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Connecting Service Learning to Social Change
Introduction

As leadership studies programs gain popularity in higher education, leadership educators are challenged to not only teach about leadership, but to facilitate learning experiences that allow student to practice leadership (Posner, 2009).  Middlebrooks and Allen (2008) emphasize the need to help students make connections between models and theories of leadership and the activity and practice of leadership.  Eich (2008) found that high quality leadership programs utilized student-centered experiential learning.  More specifically, engagement in service was identified as a key strategy for leadership development (Eich, 2008).  
Service learning may be described as an instructional approach used to foster citizenship among students. Most commonly, four steps are followed in a service-learning project: preparation–developing a plan of action to collaborate with community partners, action–performing the service, reflection–reviewing and analyzing thoughts and feelings during performance, and recognition–exchanging appreciation for the performance (Payne, 2000). Woods (2004) maintains that service learning challenges students to address community problems while developing problem solving skills. Further, research has indicated that service learning may have a positive influence on students’ self-efficacy, identity formation, moral development, leadership, and communication skills (Woods, 2004).

At [University] the minor in leadership studies has utilized the Social Change Model of Leadership Development (HERI, 1996) as a guiding framework for course instruction.  The Social Change Model is a research-based model for teaching leadership to undergraduate students and includes eight aspects of leadership, commonly referred to as the eight Cs: change, citizenship, collaboration, common purpose, controversy with civility, consciousness of self, congruence, and commitment (Komives & Wagner, 2009).   A primary assumption of this model was that community service may be a powerful vehicle for leadership (HERI, 1996).  This assumption led the authors to utilize the service-learning approach to facilitate students’ learning of social change.
How it Works

Students living in a residential leadership community (RLC; N = 207) associated with a residence hall were enrolled in the foundational leadership course for the leadership studies minor.  An additional 42 students enrolled in the same course asynchronously online. A signature component of the course was a need-driven, student-led service experience.  Working in small groups, students identified a campus or community organization with whom they could partner for at least four hours of direct service in support of a local need.  Note that students enrolled in the asynchronous online course also scheduled weekly meetings, either face-to-face or using Internet-based technology. Students were encouraged to find organizations or individuals who were working towards social change, which was defined as trying to address the root cause of the problem. Using homelessness as an example, service would be helping serve soup at a homeless shelter; whereas a root cause of homelessness may be lack of skills to gain employment, which could be resolved. Peer leaders who had taken the course the prior year helped facilitate student meetings and advised the management of the service-learning projects.
Each team prepared a project proposal that included objectives, a timeline, and a list of resources.  Throughout completion of the project, students individually reflected through written papers and shared these thoughts and feelings with team members.  Finally, each team prepared a poster to be presented to fellow classmates, university faculty and administrators, collaborators, and stakeholders in the form of a service-learning showcase at the end of the semester. The final reflection paper and poster was graded utilizing a rubric to assess the quality of the service performed, leadership concepts learned, contribution to social change, effect on the community, and personal change of beliefs and attitudes as a result of the experience. Data from the reflections were coded and utilized for program evaluation of the online course, and RLC offerings of the course.
Implications/Results to Date
At the time of this writing, data were still being collected on 35 service-learning projects. Anecdotal evidence suggests that as a result of this experience, students not only learn about local needs and capacity for social change, but also put to practice team-based skills of decision-making, planning, and communication. Brundgard (2011) suggested these soft skills must be learned by all who want to be effective in today’s workforce.  As students make connections between their service-learning experience, and the leadership values and behaviors studied in class, they gain increased awareness and understanding which may be applied in future leadership roles.  
Future Plans/Advice

Plans were to continue using the service-learning approach to facilitate the instruction of leadership and social change to students enrolled in this foundational leadership course each year. Data collected will be used in the future to make improvements to the course. This includes examining ways to improve students’ conceptual learning of leadership and social change, as well as logistically organizing groups which facilitate leadership development.
Instructors wishing to duplicate this process of teaching social change through service learning via an asynchronous online course should maintain structures and assignments which require student groups to work together, and reflect on the service-learning project throughout the course. It was also critical for peer leaders to attend all group meetings and provide feedback on group dynamics and progress towards completing the service-learning project. Universities with an RLC may want to consider utilizing reflection as data for evaluating program outcomes instead of using a standardized multiple choice test. The qualitative data gathered from reflection may provide more insight into the process of students learning to lead, as opposed to only assessing the declarative knowledge learned in class.
Resources Needed
The overall budget for service-learning projects associated with the RLC was $4,400 which included funds for materials, student transportation, and hosting the community-service showcase for poster presentations. Seven instructors were utilized, each with their own section of the course. There were 13 peer leaders to assist, who were also enrolled in a peer-leader class. One intern was utilized to coordinate peer leaders. Finally, all activities were coordinated by the RLC director and staff.
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