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Students pursuing business educations at Jesuit institutions are not exempt from the Jesuit mission of higher education.  In their role as future business leaders, business students need to become aware of the society and the culture in which the business world operates.  Indeed, business leaders often find themselves in unique positions to be able to affect society.  Within this vantage point, business students must build their skills to be able to critically analyze and discern societal needs and to constructively address them.


Research has demonstrated that students’ collegiate experiences have a profound effect on their life-long approach to societal issues (e.g., Oesterle, Johnson and Mortimer 2004).  Students who become personally involved in attending to the needs of society during their collegiate education, specifically the sufferings and afflictions felt by the disadvantaged, remain involved in the needs of society throughout the remainder of their lives.  Since students pursuing collegiate education in business often have relatively little experience in helping others prior to entering college (when compared to students pursuing education in other academic areas), it is imperative that they are introduced to the needs of others and to attending to them as they pursue their collegiate educations.


 Service learning, or “a pedagogical process whereby students participate in course-relevant community service to enhance their learning experience” (Petkus 2000, p. 64), presents an opportunity to introduce business students to the needs of society while furthering their education.  Service learning provides students with the opportunity to provide meaningful service to community-service agencies and nonprofit organizations and the opportunity to become more aware of the needs of society and how businesses can affect the fulfillment of these needs.  Furthermore, service learning allows students opportunities to apply the business techniques and processes to which they have been exposed across their coursework to social problems and nonprofit institutions


The implementation of service learning into the coursework offered by colleges of business has lagged behind that of other academic areas.  Although business students may be exposed to service-learning opportunities in coursework outside of the college of business, students often find it easy to “write off” such experiences as not relating to business.  Exposure to service-learning opportunities in business courses, however, have the ability to demonstrate to students how awareness and concern for the needs of society play important roles in the lives of successful business leaders and of the moral responsibility which business leaders possess in regards to meeting the needs of society.  The added benefit is that business students not only realize that nonprofit organizations function similarly to businesses operating for profit, but also that they will be expected to give back to their communities when they go to work for businesses.  


Even when they are aware of the value of service learning to the education process, business faculty often have been hesitant to incorporate service-learning activities into their coursework in part because of a fear of unanticipated problems which could arise during the implementation of these activities.  The focus of this paper is to discuss different ways which service learning may be integrated into business courses and to identify some of the possible pitfalls and ways that the pitfalls can be avoided.   First, service learning is defined.  Second, the various models of service learning are identified.  Third, the benefits of service learning to students are explored.  Fourth, possible pitfalls associated with the implementation of service learning will be examined. 

What is Service Learning?

Significant confusion exists over the answer to the question “What is service learning?”  Service learning is a much broader concept than simply requiring students to engage in forced volunteerism.  It is also broader than merely involving students in projects with area nonprofit organizations.  Instead, service learning is an “educational methodology which combines community service with explicit academic learning objectives, preparation for community service, and deliberate reflection.  Students participating in service learning provide direct and indirect community service as part of their academic coursework, learn about and reflect upon the community context in which service is provided, and develop an understanding of the connection between the service and their academic work” (Gelmon, et al. 2001, p. v).  More concisely, service learning is “a pedagogical process whereby students participate in course-relevant community service to enhance their learning experience” (Petkus 2000, p. 64).  The fact that service learning is a part of a credit-bearing course is also frequently mentioned (Bringle and Hatcher 1996; Johnson 2000).  Consequently, service learning differs from community service or volunteerism in that the student’s education is at the core – service learning directly connects traditional curriculum with concern for one’s community (Kaye 2004). 


An additional feature of service learning, which sets it apart from simple volunteerism, is the role of reflection.  Reflection is regarded as an indispensable component of service learning (Bhagat and Ahmed 2000; Ikeda 2000; Kaye 2004).  Reflection permits students the opportunity to integrate learning achieved in service-learning activities with their traditional learning and further, to integrate their learning into experience.  In other words, reflection intensifies students’ learning experience (Munter 2002).  Eyler, Root and Giles (1998) report the existence of a direct relationship between the extent of reflection and the degree to which students are able to integrate their classroom learning into their service-learning experiences.  As a result, Jacoby (1996) suggests that learning does not necessarily come as much from the service-learning experience itself, but from the reflection process.  Conrad and Hedlin (1990) list the rewards of reflection: improved basic skills (e.g, reading and writing), better learning of subject matter, higher-level thinking and problem solving, learning to learn from experience, awareness of changes in oneself, sense of community, and improved service.  Reflection permits students the opportunity to reflect on their values and assumptions (Duffy and Bringle 1998).  The timing of reflection, as well as the mode of the reflection, are widely flexible depending on the type of service-learning activity undertaken and the desired outcomes of the experience (Conrad and Hedlin 1990).  (See Kaye (2004) for a comprehensive review of the role of reflection in service learning).


Service learning is more than merely a type of pedagogy, it is a philosophy of education (Jacoby 1996).  “As a philosophy of education, service learning reflects the belief the education must be linked to social responsibility and that the most effective service learning is active and connected to experience in some meaningful way” (Giles, Honnet, and Migliore 1991, p. 7).  Many (e.g., Fertman 1994) suggest that service learning has its origins in the philosophy of John Dewey (1941) who advocated experiential and citizenship-based education.  Dewey identified a six-step process of inquiry: (1) encountering a problem, (2) identifying a question to be resolved, (3) gathering information, (4) developing hypotheses, (5) testing hypotheses, and (6) drawing conclusions (1938).


Kolb (1984) reconceptualized Dewey’s process as a four-stage experiential-learning cycle (Kolb’s Experiential Learning model).  Kolb expressed that true learners “must be able to involve themselves fully, openly and without bias in new experiences (concrete experience); they must be able to observe and reflect on these experiences from many perspectives (reflective observation); they must be able to create concepts that integrate their observations into logically sound theories (abstract conceptualization); and they must be able to use these theories to make decisions and solve problems (active experimentation)” (1981, p. 236).  Kolb’s model has provided a theoretical basis for service learning and has helped instructors to realize the necessity of and the role played by service learning (Cone and Harris 2003).


Service learning is consistent with the societal missions of many colleges and universities (Easterling and Rudell 1997) and has recently been embraced by the American Association of State Colleges and Universities through their American Democracy Project.  Several argue that these missions have been often abdicated or ignored (e.g., Boyer 1996; Bringle, Games and Malloy 1999; Reardon 1998).  Boyer (1994) recently issued a call for college and universities to return to their historic commitment to service to their communities and humanity as a whole – a call that can be fulfilled through service learning.  Furthermore, studies have shown that engaging in activities which are often part of service learning (e.g., volunteerism) is positively related to several outcomes positive to colleges and universities (e.g., retention, pursuing postgraduate study, cross-racial socialization, and donations to one’s alma mater (Astin and Sax 1998)).


Service-learning experiences are designed not only to benefit students, but to also benefit the community (Gelmon, et al. 2001).  The community served through service learning can mean many things, both socially and geographically (Kaye 2004).  The community served depends on the nature of the course, the nature of the service-learning activity, and the nature of existing needs.  

Models of Service Learning

There is not a single model of service learning.  Instead, Eyler and Giles (1999) and Enos and Troppe (1996) suggest that a large variety of activities can be called service learning.  In an attempt to illuminate the various ways that service learning can be integrated into the classroom, Hefferman (2001) classified service-learning courses into six categories, each of which will be briefly discussed.

“Pure” Service Learning

Pure service-learning courses consist solely of service learning – there is no accompanying traditional classroom component.  The goal of these courses is service to the community and to increase students’ awareness of community issues and to begin what will hopefully be a lifetime process of community involvement.  Although these courses are often multi-disciplinary in focus, the danger is that the course can simply become a period of forced volunteerism.  Furthermore, without a traditional classroom component, such courses are often criticized as merely being the means to provide students with college credit for service.  This form of service learning likely has the least applicability to business education.

Discipline-Based Service Learning

Discipline-based service learning is connected to a traditional classroom component.  In this instance, students are involved in the community for the entire semester and regularly reflect on their experiences based on course content.  As a result, service is more easily justifiable as a course methodology and is often substituted for other classroom activities such as assignments or case studies.

Problem-Based Service Learning
Problem-based service learning is focused on a specific issue or problem faced by the community.  The role of students is to act as consultants, where they are able to bring knowledge to bear in an applied setting where that knowledge is used to identify solution(s) to the problem.  Students, therefore, are not as actively involved in the activities that directly help the community as they are in the first two categories of service learning addressed above.  Instead, students are responsible to schedule their contacts.  As a result, students spend less time in the community under this form of course and there is a danger of suggesting that the students are the experts who have come to rescue the community from a problem they face.  This form of service learning, however, may be particularly suited to many business courses since it permits business students to apply their business knowledge to the nonprofit organization environment, especially knowledge associated with a specific course.

Capstone Course

The objective of capstone courses is to allow students to integrate and apply the knowledge gained from throughout their educational process.  The course prepares students for transitioning into the “real” world.  Since virtually the entire focus of the class is on service-learning activities, students are able to spend much more time in the community than is possible in discipline-based or problem-based service-learning opportunities.  The extra time students are able to involve themselves in the community and the level of students (seniors) can potentially lead to problems when the semester comes to an end – the community risks losing valuable knowledge and experience which may be difficult to replace.  The capstone course provides business students the opportunity to integrate all of the various facets of their education – a definite benefit since an inability to integrate their knowledge is a common complaint that businesses have of new and prospective employees.

Service Internships

Service internships are similar to regular internships except that service internships include service to the community with structured times of reflection (since reflection is an essential component of service learning).  Due to the amount of oversight and involvement that is often needed, service internships can be taxing on the community partner.  Furthermore another problem often encountered in capstone courses is the risk of the community partner losing valuable knowledge and experience which may be difficult to replace when the internship comes to an end.  Since internships are somewhat common in business education, service internships would likely be easy to implement.

Community-Based Action Research

Community-based action research is a relatively new type of service-learning activity.  This activity consists of students working closely with faculty members to learn research methodology by designing and implementing a research project which addresses a community-based issue.  Research projects are nothing new as pedagogical tools.  Community-based research projects possess many of the same advantages and shortcomings as do other forms of research projects.

Benefits of Service Learning


Since the primary purpose of service learning is education, the benefits of service learning to students are primary.  Although underprivileged individuals, society, etc. benefit from service-learning activities, they are not the primary target of service-learning activities – the primary outcome is learning (Ver Beek 2002).  Several have identified some of the benefits that engaging in service learning can provide to students (e.g., Kaye 2004).  Kupiec (1993), for instance, suggests that service learning produces three primary benefits: more effective learning, more effective service, and more effective integration of university and community.  Service learning can also build technical skills and soft skills such as effective teamwork, cross-functional flexibility, interpersonal and communication skills, and multicultural sensitivity (Zlotkowski 1996).  Furthermore, students are also able to exceed the limitations imposed by course structures, allowing them to gain a deeper understanding of course material and to be more able to see and comprehend the linkages and commonalities between various areas of their discipline (Bhaget and Ahmed 2000).  Rama, Ravenscroft, Wolcott and Zlotkowski (2000) suggest that involvement in service learning will motivate students to work harder, provide opportunities to build context for classroom learning, and afford opportunities to encounter and work with individuals with diverse backgrounds.  Morton and Troppe (1996) also report that long-term retention of content information is improved with service learning.  Service learning has been shown to positively affect learning (Marcus, Howard and King 1993) and complexity of thinking (Batchelder and Root 1994).

Service Learning in Business Education

Recently, growing criticism has been developing over the nature of business education by business practitioners and by AACSB, the primary accrediting body of collegiate schools of business.  Candy and Crebert (1991), for instance, state that although recent graduates are full of information and theories, they are generally not prepared to solve problems and make decisions.  The criticism is based on a perceived growing disconnect between the abstract and theoretical bias of business schools and the dynamic practical business environment (Angelidis, Tomic and Ibrahim 2004).  Similarly, academicians themselves have noted a growing “reality gap” – a growing differential between the needs of society and the internal priorities of institutions of higher education (Zlotkowski 1996).  Porter and McKibbin, for instance, state that “business school students tend to be rather more narrowly educated than they ought to be” (1988, p. 316).  


Service learning appears to directly address several of these apparent shortcomings in business school education.  This pedagogy often forces students to examine cross-disciplinary problems, requiring them to utilize the skills and information gained in their various business courses and apply them integratively to address the project facing them.  Furthermore, service learning permits the bridging of the oft-underemphasized gap between theory and practice.   Service learning also is able to address what is viewed to be growing public pressure to broaden the education of business students to include opportunities to apply business techniques and processes to social problems and nonprofit institutions (Easterling and Rudell 1997). 


Given the apparent benefits of service learning in a business context, however, the integration of service learning into business courses has been slow (Klink and Athaide 2004).  Where service learning has been implemented, however, successful results have been reported.  Applications have been reported in accounting (e.g., Gujarathi and McQuade 2002; McCoskey and Warren 2003; Strupeck and Whitten 2004), statistics (e.g., Root and Thorme 2001), strategic management (e.g., Angelidis, Tomic and Ibrahim  2004), project management (e.g., Brown 2000), organizational communication (e.g., Stevens 2001), public relations (e.g., Patterson 2004), and marketing (e.g., Ekrich and Voorhees 2002; Petkus 2000). 


Easterling and Rudell (1997) suggest that of all of the business disciplines, marketing may be best suited to the incorporation of service-learning opportunities.  Indeed, since students are taught that successful organizations will “find needs and fill them,” service learning often provides marketing students with the opportunities to do just that (Rudell 1996).  Furthermore, through the long-recognized area of social marketing, the applicability of marketing to nonbusiness applications (e.g., nonprofit organizations, governmental operations, or causes) has been long recognized (e.g., Andreasen 1994).  Finally, Rudell (1996) suggests that service-learning opportunities often help students gain experience with intangible products – an important experience in today’s service economy.  Easterling and Rudell (1997) suggest several possible approaches that may be used to implement service learning in a marketing education context – all of which correspond to the categories of Hefferman (2001) discussed above.  Knowles (2000) describes one such application of service learning to a course in marketing in depth.


Johnson (2000) suggests that service learning can prove to be a valuable component of a students’ education in marketing.  Specifically, the value of service learning lies in the fact that “(1) it polishes the tarnished image of marketing, (2) it appeals to the desire to make the world a better place, and (3) it appeals to the desire for ‘hands-on, real-world’ learning” (Johnson 2000, p. 16).  Furthermore, service learning provides marketing students with increased involvement in the “real-world” activities, empowering them as future business leaders (Easterling and Rudell 1997).  Service learning provides marketing students with the opportunity to apply the material to which they are exposed in class and in their readings to actual situations (Rudell 1996).  In fact, the results of student evaluations and alumni surveys indicate that students desire opportunities to bridge the gap between theory and practice such as are provided by service-learning activities (Vander Veen 2002).  Similarly, Easterling and Rudell suggest that service learning provides business students with opportunities to “learn about civic and social responsibility; their intellectual development is enhanced by engaging questions about themselves and their world; they may acquire cross-cultural literacy, knowledge and sensitivity; they develop leadership capabilities; and they exercise moral/ethical reasoning when faced with difficult social issues” (1997, p. 59).  


Besides the educational benefits associated with service learning discussed earlier, service learning offers marketing students specific benefits which working with large for-profit businesses cannot.  As opposed to merely being slotted into well-defined roles, service-learning opportunities in business often force students to see and analyze the “big picture.”  The ability to see the “big picture” is what many employers see is missing in many new and prospective employees.


Businesses have also traditionally been very involved in the communities in which their stores are located.  Regardless of whether the rationale is truly philanthropic or based on enlightened self image, businesses are often very involved in the nonprofit organizations in their communities.  Service learning provides students with exposure to the workings and needs of nonprofit organizations, giving students the knowledge which will aid in future philanthropic activities.


Pitfalls in Service Learning in Business Education

A primary reason given by business instructors for not incorporating service learning into their classrooms has been the fear of unanticipated problems which could arise during the implementation of these activities.  If several of the primary possible problem areas can be identified, business instructors can plan and prepare for the problems to minimize uncertainty.  The primary problems observed (encountered) by the authors include:

       I.
Problems with students


      1)
Lack of motivation – viewed as last minute busy work.


      2)
Lack of perspective – don’t see applicability of course material to nonprofit entities.


      3)
Lack of appreciation for reflection – hesitant to become involved in reflection.


      4)
Bias against application – “book learning” is adequate.


      5)
“Know it all” attitude among students – need to be open to learning.


      6)
Grading difficulties – students believe that grading is based on input not output.

     II.
Problems with nonprofit organization


      1)
Lack of willingness to see the applicability of business principles to a nonprofit setting.


      2)
Nonprofit’s time commitment – unwillingness or inability to commit time working with students. 

    III.
Institutional problems


      1)
Time requirements of faculty members.


      2)
Possibility of highly visible problems – if the undertaking crashes and burns, it could have a negative impact on a faculty member’s tenure. 


The primary source of problems concerns students and the management of the service-learning opportunity.  Although business students do not appear to possess significantly different views toward service-learning undertakings than nonbusiness students (Hanvanich 2005), they are often not as exciting or as interested in the project as are the faculty involved in the project.  Furthermore, they often do not see the value inherent in participating in such an activity.  The faculty member, therefore, is often required to expend effort to help students see the value of the project and to develop structures which will ensure that students take the project seriously and are able to complete the project adequately and in a timely fashion.  To address the potential problems identified in Section I, faculty members will need to intentionally address each of the items listed.  

      1)
Faculty members need to clearly specify the activities which are required of students.  (This specification should be done in conjunction with the involved nonprofit organizations/human service agencies).  Furthermore, specific interim due dates need to be established to ensure that students are progressing on the project as needed.

     2)
Faculty members need to clearly demonstrate the applicability of business principles to the successful operation of nonprofit organizations.  Students must clearly see that the differences between running for-profit and nonprofit organizations are often relatively minimal.

      3)
The activity of reflection must be a formal requirement in the course and must comprise a meaningful percentage of the grade to demonstrate to students the importance of reflection to the project.  Although reflection can take various forms, as mentioned above, the faculty member must clearly define the form that reflection will take and must take the process seriously.

      4)
Some students view that learning takes place totally within the classroom setting and discount the value of any other form that learning may take.  As discussed above, however, regardless of how important “book learning” may be, business students must be able to apply the knowledge gained in classroom settings to “real world” problems and situations.  This issue needs be further communicated to students.

      5)
Some students have a bias against nonprofit organizations – often possessing the view that if the leadership of nonprofit organizations were truly competent that they would be employed in the for-profit sector.  Faculty members must expose students to several successful leaders of nonprofit organizations, particularly those individuals who experienced success in both settings.

      6)
Finally, many students view grading as being based on inputs – hence, if they spend time on a service-learning project, a good grade will be forthcoming.  The focus of service learning, however is on student learning, not the amount of work undertaken by a student.  The faculty member, therefore, must clearly communicate to students the basis of the grading scheme and the place that the service-learning project takes in the course and in their overall education.


Problems, however, do not rise solely from students or from the structure of the course.  A significant source of apprehension concerns the nonprofit organization.  Service-learning projects often consist of working with individuals over which the faculty member has no authority.  The selection of nonprofit organizations with which to work, therefore, should not be made flippantly by a faculty member – the leadership of the organization must be open and willing to work with the students.  To address the potential problems identified in Section II, faculty members will need to intentionally address each of the items listed when choosing nonprofit organizations with which to work. 

      1)
First, the leadership of the nonprofit organization must be knowledgeable individuals who realize how the students have the potential to add to the organization.  They must be able and willing to work with the students.

      2)
An unfortunate common situation in many nonprofit organizations is a shortage of personnel.  Consequently, often the leadership find themselves working under intense time pressures.  For the students to have a profitable experience and for the nonprofit organization to benefit from the students, the leadership must be able to make the time to work with the students. 


Finally, the nature of the academy also presents problems which often must be overcome.  The environment of higher education is often such that it favors traditional forms of education (i.e., in-class lecture) to the detriment of alternative forms (e.g., service learning).  To address the potential problems identified in Section III, faculty members will need to objectively view their personal situation and how it relates to the requirements inherent in implementing service projects. 

      1)
Unquestionably, service-learning projects consume significant amounts of time – more time than that needed to teach conventional courses.  Is the faculty member able to budget adequate time?  If not, the project is doomed to failure.  If a faculty member finds him/herself under excessive pressure to increase publishing output, for instance, the faculty member may be wise to forego attempting to implement service-learning projects until the excessive time pressures subside.  Another possibility may be the publication of applied research dealing with the outcomes of the service-learning project.

      2)
Since service learning consists of dealing with outside organizations, the projects often possess a significant amount of visibility.  The visibility is great if the project is successful.  If major problems are encountered (e.g., the project crashing and burning), however, the negative repercussions for a faculty member may be long lasting and may even have a negative impact on a the individual’s tenure and promotion.  Unless success is virtually assured, therefore, many untenured faculty may want to think twice before attempting significant service-learning projects.

Conclusion

The value of service learning to the education of collegiate students is without question.  Service learning represents a significant improvement over traditional educational practices.  Traditionally, the primary goal of education and of classroom instructors, including business faculty, has been the successful conveyance of information to students.  Many classroom teaching pedagogies have proven successful in fulfilling this goal.  The traditional lecture format, for instance, has been shown to be an efficient and effective way of conveying significant amounts of information to students.  Some (e.g., Bringle and Hatcher 2003; Munter 2002), however, question whether many traditional methods, such as lecture, are truly beneficial to students’ education.  In this questioning process, the question of “What truly is education?” has come to the forefront.


Today many believe that the result of traditional pedagogy is far less than optimal.  Freire (1998) refers to traditional pedagogy as being consistent with the “banking model” of education, where information is merely deposited into students’ minds.  Guyton (2000) and Kohn (1999) view this philosophy as being responsible for turning students into passive underachievers.  Similarly, Bransford and Nye (1989) speak of an “inert knowledge problem” – the instance where students possess a significant amount of knowledge, but are unable to apply the information acquired in the classroom to real-world problems or to make the transition from memory to action.  In other words, are students able to transfer the knowledge they have “learned” in the classroom to non-classroom settings?  In the opinion of many (e.g., Candy and Crebert 1991), students are often unable to make this application.  Consequently, many in higher education are questioning the effectiveness of higher education in achieving student learning and are calling for widespread changes in classroom pedagogy (e.g., Jacoby 1996).  Is is especially true giving the limited attention spans perceived in Generation Y students.


Service learning has been forwarded as a possible methodology to address this apparent educational shortcoming.  Service learning provides a means through which students can get involved with their education – to turn students’ apathy into action (Munter 2002).  Service learning has a long history, but its use has only recently become commonplace at many colleges and universities.  Indeed, the incorporation of service learning into the education process has grown at an astounding rate during the past fifteen years (Bringle, Phillips and Hudson 2004).  While definitive statistics are not available, it is interesting to note that over 900 colleges and universities are members of the Campus Compact (www.campuscompact.org), a national organization founded in 1985 to support and encourage the integration of service learning into collegiate education.  


One of the primary forces acting against the more widespread use of service learning in business education is the apprehensions of the business faculty members.  The purpose of this paper is to identify many of the primary problems with suggestions of how faculty members can best address them.  An identification of many of the primary problems do not “make the problems go away,” but they do allow for a more accurate assessment by business faculty members as to whether they should add a service-learning experience to their courses and if they do, a realization of some actions which can be taken to minimize the incidence and/or the severity of problems which could arise.
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