  We are able to do things that really matter.  I never would have had this 

opportunity in my regular classroom. 
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Winter:  Service learning helps us know what is going on in our community and 

shows us what we can do to make it a better place. 

Zoe:  Service learning makes you see the problems going on around you and how 

a small issue can turn into something bigger if you don’t act.  What we have 

realized by doing this is just doing one simple thing can help make a positive 

change.   

Hannah:  From the things I have learned, I know I will be able to help out with 

school and community problems when I get to middle school. 

Palmer: Now that I know how to plan and organize donation drives, I think I will 

be able to help out my community more in the future.  I just really didn’t know 

about this stuff before. 

Although young, the students became more aware of how to positively impact their 

school and community.  While participating in service learning, the students 

demonstrated an increased level of engagement and responsibility that I had not 

witnessed in other learning approaches.  For example, in previous years when I 

implemented project-based learning, the students did not take as much ownership and 

demonstrate the level of initiative as I noticed with service learning.   

 Due to the age of the participants, it was important to plant the seed of 

participatory citizenship.  Students’ civic outreach efforts served as a first step to civic 

responsibility.  The students acquired knowledge and skills that could lead to civic-

minded habits as they transition to adulthood.  As more engaged and informed citizens, 

students can begin to look at the root causes of injustice and take a more active role. 
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Observed Service Learning Outcomes 

 During the course of both units, I observed six outcomes of students’ participation 

in service learning.  These outcomes helped support the culture of belongingness and 

correspond with the documented benefits of service learning that I discussed in the 

literature review.  The following sections provide a discussion of the observed outcomes: 

collaboration, engagement, autonomy, accountability, purpose, and fun with friends. 

Collaboration 

The students spent the majority of class working in small groups.  To students, 

collaborating, meant working with another person on a task.  The students worked 

together to brainstorm ideas and find solutions to problems.  In this environment, students 

were able to learn the value of cooperation.  Winter, Palmer, Hannah, and Jeff provided 

responses that demonstrate the collaborative culture that occurred during their service 

learning endeavors. 

Winter:  If we work together, we can really accomplish so much more than we 

can alone.  Most of the time, we are pushed to be the best, which makes us 

competitive, but this taught us to depend on each other and work together to 

complete something.  We each work on what we are good it. 

Palmer:  I feel we understand each other in the class better.  Some kids don’t like 

to work with other people, but this kind of work made us come out of our shell 

and talk about our ideas more.  You can’t avoid each other in this type of work.  It 

kind of forces you to work together and learn to get along. 
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Hannah:  I have learned to be more of a part of a team and to get along with 

others who might have different ideas.  In middle school, I want to be on the 

cheerleading and basketball team.  So, it’s important that I learn this kind of stuff 

early. 

Jeff:  I think I learned how everybody likes to work and how they like to do 

things.  So, now I can make a blend of what they want to do with what I want to 

do.  I liked that we were able to talk to each other while working.  It made us get 

closer and be more social. 

In both units, the students demonstrated the value of working as a team.  The students 

were able to allocate tasks according to the strengths and skills of each group member.  

Each student contributed diverse talents to his or her group.  Collaboration helped support 

the culture of belongingness because the students established strong relationships as a 

result of working together.  

Engagement 

In their service learning groups, the students demonstrated high levels of 

engagement.  The students exhibited perseverance, high interest, positive interactions, 

and passion for their learning.  During observations, I recorded the following comments 

indicating engagement.  

• I’ve been working so hard; I can’t feel my fingers. 

• Do they have service learning at the middle school? 

• I like that we can do what we are good at. 

• Whatever is fine; we just all need to be working. 
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• I wish we could do this all day. 

• I’m taking this home to do. 

• It’s cool that we are all into what we are doing. 

• I’m surprised that we got so much done.  Some people who typically sit back 

were really involved. 

• People who are usually quiet in our other classes are stepping up, huh? 

The students’ comments suggest that service learning is an approach that helps to 

increase student engagement.  The students were continually active and driven to 

continue their work on a daily basis.  This investment and commitment to the learning 

environment, both within and outside the classroom, contributed meaningfully to the 

classroom climate.  The students’ engagement and commitment helped support the 

culture of belongingness because their contributions were regarded as important to their 

group members.  

Autonomy 

As the students engaged in their service learning work, they gained a voice, and 

ultimately, they were responsible for coming up with their service plans.  This autonomy 

boosted their level of engagement and provided a more fulfilling experience for students.  

During observations and interviews, I documented the following comments related to 

student autonomy: 

Gabby:  There are many different options for service learning, so I am glad we get 

to choose. 
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Malcolm:  With service learning, there are so many possibilities, where you can 

make your own vision for your learning.  It makes me want to be so much more 

involved because I am the one planning my course and deciding what to learn 

about. 

Mckenzie:  I feel like I have more responsibility in here because there is more 

work to do on your own and with your group.  We don’t really have anyone 

telling us what to do, so we have a lot of things to do. 

Nico:  This work can be difficult because we are making the decisions.  You 

really need time to think through and talk about your ideas with the people in your 

group. 

The students were eager to take charge of their own learning.  They did not mind the 

heavy workload and added responsibilities.  The level of autonomy led to students taking 

more initiative.  The students actively looked for ways to get involved and make an 

impact.  The high quantity of student decision making helped support the culture of 

belongingness because the students valued the opportunity to drive the direction of the 

projects.  The students knew that their work was necessary and valued. 

Accountability 

The service learning approach promoted student ownership of learning.  During 

both units, the students were driving the direction of the projects.  This level of 

ownership encouraged student responsibility and engagement.  During observations, I 

frequently recorded the following comments: 

• I will take that home and finish it. 
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• Let me take this with me to do later. 

• We have to practice tonight online with each other. 

• Let’s meet early in the morning to practice. 

• I will do that during recess. 

In interviews with individuals, I asked students to compare the level of student 

responsibility of service learning to their other school experiences.  Tanika, Elizabeth, 

and Howard provided the following statements: 

Tanika: When we are in here, we are working in groups; other people are 

depending on you to get your things done, and if you don’t get your part done, 

then you are letting your team down.  In other classes, your teacher is just waiting 

on you to do your work.  We count on each other.  It is a lot of give and take with 

everyone contributing.  You don’t want to let your friends down.  It’s more 

pressure put on you and more responsibility. 

Elizabeth: The responsibility in service learning is that you have to have research, 

presentations, and other big things done in order to actually do the service 

learning work.  In regular class, you are only responsible for your papers.  I have 

learned that I can have a lot of responsibility and that it is okay to sometimes do 

things that you don’t want to do because it is important and needs to be done.  I 

have learned more about being responsible for things.   

Howard: You have to be creative with your ideas and you also have to be 

prepared each day.  Sometimes you have to put in extra time, but that is okay. 



159 

 

Student accountability was an important component to the success of the service learning 

projects.  In addition, it helped students learn to take responsibility for their learning, 

which is an essential life skill.  Accountability helped to support the culture of 

belongingness as group members knew that their peers were depending on them to 

complete a particular task.  Their collective efforts provided a sense of being in the work 

together.  

Purpose 

In both units, during interviews and student reflections, the students continually 

mentioned their interest in this learning approach because it had purpose and meaning 

outside of the classroom.  The students enjoyed learning by doing.  They welcomed the 

opportunity to practice what they had learned.  Through service, they gained an 

understanding of what it takes to tackle issues in the school and community.  I recorded 

the following comments, which described the students’ interest in service learning due to 

its meaning and purpose.   

Stark:  My experience with service learning was great because I felt that I made a 

difference in the amount of wasted paper here at our school with our recycling 

program. 

Nico:  I feel like I have had a chance to make a difference, even though I am 

young. 

Bella:  I was able to do something meaningful and important.  We got to learn 

about things going on in our community and did our best to make a difference. 

Valerie:  Learning is more than what goes on in the classroom. 
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Hannah:  There are different ways you can learn . . . not just sitting in a classroom 

doing a worksheet.  There are hands-on activities outside your school that can be 

valuable learning lessons. 

Caitlyn: Before service learning I did not realize how much I could do at my age.  

I want to learn more and more now.  This kind of work is fun to me.  Before 

service learning, I didn’t really know what was going on outside of my school, 

family, and sports.  Like, now I know more about my community and more 

society problems like poverty and homelessness. 

This type of learning was a change from the traditional approach, and it offered students a 

chance to connect what they are learning with action.  While students had other hands-on 

experiences at school, service learning added another dimension by helping to improve a 

situation or positively impact a person’s life.  Involvement in service learning made 

challenges in the community less abstract to students.  The collective purpose of 

supporting the school and community helped to support the culture of belongingness.  

The students in the class knew they were the only group in the building collectively 

working in this capacity. 

Fun with Friends 

Throughout both units, the students continually used the word “fun” to describe 

their service learning experiences.  The students found the work to be enjoyable.  In an 

end of unit reflection, the students had the opportunity to freely write about their service 

learning experience.  Palmer, Shawn, Caitlyn, and Zoe gave comments that provided 

insight into the fun environment: 
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Palmer: In service learning, every single student has turned into the teacher and 

has to help each other in the class, which makes it fun.  The teachers don’t get 

involved too much.  In my other classes, the teacher explains what we are doing 

and then gives us a worksheet or something. 

Shawn:  Having fun with everyone in the classroom while doing something 

meaningful is what I will remember.  I had fun with my friends and learned a lot 

during our service learning units. 

Caitlyn:  I thought that service learning was so fun and exciting.  I was always 

waiting for tomorrow because I knew it wasn’t going to be boring in here. 

Zoe:  Service learning was a lot of hard work, and there was a lot of plans that had 

to be worked out, but it was always fun.  It is cool to work with your friends and 

learn new things . . . things that can help the community. 

The classroom was always full of chatter.  While the students were sharing ideas 

and making plans, they found time to engage in less academic dialogue.  During these 

social conversations, students talked about things such as likes and dislikes, weekend 

plans, and family.  The following vignette occurred in the fall as two groups were 

working together on a donation drive to support two local nonprofit organizations. 

 Hannah: “I’m thinking that we need to have one donation drive instead of two.” 

 Bella: “I don’t think Mrs. Lander will allow us to have two.” 

 Palmer: “Can we go ask her?” 

 Teacher-Researcher: “I think she is at lunch duty at the moment.” 

 Paige: “I can’t wait until lunch.  I’m starving.” 
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 Palmer: “Me too.  We are going to take our Challenge 24 cards and play after we 

eat.  That gives us something to do when we have to be quiet.” 

 Hannah: “I’m getting checked out after lunch.  We are going to Florida for the 

weekend.” 

 Palmer: “You are lucky.” 

 Bella: “Take me with you!” 

 Hannah addressed Bella: “We can do something together next weekend for sure.” 

McKenzie redirected the group: “Can we start the donation drive next week?” 

Palmer: “I don’t think we can get everything done by then.  We need more time to 

get ready.” 

Teacher-Researcher: “How about starting in about two weeks?  Do you think that 

would work?” 

Hannah: “We have two good groups working together.  I think we can make that 

happen.” 

The students engaged in casual conversations across the two units that helped in the 

formation of meaningful peer relationships.  During individual interviews, Tanika and 

Palmer commented on the social interactions that fostered the nurturing environment and 

student bonds. 

Tanika:  Even though we all have different personalities, over time, it’s like we 

are one person.  We work as one, talk as one, and we think as one.  We all have 

different ideas, but later on, we come together and make something great. 
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Palmer:  It’s good that we can work in groups with this so that we can learn more 

about people’s personalities in our class.  Service learning teaches us more about 

our classmates and makes us like a family. 

As students worked with their group members, they formed relationships with other 

students in the class.  They made connections and developed behaviors for positive social 

interactions with peers, which led to meaningful relationships.  The students enjoyed the 

opportunity to be social while they were learning.  While students can have fun learning 

in multiple educational environments, service learning provided an atmosphere that 

combined social interaction, meaningful work, and active engagement.  The students 

found this authentic learning approach to be fun.  This enjoyment in the service learning 

process helped to support the culture of belongingness as students were able to use these 

fun experiences to build connections with one another.  

Growth Regarding Decisions and Peer Interactions 

During the first unit, a majority of students chose their project based on the 

service learning topic.  They did not put much thought into with whom they would be 

working.  While I did not take into consideration how students grouped themselves, 

during observations, I noticed some strained relationships in a couple of groups during 

the fall unit.  According to the students, this was a result of having too many strong 

personalities in one group and having groups that were too large.  I also had students 

approach me before and after class and state their difficulty in getting along with 

particular group members.  In these occasions, I reminded students that collaboration was 

a huge component of service learning and working in this manner would require effort.  I 
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suggested that students take on different roles within the group in an effort to divide the 

work.  During whole group discussions throughout the unit, students made the following 

comments: 

Caitlyn said, “It is hard in a group when you have different ideas and people that 

want their way.  When you have a smaller group, it is easier to make everyone’s ideas 

count and keep people happy.” 

Paige added, “When we are in smaller groups, it gives everybody a bigger job and 

there aren’t so many people trying to make decisions.”   

Midway through the first unit, students decided to break into small groups and 

work with peers in which they were more compatible.  However, through this rough start, 

the students also realized that they enjoyed getting to know new classmates.   

During the written mid-unit reflection in the spring, when I asked students to 

reflect on what they had learned during this service learning process, the students made 

the following comments: 

Caitlyn:  When I started talking to some people that aren’t in my homeroom class, 

it was hard, but then, the more we worked together and talked, the easier it got.  

Then, it was like I had a whole other group of friends, which made me feel good. 

Dan:  Our class has changed during service learning by working together and 

becoming closer friends.  Some people that would have never been friends at the 

beginning are friends now. 

Kyle: I even made some new friends. 
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Elizabeth: One thing I learned about myself was that I can work well with other 

people I don’t typically work with.  Like if it was someone I never really talk to, I 

know now that I can work with them.  Our class knows more about each other.  In 

these big groups, sometimes you aren’t with your best friends, and I have learned 

new things about people that I didn’t know. 

Willow:  Service learning gives me a chance to talk to other people and maybe 

make some new friends.  

Zoe:  I also met new friends like Tanika, Sapphire, and Harley.  These are some 

new friends that I barely hung out with, but after we got into a group, we started 

talking and now we are like best friends. 

On the first day of the spring unit, I asked students to write down what they liked 

from the fall unit and things they would like to change for the spring unit.  There were 

two comments that every participant wrote down: work with friends, have smaller 

groups.  Therefore, for the spring unit, students were more strategic about choosing their 

service learning groups.  Prior to the students choosing their groups, I reminded them of 

some of the interpersonal struggles they had during the first unit.  I suggested that they 

made sure there were individuals in their group with whom they could work well.  While 

some students were passionate about a topic and not concerned about their peer group, 

most chose groups solely based on the desire to be with friends.  On the written reflection 

at the beginning of the spring unit, the students made the following comments about the 

fall unit: 
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Howard:  We had a lot of strong personalities in our group, which can be good 

and bad.  We had a lot of ideas, but it is hard to get people to make a decision.  It 

would be nice to be in groups with more of my friends this time. 

Nico: If we were working with our friends, there wouldn’t seem to be as much 

arguing. 

Stark: When you get to work with your friends, you can kind of socialize while 

you work.  The best of both worlds! 

Dan: It would be good if I could work with all my friends to complete this or be in 

the same group as them.  I worked with one of my friends but not with my others. 

Palmer:  I think our class has learned more about each other and friendships have 

been made or an existing one has been strengthened between friends.  Overall, 

service learning has been a very big part of my fifth-grade year. 

While the students vocalized their strong desire to work with their friends, the heavy 

focus placed on collaborative work during both units allowed students to create and 

strengthen friendships along the way.  The two-unit approach in this study provided a 

unique perspective because I was able to observe and record similarities and differences 

within and across both units.  The heavy reliance on collaboration in service learning 

encouraged the development of interpersonal skills.  In addition, working together with 

different groups of individuals during both units helped to promote the overall theme that 

emerged in the data, culture of belongingness. 
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Research Questions Answered 

This study sought to investigate the experiences of elementary students 

participating in service learning.  In this section, I restate the research questions and 

attempt to answer them using evidence from my research.  The following question 

directed this investigation:   

1. What is the culture of an elementary classroom as students are participating in 

service learning?   

This primary question generated two subquestions: 

2. How are interpersonal skills cultivated during service learning experiences? 

3. How is civically responsible citizenship cultivated within the context of 

service learning? 

During the course of my research study, I frequently revisited the research questions.  As 

time passed, I was able to see connections and relationships among them.  The following 

paragraphs address the research questions by synthesizing the collected data.  

The culture of this elementary service learning classroom was one of belonging. 

Culture is a pattern of behavior shared by a group of people.  As students worked 

together over the course of the school year on service learning projects, they formed 

closer bonds and began working in a more cohesive manner.  Each student was able to 

contribute to the work, which resulted in inclusion.  The more time students spent 

engaged in their service learning projects, the more their behaviors shifted to actions that 

promoted collaboration and cooperation.  
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As shared earlier in this chapter, students demonstrated a multitude of 

interpersonal skills during the service learning projects.  Interpersonal skills refer to 

qualities and behaviors individuals use to interact with others properly.  Over time, the 

students learned that it mattered how they interacted with one another.  When displaying 

behaviors or actions that were unacceptable to other classmates, students were unable to 

get much accomplished.  As they learned effective strategies for working with others, the 

students noticed an increase in productivity.  This resulted in motivation to repeat the 

same socially accepted group norms.  In addition, as students began working more 

collaboratively, they strengthened bonds with existing friends and formed new 

relationships with other classmates.  These ties had a direct impact on the inclusive 

classroom culture. 

As the students participated in service learning, an essential component of 

citizenship education, they became more informed of ways to actively engage in their 

community.  Numerous researchers have found that participation in service learning is a 

strong predictor of civic engagement.  For example, in 2008, Kahne and Sporte found 

that when students had classroom learning opportunities that engaged them in identifying 

and discussing social problems, their commitment to civic participation increased.  

Bringing social issues into the classroom motivated the students to tackle tough 

challenges.  Many of the projects were time-consuming and challenging to organize.  The 

students’ increased interest in civic endeavors encouraged perseverance and commitment.  

As shared earlier in the chapter, the students reported that their service learning 

experiences will influence their future engagement and participation in civic endeavors.  
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While I crafted the research questions in advance of collecting data, I was unsure 

whether the questions would change over the course of the study.  After data analysis, 

when revisiting the research questions, I was somewhat surprised to see how well they fit 

and flowed together.  Figure 6 displays the connection between the three research 

questions.  The culture of belongingness, including students’ supportive actions and types 

of negotiations, along with the six additional service learning outcomes located on the 

outside of the culture of belongingness, increased students’ awareness of civic 

opportunities and their responsibility to engage in civic work.   

 

 

Figure 6. Connection between research questions. 
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Summary 

The purpose of this study was to provide a glimpse into the unique group 

dynamics of an elementary service learning classroom.  A combination of interviews, 

observations, photo elicitations, and student reflections allowed insight into the culture of 

the classroom as students participated in service learning.  I want others to know that 

young students can collaboratively work with peers in order to have a positive impact on 

the community.  My experience with this project will forever alter my approach to 

curriculum.   

In this chapter, I presented the results of this study’s data collection.  I began the 

chapter by explaining how I introduced my research study and the two 8-week service 

learning plans to students.  Then, I explained the overall cycle of service learning.  After 

that, I described the individual projects for the fall and spring units.  Once I provided this 

background information, I shared the central theme, culture of belongingness, revealed in 

the data.  In the next section, I described how the study uncovered two secondary themes, 

supportive actions and types of negotiations, which promoted the culture of 

belongingness.  I then shared six service learning outcomes that, in addition to the 

supportive actions and negotiations, helped to encourage the culture of belongingness.  

Within the context of service learning, students showed increased confidence and 

student autonomy.  With their newfound conviction and skills, students became more 

aware and interested in civic endeavors.  Service learning provided the opportunity for 

students to experience a culture of belongingness through supportive actions and 

negotiations.  Finally, after describing the themes that emerged in the data, I attempted to 
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answer the research questions.  In the subsequent chapter, Chapter 5, I include a 

discussion of and conclusions about the results presented in this chapter as well as 

limitations, implications, and recommendations for future research.  I also revisit the 

theoretical and conceptual framework for the study in Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study contributes to the exploration and development of classroom culture in 

service learning classrooms, including an overall theme of a culture of belongingness.  A 

sense of belongingness includes students’ feelings of support, connectedness, and 

importance to the group (Strayhorn, 2012).  Not only are feelings of belonging a basic 

human need, they have a huge impact on classroom learning.  Research indicates that 

even minimal indicators of social connectedness or belonging affect individual’s 

achievement and motivation (Glass & Westmont, 2014).  Students’ social interactions 

greatly impact their ability to learn and excel.  From a young age, students need to feel 

that they belong.  

This study also encompasses the secondary themes of supportive student actions 

and student negotiations, which students used with peers as they worked toward offering 

meaningful service to the community.  When working in groups, students used supportive 

actions such as helping and modeling to move their work forward.  Sackstein (2017) 

advised, “By giving students the responsibility to share their expertise with one another, 

we are engaging them in the highest level of learning” (p. 11).  Through supportive 

actions, students were able to build their confidence as they learned from their peers and 

taught their peers.  In addition to providing supportive actions, students also employed 

negotiation strategies as they encountered disagreements and conflict during group work.  
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According to Swacha (2015), “Structured deliberation is necessary to resolve 

disagreements among a diverse group of participants and to decide on which course of 

action a given project should take” (p. 41).  During their service learning work, the 

students were able to develop and enhance approaches to resolving differences.  The 

students’ supportive actions and negotiations helped nurture the overall theme, culture of 

belongingness. 

Organization of the Chapter 

In this chapter, I briefly summarize the purpose of the study and review the 

research questions.  I intend to discuss in detail my findings and conclusions.  Then, I 

explain how the study relates to the theoretical and conceptual frameworks for the study.  

Following this, I provide a description of how this study has implications for all 

education stakeholders, especially teachers and curriculum developers.  Finally, I clarify 

this study’s limitations and provide recommendations for future research. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to describe the culture of the elementary service 

learning classroom.  Through observations, interviews, photo elicitation, and student 

reflections of 29 participants, I studied how interpersonal skills and civically responsible 

behavior were cultivated during their service learning experiences.  The central research 

question for this study was as follows:  

1. What is the culture of an elementary classroom as students are participating in 

service learning?   

The central question prompted the following secondary questions: 
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2. How are interpersonal skills cultivated during service learning experiences? 

3. How is civically responsible citizenship cultivated within the context of 

service learning? 

Discussion  

Service learning has a substantial research base.  It is grounded in the idea that 

learning is more effective if it is experiential and inquiry based (Blessinger, Sengupta, & 

Yamin, 2019).  The foundation for service learning is constructivist teaching philosophy, 

since it encourages learning-by-doing.  Service learning’s real-world application helps to 

create a more meaningful learning experience for students as they collaboratively work to 

make an impact on their community (Blessinger et al., 2019).  Service learning provides 

opportunities for application and relevance in the community.  

Civic responsibility develops over time, starting with the types of civic outreach 

endeavors experienced by these students.  Incorporating civic education in schools, such 

as service learning, can build the capacity for future civic engagement.  If more students 

will take part in service learning, there will be more citizens who, as adults, are prepared 

to tackle complex political and social problems (Daynes & Wygant, 2003).  Early 

exposure will help equip students with the knowledge, skills, and motivation to be 

prepared to serve their community in the future.   

In this vein, I introduced service learning to my fifth-grade students in the fall of 

2018.  Service learning complimented the instruction already taking place in the 

classroom as this was an exploratory setting where students engaged in research, creative 

endeavors, and critical thinking activities.  To get ideas for service, students brainstormed 
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school issues and listened to six representatives from nonprofit organizations in the 

community.  After a great deal of class discussion, the students self-selected their projects 

and group members.  They worked in small groups on five projects during the fall unit 

and four projects in the spring unit.  I gathered data from interviews, observations, photo 

elicitation, and student-journal analysis.  Upon analysis of the data, several findings 

emerged regarding the culture of an elementary classroom engaged in service learning.  

These findings supported the research I reviewed in relevant literature regarding the 

benefits for students engaged in service learning.  The findings also supported the 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks for the study. 

Conclusions 

Based on the findings shared in Chapter 4, there are several conclusions that 

provide insight into service learning with elementary students.  In this section, I share 

logical deductions based on my findings by expanding on the following points: 

• Service learning can cultivate a culture of belongingness.  

• Supportive actions contribute to an inclusive environment. 

• Negotiation allows groups to be productive.  

Service Learning Can Cultivate a Culture of Belongingness 

Service learning was a unique learning experience that supported a culture of 

belongingness.  Belonging mindsets matter because they are linked to positive learning 

and development outcomes for students.  Strayhorn (2012) noted that a sense of 

belongingness can result in a “plethora of positive and/or prosocial outcomes such as 

engagement, achievement, wellbeing, happiness, and optimal functioning . . .” (p. 22).  



176 

 

On many occasions, the students mentioned the term family when referring to the class.  

In support of this finding, Danny remarked, “Service learning has brought our class 

closer together.”  Nico commented, “Our class is like a family.  When one person needs 

something, everyone is happy to help out.” Coming together to build relationships 

became the foundation for this learning approach.  

Regarding personal development, in a quantitative study conducted by Pak 

(2018), survey results indicated that most students agreed or strongly agreed that service 

learning helped them develop more meaningful interactions and strengthened ties with 

their peers.  For example, one participant commented, “When I started talking to people 

that aren’t in my homeroom class, it was hard.  But the more we worked together and 

talked, the easier it got.  Then, it was like I had a whole other group of friends.”  In this 

study, service learning work was a catalyst for building and strengthening friendships 

among the students.   

In addition to personal development, service learning enabled students to gain a 

better understanding of how to work with others.  Arrington (2015) claimed that 

beginning at a young age, “educators face a challenge of helping students be socially 

aware of others” (p. 13).  The students were eager to work collaboratively with members 

of their group in order to be productive.  One participant stated, “When you work with 

others, you get more things done and learn new ideas and how to get along better.”   In 

sum, there is a strong link between service learning and a culture of belongingness.  

Service learning requires the collective work of a group of people.  Individuals 

must work closely together to make decisions and carry out plans.  The culture of 
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belongingness established within this group of fifth-grade students participating in 

service learning revealed an interesting dynamic regarding the social interactions that 

take place within a class.  The nature of the work in a service learning classroom 

encourages collective effort and belongingness.  

The collaborative nature of the students’ civic outreach endeavors helped nurture 

civic responsibility.  The students’ service learning experiences were unique as they were 

collectively engaged and dependent on one another to help make a difference in their 

school and community.  The students rallied together because they realized their service 

learning work was not just instrumental; it had a higher purpose. 

Supportive Actions Contribute to an Inclusive Environment 

 As students engaged in service learning experiences, they offered supportive 

actions to peers that helped encourage an inclusive environment.  In the literature review, 

I discussed the elements of service learning.  Throughout both units, students engaged in 

mutual collaboration, which is one of the service learning elements.  As students shared 

ideas and information, they built relationships and enhanced their collaboration skills.  

Janssen and Wubbels (2016) describe collaborative learning as strategies that promote 

student cooperation in small groups in order to optimize students’ own and each other’s 

learning.  During numerous observations, I noticed students using strategies such as 

helping, listening, and suggesting in order to support peers in their service learning 

efforts.  Caitlyn mentioned, “I have learned to be more helpful and thoughtful to my 

classmates.  The people in your group have to know you care about them and will listen 

to them or else you won’t make a good team.” The experience of service learning allowed 
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students to think and care about their classmates.  For example, Nico stated, “We try to 

communicate with each other in a positive way, not yelling or arguing.  You have to 

figure out how to work with your group in a good way.”  Due to their passion and 

engagement in the work, the students were committed to working closely with their group 

members. 

As students drive the direction during service learning implementation, they learn 

that it is necessary to work with one another in ways that help move the work along to 

completion.  Service learning changes the ways in which students communicate with one 

another.  Encouraging words and supportive actions that boost morale and productivity 

replace negative comments that result in students becoming unresponsive.  

Negotiation Allows Groups to Be Productive 

Students worked through conflicts by using various types of negotiations.  This 

supports research pertaining to student voice.  In order to boost engagement and develop 

ownership, it is critical for students to make the decisions (Ponder, Veldt, & Ferrell, 

2011).  Throughout the units, students improved their conflict resolution strategies as 

they worked together to make a multitude of decisions.  Regarding negotiation skills, one 

student stated, “You learn how to make adjustments and changes.  You also learn how to 

work together to solve problems and maybe brainstorm another idea that might work 

better.” 

However, some negotiations were more heated than others.  As the students 

worked together in small groups to determine and implement plans, they often disagreed 

and argued.  These obstacles oftentimes hindered their work.  During a written reflection, 
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one student wrote, “We got into some arguments over what we were going to do and how 

we were going to do it.  This slowed us down.”  Ross (2008) noted that help-seekers and 

help-givers in primary classrooms may be unable to collaborate effectively, which 

hinders shared knowledge construction.  Failure to acknowledge and work through 

disagreement can lead to a lack of mutual understanding among students (Rumsey & 

Nihiser, 2011).  Over time, the students concluded they needed to find ways to work 

through their differences in order to be productive.  McKenzie claimed, “It is hard 

sometimes because you argue, but then you learn to work out your differences.”  I 

regularly observed students compromising and building on the ideas of others in order to 

come up with ideas that were satisfactory to all group members.  Kyle said, “When you 

work out your problems with people in your group you learn how to be more forgiving 

and how to not get mad but come to an agreement.” 

 These negotiations helped establish and strengthen bonds among classmates.  For 

instance, Winter said, “When we work out our differences, we learn more about each 

other and how to work better together.”  According to Belgin (2008), “Schools have to be 

the places where peace, democracy, cooperation, compromise, communication, 

expression and conflict resolution skills are charged” (p. 553).  Eventually, the students 

were able to manage conflict peaceably, which helped establish a classroom culture that 

valued the contributions of all stakeholders.  Bella claimed, “We all have good ideas and 

include everyone, which is a good thing.  No one is left out.” 

Ultimately, the class operated together to learn many important skills that led to 

positive relationships and meaningful work.  The constructive culture within the 
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classroom motivated students to continue to enhance their interpersonal skills to bring 

even more unification to the group.  The students found the process and work to be fun 

and meaningful as they worked together to bring about positive change.  Gabby claimed, 

“I learned that this class is very good at working together, and we are having fun while 

we are doing something good for our school and community.”  This research study 

suggests that service learning can promote a positive classroom culture where students 

learn valuable soft skills that are crucial in interpersonal relationships. 

Since service learning involves a collective effort, students’ opinions and 

suggestions guide the direction of the project.  This broad spectrum of ideas can result in 

dissension among the group members.  I observed the students increasing their 

collaboration skills as they worked through disagreements.  Service learning encouraged 

negotiation skills and provided opportunities for students to practice cooperation. 

Social Constructivism and Service Learning 

The theoretical framework used to support the work of service learning is 

grounded in social constructivism, which places emphasis on interaction among 

individuals.  To scaffold instruction, I encouraged students to work together on tasks and 

rely on each other’s ability and knowledge, only interjecting when necessary.  In line 

with Vygotsky’s (1934/1978) assertion that students learn through social interactions and 

their culture, the fifth graders in this study developed and began using collaborative skills 

that supported better working relationships with peers as they participated in their groups.  

This was a progressive process, for in the early stages of their service learning work, 

students were more interested in their own ideas.  They failed to see the value of a 
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collaborative effort.  Janssen and Wubbels (2016) claimed that students often aim to 

achieve individual efforts and neglect to see the importance of social interaction.  

However, as the students learned and implemented strategies that improved their 

interactions, they began to appreciate the ideas and suggestions of their peers.  This 

appreciation led to increased productivity and more enjoyable interactions.   

Through social interaction, the students were able to work with peers to construct 

knowledge.  In my review of literature, I found social constructivism provided the 

strategies students used when engaged in service learning.  As Vygotsky (1934/1978) 

posited, learners developed their thinking through language during an interactive 

communication in a collaborative learning environment.   According to Vygotsky 

(1934/1978), “What the child is able to do in collaboration today he will be able to do 

independently tomorrow” (p. 86).  The dialogue that occurred as the students worked in 

small groups allowed for the internalization of collaborative concepts.  Over time, as 

students worked together with peers, they sought to build consensus and valued the 

opinions of others.   

The students’ interactions also showed evidence of Vygotsky’s (1934/1978) zone 

of proximal development (ZPD), in which a knowledgeable individual assists an 

individual who needs guidance.  In varying situations throughout both units, more 

knowledgeable peers supplied help and support to other learners in the class.  As the 

situations changed, the individuals providing the guidance altered as well.  Thus, they 

were able to learn essential academic and personal skills from one another.  Vygotsky’s 

ZPD was at work as the students interacted with others, imitating one another’s actions.  
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Overall, the shared social interactions and interactive dialogues played a fundamental role 

in students’ cognitive development.  

John Dewey (1938), proponent of shared learning and experiential education, 

emphasized that authentic learning was socially constructed.  Dewey (1916) was 

passionate about democratic practices.  Service learning is a pedagogy that cultivates 

democratic ideals (Bringle & Clayton, 2012).  This experiential pedagogy is a vehicle for 

promoting discourse.  

Communities of Practice and Service Learning 

In addition to its ties to social constructivism, service learning is related to 

Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice.  Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice 

served as the conceptual framework for the study.  The concept of communities of 

practice aligns well with social constructivism, since collaboration, shared resources, and 

meaningful work are the foundations of a community of practice (Wenger, 1998).  

Communities of practice involve learning through social participation in engaged 

environments.  Wenger (1998) described a community of practice as a theory of learning 

that integrates social participation, civic engagement, and meaningful experiences. This 

certainly occurred during the participants’ service learning experiences as they shared 

their expertise and worked together to brainstorm and implement ideas to make a positive 

impact on the community. 

During both units, learning was a continuous social endeavor that took place as 

students worked in collaborative settings.  The students were able to learn through 

relationships with their peers.  As time passed and relationships strengthened, students 
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began to show more respect and appreciation for input of their group members.  Because 

of their shared interest, the students were able to work with others to brainstorm ideas, 

solve problems, and implement plans.  The group atmosphere encouraged the free flow of 

ideas.  Members of a community of practice work together to shape one another’s 

experiences of meaning through engagement in student-led initiatives (Wenger, 1998).  

As students learned to engage in action with others toward a common goal, their 

confidence built, which helped bind the group.  Through this work, the students 

developed strong interpersonal bonds, which led to the culture of belongingness.  

Wenger (1998) explained that disagreement is common in a community of 

practice, for disagreement and challenges are forms of participation (Wenger, 1998).  As 

I shared in Chapter 4, the students definitely experienced conflict and dissension as they 

worked alongside one another.  Through participation in negotiations with one another, 

they gained new understandings.  While agreement did not always come easy, the 

students’ negotiations were powerful in that they united the group and promoted 

productive relationships.  These struggles ultimately led to a closer connection and 

deeper understanding of the level of commitment required in collaborative settings, 

which supports Wenger’s (1998) contention that negotiations derived from disagreement 

are powerful in uniting a group towards a common goal.  Furthermore, the conflicts 

promoted innovative thinking, for the students had to become creative in their types of 

negotiations in order to reach agreements.   Palmer stated, “We put together all of our 

talents and let each other have a say.  We all worked together and that helped us come up 

with great ideas.”  Service learning allowed for students to experience transformations in 
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which they became open to new perspectives and interpretations.  Research suggests that 

classrooms can serve as communities of practice as students engage in a collective 

process of negotiation and shared experiences (Haneda, 2006).  Haneda’s research 

supports the findings of this study. 

Implications 

This study yields important implications for practice.  My findings provide insight 

into the study’s research questions.  Service learning is a unique teaching and learning 

approach not typically seen in the elementary setting.  However, the results of this study 

revealed that this form of experiential learning can have a positive influence on a 

classroom.  In the following paragraphs, I share three implications that relate to the 

conclusions previously mentioned in this chapter.  

The study revealed that service learning implementation can lead to a culture of 

belongingness among the members of the class.  As teachers work each year to create a 

positive classroom culture, the results of this study can inspire them to incorporate 

service learning into the elementary curriculum.  Once elementary school teachers 

observe the inclusive culture created in a service learning classroom, they may eagerly 

look for multiple opportunities to incorporate this unique learning approach.  While the 

Exploratory setting in this study did not allow for field trips, homeroom teachers have a 

schedule more conducive for getting students out in the community and interacting with 

nonprofit organizations and those they serve.  As with any curriculum endeavor, service 

learning requires training and support.  Teachers who might be interested in using this 

approach to encourage an inclusive classroom culture need guidance and professional 
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development.  One way to provide the needed skills is to offer opportunities for teachers 

to attend conferences and workshops where they can learn from the experience of others.  

Student voice and collaboration are major components of service learning, since 

students are working together to create and implement project ideas.  While service 

learning served as a vehicle for creating a culture of belongingness in the classroom, 

some teachers might not have the flexibility or time for students to participate in service 

learning.  If implemented with fidelity, other learning approaches, such as project-based 

learning, have the potential for forming bonds among students.  Engaging students in 

meaningful, collaborative work over extended periods of time could lead to a more 

inclusive class culture.   

In addition to teachers, these findings are also important to curriculum developers 

who work to weave academic content with 21st-century skills in order to provide a well-

rounded curriculum.  The encouraging findings of this study regarding students’ 

supportive actions are worthy of further inquiry.  The abilities to make friends and 

interact socially are important life skills that school personnel can promote.  Refinement 

of these skills occurs through trial and error.  As shared in the findings, the nature of 

service learning required students to find ways to encourage and support one another.  

These interpersonal skills will serve students long after their school-age years.   

This research educated students on ways they can become more civically 

responsible.  Developing interest in civic competencies with adolescent students can 

serve as scaffolding for civic empowerment and engagement at the middle and high 

school level.  Planting the seeds of civic outreach can serve as a developmental service 
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learning curriculum.  This entry-level exposure to civic engagement provides a 

springboard for active citizenship in adulthood.  Awareness and interest in community 

problems at the elementary-school level can lead to direct service, where individuals 

begin to make their community a priority.  With effective coordination with community 

agencies and dedicated time, service learning projects can influence both short-term and 

long-term attitudes and actions regarding civic participation (David, 2008).  Billig, Root, 

and Jesse (2005) found that students who engaged in service learning scored higher on 

measures of civic awareness than those in a control group.  The findings are significant in 

that they can spark investigations for further studies of service learning in the elementary 

grades.  A broader range of research would be convincing to school districts to officially 

integrate service learning programs into the elementary curriculum.  It is important to 

develop the visions, creative efforts, and leadership skills of young people who will one 

day be the decision makers in their community.  In sum, teachers and curriculum leaders 

must intentionally provide opportunities for students to engage in experiential endeavors 

such as service learning. 

Limitations 

As with all research, this study was subject to limitations.  First and perhaps most 

importantly, because my role was teacher-researcher, my fingerprints are on every facet 

of this research.  I was intimately involved in all aspects of the study, from setting up the 

service learning environment, to determining how it would occur, to managing the 

classroom throughout the process.  I felt invested in the research in a way that an outside 
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researcher most likely would not have been.  This level of closeness certainly affects the 

findings.   

Due to my relationship with my participants, there is potential for researcher bias.  

I taught many of these students for multiple years and realize I was in a position to 

influence behaviors and beliefs.  To minimize bias associated with my relationship to the 

participants, I followed the research process including all credibility and dependability 

safeguards.  During data analysis and presentation of study results, I relied on interview 

data, observation data, and student reflection documents.  Regardless of these 

precautions, the reliance on convenience sampling could have led to a lack of robust data. 

Additionally, this was a single-site case study; therefore, it is not possible to 

generalize to a larger population.  Due to my position as a teacher, I was unable to act as 

an outside researcher and observe students participating in service learning in a different 

environment.  However, I was not aware of any other teachers or schools in the area who 

were implementing service learning at the elementary level.  While a multiple-site case 

study would have increased the credibility of the results, this study provided the 

opportunity to conduct an in-depth investigation of a unique phenomenon, service 

learning, with young students.   

Due to the exploratory setting and its time constraints, students were unable to go 

out into the field.  This could have hindered the experience as students did not have an 

opportunity for frequent engagement with community partners.  Therefore, investigating 

service learning experiences in an elementary homeroom-class setting, where field trips 

to service locations are more practical, might have led to different outcomes.  
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A final potential limitation to the study is transferability.  While there was some 

diversity in the classroom, the students were all identified as gifted.  The nature of the 

class was also unique.  The students leave their regular classroom for a 50-minute 

Exploratory block each day.  Therefore, conducting this study in a homeroom setting 

with mixed ability peers may have resulted in a different outcome. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Upon completion of this study, I became aware of several areas worthy of 

research regarding service learning in the elementary classroom setting.  These areas may 

prove intriguing to researchers interested in investigating service learning with young 

participants.  In an effort to be concise, I present the suggestions for further research in a 

bulleted format. 

• Based on my findings, fifth-grade students are capable of meaningfully 

engaging in service learning, which is a strategy traditionally and typically 

reserved for older students.  Researchers may consider conducting further 

qualitative research, and even quantitative studies, on elementary-age students 

participating in service learning.  While the current study chose to use 

qualitative tools such as interviews, observations, and document analysis, a 

mixed-methods approach to data collection that includes surveys might yield 

better triangulation and understanding of students’ experiences with service 

learning.  Studies of this nature are necessary to support or challenge the 

findings of this study.   
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• As this study was limited to one school year, a longitudinal study to determine 

if engagement in service learning in the elementary years leads to increased 

civic engagement during middle and/or high school would be interesting.  It 

would be insightful to investigate the potential patterns of citizenship 

development of students introduced to service learning at an early age.   

• If a researcher is not in a position to implement service learning, conducting 

this study in other collaborative environments, such as Writer’s Workshop or 

laboratory settings, might provide a different perspective of classroom culture. 

• This ethnographic case study involved students as participants.  It would be 

insightful to use other qualitative methodologies to gain a broader perspective.  

For example, a phenomenological or narrative study involving teachers as 

participants might offer a different perspective.  

• One of the findings of this study was the development of a culture of 

belongingness during service learning implementation.  It would be interesting 

to conduct additional studies in different settings to see if there are similarities 

in regard to inclusion.   

• In this study, all of the participants participated in service learning.  A 

researcher could conduct a comparison study investigating class culture of one 

classroom involved in service learning and a second classroom involved in a 

separate learning approach that involved group work. 

• This study did not focus on student reflection, which is one of the key 

components of service learning.  It might be worthy of study to investigate the 
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impact of reflection on student self-efficacy or the collective efficacy of the 

class as students participate in service learning.  

I contend that service learning research has value, and it is an important area for 

empirical study.  The lack of qualitative and quantitative studies of service learning in the 

elementary school setting should impress upon other researchers the importance of this 

particular need.   In order to encourage civic responsibility, teachers and curriculum 

developers must see the value in a democratic classroom.  With a more extensive 

research base, education planners can gain a better understanding of how service learning 

and other experiential endeavors can complement and enhance the traditional curriculum. 

Final Thoughts 

When I reflect on the service learning experiences with these fifth-grade students, 

I have such fond memories.  I feel overwhelmed at the positive impact of the class on the 

community and encouraged by the strong bonds the students made with one another.  My 

goal was to have students engage in experiences they could one day write and discuss.  

These experiences entailed the trials and tribulations of working with others, the 

disappointment of a donation drive not being as successful as hoped, and the 

perseverance required to implement a new school-wide program successfully.  My wish 

is that these service learning involvements will lead to increased student awareness in 

their community and the wonderful opportunities they have to contribute to it.  

Ultimately, it is refreshing to realize that these students now possess the academic 

knowledge and social skills to effectively engage in meaningful, democratic work.  

You must be the change you wish to see in the world.  —Mahatma Gandhi 
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