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ABSTRACT 

Community Colleges are continually being thrust into the nation’s spotlight as 

having an integral role in preparing future leaders. President Obama’s call to action is 

driven by the dismal student completion rates. This message has not fallen on deaf ears; 

leaders from the private and public sector are examining what works in higher education 

and are calling for increased accountability. Unfortunately, there is a gap in the research 

at the community college level. This study is an attempt to add to the increasing body of 

evidence. In addressing student success rates, service learning as a pedagogy was 

examined in an attempt to measure if this method affected desired student learning 

outcomes. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to determine if students participating in 

service learning have an increase in the specific measured academic outcomes of grade 

achievement, next semester persistence, meeting two-year momentum benchmarks, and 

attaining degree, certificate, or transfer status. 

 The participants in this study included students from an American Government 

classroom at a Midwest rural community college. Upon registering for the class, students 

selected to participate in either the three-or four-credit option class. This combined 

classroom offered a non-service learning option along with a service learning option that 

required their participation in a 15-hour project outside of the classroom. This qualitative 

study examined student records over a three-year period, specifically studying three 

consecutive fall cohorts. 
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 The Voluntary Framework of Accountability, the first and only national model 

designed to measure student progress of community college students, was used to buoy 

the outcome measures within this study. The majority of the students involved in a class 

that used service learning as a teaching tool did not result in higher grades, ongoing 

enrollment, or increased levels of two-year momentum markers. Nothing of statistical 

significance was found in comparing the two groups of students. However, by year three, 

there was some movement in an encouraging direction, suggesting that it may be too 

early to tell. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION OF AN ANALYSIS OF SERVICE LEARNING  
IMPACT AT A RURAL COMMUNITY COLLEGE  

 

The general area of interest is student persistence. For generations, the United 

States has led the world in college degree completion; now we are ranked 16th in the 

world. By 2007, 59% of employed Americans needed a postsecondary credential or 

degree; by 2018 the projected number is 62%. In real numbers, this translates to upward 

of 60 million Americans at risk of being stuck in low wage jobs according to the Center 

on Education and Workforce (21st-Century Commission on the Future of Community 

Colleges, 2012). In order to meet this demand, students’ access to college is no longer 

sufficient; persistence and completion of the degree is necessary.  

This study will address student progress through the use of a consistent structure 

outlined by the Voluntary Framework of Accountability tool as developed by the 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC). The treatment variable, service 

learning, is one metric that will be used in conjunction with the Voluntary Framework of 

Accountability. Addressing this additional variable will provide a more holistic picture of 

student progress over a two-year time frame. This information will be valuable in the 

continued measure of how students progress during their tenure at a rural community 

college in Michigan.  
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Specifically, this research addresses the following questions:  

• Is there a difference in rates of progress, over a two-year time frame, taking 

into consideration students’ full-time or part-time status, when comparing 

students who took the American Government with Service-learning project 

course to those who took the American Government course without a service-

learning project?  

• Is there a difference in rates of persistence, as defined by next semester 

enrollment, when comparing students who took the American Government 

with Service-learning project course to those who took the American 

Government course without a service-learning project?  

• Is there a difference in rates of progress, over a two-year time frame, taking 

into consideration students’ full-time or part-time status, when comparing 

students who took the American Government with Service-learning project 

course to those who took the American Government course without a service-

learning project?  

 This research examined student records from American Government classes that 

offered service learning as a component as well as American Government without the 

service-learning project. 

American Government at Delta College is a required general education class, 

therefore a graduation requirement. A student will not graduate with an associate’s 

degree without meeting all the general education requirements. Delta College (2012) 

addresses general education as the process by which students acquire core knowledge and 

fundamental skills to become lifelong learners. This set of requirements focuses on four 
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key areas: social, cultural, technological, and scientific developments of society. This 

general education program is designed to foster a desire to learn continually and to 

ultimately pave the way for students to become successful, productive citizens. 

From 2007 to 2011, American Government classes at Delta College offered a 

hybrid section, which included a service-learning project. All classes included in this 

study were taught by full-time faculty members. Those students enrolled were either in 

the four-credit option (POL 104), which included participation in the service-learning 

project, or the three-credit option (POL 103), which did not include the service-learning 

project.  

The class capacity of American Government classes is set at 25 students; 

however, instructors may choose to allow overloads, which can increase the class size. In 

the 2007 to 2009 classes used in this study, there were, on average, five to 10 students 

(self-chosen) per class who participated in service-learning projects that required an 

additional 15 to 20 hours outside of the class meeting time. It is somewhat misleading to 

assume that students were self-selecting from a purely altruistic desire. Repeatedly, 

students who chose to participate in the project element reported doing so to meet their 

scheduling needs. Combined in class with these students were the majority of learners 

who were not participating in the service learning option.  

The constants in this study are the class meeting times, the textbook and the 

learning objectives covered by the instructor, and the students who registered for that 

particular class. The only significant difference is the service-learning project.  
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Significance of the Study 

A central focus of research related to persistence falls in the realm of student 

engagement and integration with the college (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005). As Bailey and 

Alfonso (2005) pointed out, there are numerous studies that support persistence when 

coupled with an environment of academic and social integration. Obviously, this type of 

incorporation is easier to establish at a four-year residential college versus a two-year 

commuter college. Strauss and Volkwein (2004) addressed the commitment of the 

institution as a predictor of student persistence behavior. In their study, they attempted to 

compare how various factors influenced student behavior at two- and four-year 

institutions. Due to limited research conducted at two-year institutions, their analysis 

proved difficult. Research done at the four-year institutions cannot be automatically 

generalized to two-year colleges as evidenced by research completed by Cohen and 

Brawer (2008) and Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) (Strauss & Volkwein, 2004). The 

current political landscape is placing a heightened awareness on the use of retention as a 

performance measurement, thus placing two-year colleges at a distinct disadvantage as a 

result of a paucity of research. Martha J. Kanter, former U.S. Under Secretary of 

Education, called on community colleges to “embrace evidence-based research and apply 

programs that work at their campuses” while striving to get students to the finish line 

(Gonzales, 2010). 

Strauss and Volkwein (2004) examined student persistence. Their perspectives 

focused individually on students’ pre-college characteristics, student-institution fit, 

campus climate, and organizational characteristics. Of note is the Voorhees (1997) study, 

which is the only model related to community college students and focused on the 
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“individual students’ pre-college characteristics” perspective. Voorhees discovered a high 

value on competing demands that this set of students face from family, work, and 

community. These demands impact the majority of part-time students enrolled in 

community colleges.  

Specifically, the mission of the college and the renewed emphasis placed on the 

value of community engagement as a graduation requirement indicate a desire to 

influence student success. Considering the four models, this research will focus on 

organizational characteristics, specifically the assumption that a service learning activity 

at a two-year institution involves engagement and integration of the student therefore 

resulting in higher levels of persistence. In addition, organizational features of the college 

may be an influencing factor on student outcomes.  

Historically, community college missions have focused on open-door admission 

policies spurred on by the concept of accessibility. Community colleges are considered 

democracy’s colleges (Cohen & Brawer, 2008), thus providing opportunities on a much 

broader scale than our university partners. On a national level, current research citation 

indicates that a deficiency of college-educated workers has existed for decades. The 

present demand from employers for a higher educated workforce is not being met 

(Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, June 2010). The ramifications of this deficit are not only a 

loss in productivity for employers but also a widening gap in income inequality for 

employees (Carnevale & Rose, 2012). In addition, the United States is losing ground 

globally as it relates to post-secondary education attainment. U.S. President Obama, in 

response to this decline, has called for an increase in college graduates. He has 

specifically targeted community colleges in this endeavor (AACC, 2009). On a national 
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level, the demand is clear: we must increase the number of certificate and degree 

completers (Katsinas & Friedel, 2010). 

Across the nation, community colleges are absorbing approximately 43% of all 

first-time undergraduates (MPR Associates, Inc., 2011). Mullin (2012) illustrates that, on 

average, 84% of community college students work, and 60% work more than 20 hours a 

week. Furthermore, these admissions include nearly half of all undergraduate minority 

students, and more than 40% of those undergraduate students are living in poverty 

(Mullin, 2012). Fewer than half of all students entering community college with goals of 

earning a certificate or degree are reaching those expectations six years later (Achieving 

the Dream, 2012). 

A closer examination by the National Center for Public Policy and Higher 

Education from the state of Michigan data collected in 2009 reported completion and 

transfer rates at two-year colleges and students starting at two-year colleges. Michigan 

data showed that 20% of students graduated from a two-year institution; 10% enrolled in 

four-year institutions in year 3; 14% enrolled in a four-year institution in year 4; 12% 

graduated from a four-year institution; and 32% graduated from an institution that offered 

both two-year or four-year institutions degrees (students who earned with both two-year 

and four-year degrees are double counted (Callan, 2010, p. 71). 

There has been so much attention focused on access to college that degree 

completion has been relatively ignored. In order to meet the high goals set by President 

Obama, a significant amount of attention must be placed in this area. It is paramount that 

higher education identifies the strategies that lead to student success and build on those to 

promote completion. K. McClenney, director of the Center for Community College 
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Student Engagement, is responsible for the administration of a number of national 

surveys targeted at community college students across the country. A goal of these 

surveys is to gain insight from students on effective measures that colleges employ to 

encourage degree completion. Results of these surveys are important for basing decisions 

on sound reasoning and creating a culture of evidence. The evidence collected at the 

center reflects best practices that assist students’ to be successful in their academic 

careers (Hamilton, 2012).  

There is a void in research projects specifically focused on community college 

program effectiveness. A majority of research is geared toward four-year colleges, which 

attract a very different set of students. There is a scarcity of information that addresses 

specific strategies used to increase student persistence at the two-year institutional level. 

Additionally, any reports that do exist are difficult to obtain, and there is a lack of 

discussion regarding the reports that do exist. Therefore, successful persistence strategy 

reports tend to be isolated, ultimately benefiting only the institutions that have the 

resources to explore them (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005). Furthermore, Gallini and Moely 

(2003) indicated that there are few studies that address the impact of service learning on 

persistence. However, the authors found a positive connection between service learning 

activities and the comprehensive student satisfaction with the college. Arguably, an 

inference could be made that this association of service learning activities and student 

satisfaction with the college increases the overall persistence rates.  

To that end, this research investigated the possible impact service learning 

participation has on persistence and degree and certificate attainment rates at a rural 

community college located in the Midwest. Along with the obvious benefits to students, 
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there are also institutional advantages to consider. According to Bringle, Hatcher, & 

Muthiah (2010), “Exploring this relationship between service-learning and retention is of 

fundamental importance to colleges and universities.” Strauss & Volkwein (2004) called 

attention to the importance of understanding the budgetary realities that colleges face 

while managing enrollment and revenue planning. Higher education is experiencing a cut 

in state funding, and college administrators are being asked consistently to do more with 

less (Padron & Marx, 2013). This economic pressure has placed a high premium on 

maintaining and, ideally, increasing student numbers. If institutions are able to better scan 

and therefore forecast retention rates, this activity assists institutions in safeguarding the 

future. The Lumina Foundation reported that higher education attainment levels were 

increasing in every industrialized and post-industrialized country around the world except 

for the United States (Cress, Burack, Giles, Jr., Elkins, & Carnes Stevens, 2010). As a 

result, there is a demand to increase graduation rates in the United States, which is 

encouraging educators, politicians, and community members to assess what programs 

have success and to extend these practices throughout the higher education community. 

This continued drumbeat calling for improved persistence and graduation rates in all 

education sectors in this country is not being ignored.  

Service Learning 

One specific strategy has shown to have value in meeting the demands cited 

above: Academic service learning. Service learning was defined by Eyler (2002):  

Service-learning is about doing, about action, about learning from experience, and 

using the knowledge and skills learned. It is about having assumptions challenged 

through confronting new perspectives or puzzling experiences and learning to sort 
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out complex, messy real-world situations, it is about knowledge in use, not just 

acquiring and being tested on facts. (p. 9)  

Eyler (2002) described this knowledge attainment giving credence to the notion 

that it provided a foundation for students. As a result, students possessed these actionable 

tools that prepared them to make sense of the conflicting values and difficult decisions 

they were faced with on an ongoing basis. Since service learning encompasses action, 

this research is measuring an actionable outcome—persistence.  

The National Service Learning Clearinghouse (2013) defines academic service 

learning as 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.” Academic service learning differs from 

volunteerism because the activity is connected to class content and effectively requires 

reflection in order to strengthen the learning experience.  

Included in this review of programs is the value of service learning pedagogy. A 

number of institutions are moving in the direction of having a civic engagement 

requirement in order to graduate. This expectation may be met by a specifically designed 

service-learning project embedded within a course with specific learning outcome 

criteria.  

The college in this research study is in the process of instituting a new civic 

engagement requirement for both an associate of arts degree and an associate of science 

degree (B. Handley-Miller, personal communication, August 1, 2012). Students will have 

to meet both a civic literacy as well as a civic engagement requirement in order to meet 

the graduation requirement. Institutionally, conversations at the college in this study have 
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centered on the belief that this requirement will impact persistence and will assist in 

creating well-rounded students.  

Cohen and Kinsey (1994) summarized the criteria established in The National and 

Community Service Act of 1990 for active participation in thoughtfully organized service 

experiences that 

• met actual community needs that were coordinated in collaboration with 

school and community; 

• were integrated into the students’ academic curriculum, or that provided 

structured time for students to think, talk, or write about what they did and 

saw during the actual service activity; 

• provided students with opportunities to use newly acquired skills and 

knowledge in real-life situations in their own communities; 

• enhanced what was taught in school by extending student learning beyond the 

classroom and into the community; and 

• helped foster the development of a sense of caring for others.  

A review of the literature provides a deep rationale for the expansion of service 

learning. The American Association of Community Colleges website highlights the value 

of service learning practices in relationship to student success. Prentice, Robinson, and 

Patton (2012) addressed the ongoing documentation process used by community 

colleges: 

We’ve been able to document that all service learning activities can address at 

least four out of the 10 college competencies: social and civic responsibility, 
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innovative and critical thinking, communication, and self-management . . . We are 

also seeing how service learning supports job skills and the work ethic. (p.16) 

In addition, the American Association of Community Colleges (2011) stated that further 

learning outcomes appeared to be correlated with service learning involvement, 

especially increased social and personal awareness that ultimately engaged and 

potentially retained students. Interestingly, these types of behavioral outcomes are also 

associated with students who remain in school. Students reported factors they associated 

with persistence included a sense of belonging, academic engagement, and the 

relationship they developed with faculty (Prentice et al., 2012). 

Moreover, the literature review includes an array of information from both 

students and faculty, which indicates the positive effects that participation in service 

learning has on academic achievement, civic responsibility, interpersonal engagement, 

critical thinking skills, and overall teamwork. There are findings suggesting that service 

learning may be defined as a “powerful pedagogy that has the potential to have a stronger 

impact on students’ attitudes and intentions than non-service learning courses” (Bringle, 

Hatcher, & Muthiah, 2010, p. 45). Faculty members, according to the American 

Association of Community Colleges (2011), reported that these same students were 

choosing to continue their pursuit of their academic endeavors. These reported increases 

in student motivations—students taking more of an active role in their learning, and 

students engaging and participating in class discussions—all invite further investigation. 

These variables associated with service learning also coincide with retention variables. 

The variables suggest a correlation between students who are active versus those students 

who are passive in their learning and persistence to completion.  
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Tinto (2005) emphasizes the importance of involvement, especially during the 

first year of college. The classroom plays a crucial role; this is the arena where students 

not only meet each other, but they also establish relationships with the faculty. This 

setting serves as a natural invitation to delve into the potential benefits of engaging 

students with each other, the institution, and their community. A 2008 study involving 

undergraduate engineering students found that service learning had a positive impact on 

the likelihood that the students would remain in the field of engineering. 

Students’ persistence involves a multitude of complex interactions that must be 

taken into consideration. The information gleaned from numerous studies has moved the 

focus from student to institutional. At present, both cultural and social realities, as well as 

institutional realties, must be contemplated while studying why some students persist 

whereas others do not (Tinto, 2005). Predominantly, research findings support strategies 

that encompass collaboration that involves students learning together in a 

comprehensible, mutually supported environment. This atmosphere promotes students 

who are actively engaged in the learning process and, as a result, tend to persist more 

frequently. Service learning pedagogy is a method that has shown to involve this type of 

interaction. 

Methodology 

The review of the literature acts as a guide for developing a conceptual matrix that 

will test the hypotheses. The main research question focuses on the positive impact of 

service learning on persistence, progress, and goal attainment. The conceptual matrix 

consists of a horizontal axis which includes two columns: one representing the students 

who are participating in the service-learning project (POL 104), hence are receiving the 
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treatment; and a second column representing those who are in the control group (POL 

103) and are receiving only the class content material. The vertical axis contains a myriad 

of independent variables that include demographic characteristics; Pell Grant status; class 

grade point average (GPA); years in school; first-time, full-time, or part-time status; and 

persistence benchmarks.  

• The researcher’s hypothesis is that students who participate in the service 

learning portion of their American Government course have higher semester-

to-semester persistence rates.  

 Persistence is one element of what the American Association of Community 

Colleges (2009) refers to as momentum measures. These measures focus on the 

incremental steps that community college students take as they progress in college. 

Specifically, this requires passing a remedial math or English course, earning the first 15 

college-level credits, persisting from one semester to the next, and transferring to a four-

year university with fewer than 45 to 60 credit hours (AACC, 2009). The year-to-year 

decision by students to continue classes is based on research that suggests persistence to 

the second year appears to be a critical juncture on success. Students are more likely to 

drop out of college in their first year than during any other time in the next five years 

(MPR Associates, Inc., 2012).  

Research Plan 

This qualitative research design is a quasi-experiment, nonequivalent group 

design, ex post facto in nature that is both descriptive and inferential. The research 

method is causal comparative and includes intact comparison groups that will not be 

manipulated as the treatment has already occurred. The design involves the independent 
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variable service learning and the potential impact of the dependent variable, persistence 

and progress (Steinberg, 2010).  

The levels of measurement include a number of variables of interest. In an attempt 

to strengthen the reliability and validity of this research, there was a concerted effort to 

control for the background characteristics of the students. One chosen variable addressed 

an individual student’s prior academic history as determined by the student’s placement 

in a developmental class(es) before the student’s college class coursework. Scores on 

entry assessment tests provide a foundation that supports a skill set upon entering the 

college environment (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005).  

These variables included in the matrix were chosen by the researcher, based on 

the literature review regarding service learning outcomes and persistence. Additionally, 

the literature review led the researcher to consider the importance of full- and part-time 

status as a key indicator in progress benchmarks. Therefore, “among degree seeking 

students who first enrolled full time in U.S. Community Colleges in 2009, about 60% of 

full-time students persisted to their second year, while 42% of part-time students did so” 

(MPR Associates, Inc., 2012, p. 34).  

This is an impact study; there is a control group (Steinberg, 2010). This design 

includes nominal independent variables related to student demographic characteristics. 

The student demographic characteristics as mentioned above are the variables of interest. 

The dependent variables persistence and progress are nominal independent.  

This study examined data that reflected those students enrolled in the hybrid class, 

which combined those students included in the non-service component as well as those 

enrolled in completing the hands-on service-learning project. These records were 
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available over a three-year period. The sample size included 279 students: 211 students in 

the non-service learning portion and 68 students in the service learning portion. These 

numbers reflect those students who remained minus students who withdrew and those 

who received incompletes. Due to the projected sample size involved in this study, the 

findings may be generalized to other Midwest community colleges that are located in 

rural settings.  

This project focused on the progress, persistence, and momentum rates of both 

sets of students. The first measure of persistence examined the pass rate of both sets of 

students in the specific American Government class for that semester. The pass rate used 

is a C (2.0), which is the requirement to successfully fulfill the Michigan Association of 

Collegiate Registrars & Admissions Officers (MACRAO) articulation agreement (2009). 

According to Delta College (2012), students who fulfill this agreement have an easier 

credit transition when transferring to a university setting. The MACRAO transfer 

agreement attempts to streamline the process of transferring to baccalaureate colleges and 

universities. A specific set of courses is outlined on the MACRAO website (2009). Once 

completed, the student has the ability to transfer these credit hours to meet many or, in 

some cases, all the general education requirements at the transferring institution.  

Definitions of Relevant Terms 

A particular challenge is addressing how persistence will be defined in this study. 

Currently, the process involves institutions reporting through the graduation rate 

component in the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS); however, 

the data only reflects those students who are full-time, first-time degree, or certificate-

seeking students. In addition, it does not take into consideration those students who 
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enrolled in a term other than fall (The Committee on Measures of Student Success, 2011). 

Michigan uses the following formula as part of their IPEDS data when reporting 

persistence rates (MPR Associates, Inc., 2012): 

• Percentage of students who persisted in fall of second year in the same 

community college 

• First-time degree-seeking students who have no prior postsecondary 

experience, including both academic and occupational programs (College 

Board Completion Arch)  

 This study is concerned with a broader base of students and therefore will not be 

constrained by this IPEDS definition. The researcher is using the criteria put forth in the 

Voluntary Framework of Accountability (AACC, 2012) and defined as next semester 

enrollment.  

 The following definitions will be used for the purpose of this study: 

Academic Service Learning: Defined by Delta College’s Academic Service-

Learning Advisory Board in 2008 as follows: “Academic service-learning is a credit-

bearing teaching/learning method that combines meaningful community service with 

critical, reflective thinking so that students gain greater application of course content and 

an enhanced sense of civic responsibility” (Vader-McCormick, 2009, p. 2).  

Community Colleges: Make up close to 1,200 institutions when including 

community, junior, and technical colleges in the United States. Most are limited to a two-

year-or-less program, with a number of degree offerings. The open access environment 

attracts a diverse student body in virtually every aspect ranging in age, ethnicity, 

nationality, socioeconomic status, and degree of disability. Nationally, first-generation 
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college students make up 47% of the community college population. The average age of 

all community college students is 28. Students attending community colleges include 

approximately 53% of all Hispanic students, 45% of all Black students, 52% of all Native 

American students, and 45% of Asian/Pacific Islander students (Boggs, 2010).  

Cohort: A specific group of students used for tracking and monitoring purposes. 

Full-time status: A student who is taking 12 or more credit hours a semester. For 

purposes of this study, student status was determined by the number of credits during 

first-time enrollment. 

Gatekeeper Course: A course at the community college level that is the first- or 

lowest-level college course students take in a subject matter. American Government is 

one of those courses. 

Hybrid Model: American Government classroom consisting of both students who 

participated in the three-credit option involving three hours of class time a week and 

students who took the four-credit option. The four-credit option involved the participation 

in 15 to 20 hours outside of the three hours of meeting time during the week during the 

course of the 15-week semester. Those students in the four-credit option voluntarily 

participated in a service-learning project.  

Momentum: Utilizing the measurement from the Voluntary Framework of 

Accountability as a guide, this benchmark is met when a full-time student reaches the 

successful completion of 42 credit hours after the completion of year two. Part-time 

students must successfully complete 24 credit hours after the completion of year two. 

Included with this measure are degree or certificate attainment, and/or transfer to a 

university with a degree or without a degree.  
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Part-time status: Student who is taking less than 12 credit hours a semester. For 

purposes of this study, student status was determined by number of credits during first- 

time enrollment. 

Persistence: Fall to winter semester enrollment. The measure of persistence used 

by The Committee on Measures of Student Success (2011) is the continuing enrollment 

pattern of the student; that is, did the student continue to attend college the following 

semester? This study used traditional semesters as the measuring benchmark, not spring 

or summer sessions. Community colleges offer a unique environment in terms of 

measuring persistence due to the varying needs of students served. There are some 

students who are looking forward to expanding their skill set but not earning a degree, 

some who are working toward an occupational certificate, others who are attempting to 

earn an associate degree, and still others who are earning credits to transfer to a 

university.  

Progress: Individual student’s successful completion of the American 

Government class with a grade of C, 2.0 or higher, on a grade-point average scale. Those 

students who passed the class with a C or above were compared to one another to 

determine statistical significance between the two groups.  

 Voluntary Framework of Accountability: First national system of accountability 

specifically for community colleges. Uses metrics to gauge student progress. For this 

study, student outcome measures of progress, persistence, and momentum will be 

adopted. 
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Limitations 

The service-learning projects varied by the instructor; there was no universal 

project that was used by all. There was not a specific outcome learning rubric that 

instructors used that could measure and evaluate the student learning. Projects ranged 

from those that possess a governmental operational framework, such as participating in a 

political campaign’s getting out the vote drive, to those projects that did not entail a 

political agenda. Examples of these projects may include working with K-12 partners 

doing things such as teaching a group of fourth graders the value of our democratic 

principles. The instructor was responsible for designing the projects. Some instructors 

chose to provide students with a menu of options. Other instructors required one project 

for the entire class, completely removing options from the students. An additional 

limitation of this research project involves the lack of consistency in measuring the 

impact that different projects may have on progress, persistence, and momentum rates.  

The non-equivalent group design posed challenges as it related to the nature and 

size of the samples. Coupled with this statistical challenge was the use of the Voluntary 

Framework of Accountability as the model to monitor student progress over time, which 

resulted in a reduction of the sample as it did not meet the criteria of first-time college 

students. In addition, since the data was aggregate and ex post facto in nature, the reasons 

for student assignment or selection in the differing sections were not accessible. Although 

the hybrid model allowed the researcher to gain immediate access to a sample group, 

questions still remain regarding the strengths and weaknesses of the model versus the 

influence of the service-learning project. 



20 
 

Additionally, there may have been contamination of the total sample by in-class 

discussions of the treatment group’s experiences in their projects. Given that this data 

was collected in an aggregate format, there is no method to control for this potential 

element. 

Summary 

This analysis examined four key areas: First, is there a relationship between those 

students completing service learning and higher levels of persistence and progress versus 

those who do not? And, if a relationship does exist, is it a strong or weak relationship? 

Secondly, can we generalize the sample relationship to the population? Next, how do 

these rates of persistence and progress hold up over a two-year period? And, finally, do 

other demographic variables play comparable roles to service learning in the abilities of 

students to persist and progress? 

The demand for accountability from politicians and the public is creating an 

urgent need for educators to provide these answers. Educators are accountable for 

methods to increase student success. As a result, this is an opportune time to explore best 

practices related to various teaching strategies with diligence to determine the ability that 

these approaches have in delivering future graduates. The answers need to be data driven. 

This research model is designed to contribute some answers to that demand.  

There are a number of universities and community colleges moving in the 

direction of including service learning as a general education requirement of all students. 

This requirement potentially has policy implications at the institutional level. What 

appears to be missing in the current research is the impact of service learning courses on 

particular outcomes at the community college level. It is imperative that community 
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colleges move from relying on a “culture of anecdote” to a “culture of evidence” (Bailey 

& Alfonso, 2005, p. 6). 

 



 
 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

“I believe that education, therefore, is a process of living and not a 
preparation for future living.” (Dewey, 1897, p.78) 

 

 American philosopher Dewey (1897) took a practical approach as he related his 

theory of learning and knowledge. Dewey strongly believed in the value of experience 

through the use of projects. He described specific criteria for a project that would 

instigate learning. The project needed to be worthwhile and generate interest and 

curiosity. The project needed to involve a problem that covered a considerable time span 

while creating a thirst for information. Finally, the project needed to demand inquiry and 

reflection. Dewey’s theory on education explained that learning is active; therefore, it 

lives in the present. 

 Dewey’s theory of project-based learning resonates with the empirical element 

and essential tenets of service learning. As Merton (1945) observed, “By providing a 

rationale, the theory introduces a ground for prediction which is more secure than mere 

empirical extrapolation from previously observed trends” (p. 471). If Dewey’s rationale 

is accurate, then service learning may act as a predictor in student success. The current 

emphasis on higher education is related to accountability measures, especially persistence 

and degree completion, two measures based on tangible results, which align with 

Dewey’s concept of academic formalism (Dewey, 1897). What is missing in this 
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equation, according to Dewey, are feelings, thoughts, and action. It can be posited that 

service learning may act as a balancing act between these two elements of Dewey’s 

formula. 

 Dewey (1897) expressed the notion that school and community were linked on a 

variety of levels. This same notion is embedded in service learning as well as the mission 

of the community college. Dewey wrote regarding the value in the organization of the 

school as a form of “community life” (Dewey, 1897, p. 78). He envisioned that the 

school itself would be made a genuine form of active community life instead of a place 

set apart in which to learn lessons. Accordingly, he saw education as a process of living 

that occurred in the present, not as preparation for future living (Dewey, 1897). Dewey 

consistently emphasized the value in learning based on the present in accordance with his 

Pedagogic Creed (Dewey, 1897). In order to effectively achieve this aspiration, students 

must have the opportunity to think and gain experience in real-life settings. Dewey 

lamented that educators were losing ground when they eliminated the value of experience 

from the educational process (Dewey, 1897, Article II-What the School Is).  

 Dewey (1897) described that in every experience there lies a social aspect. Dewey 

defined social as containing contact and communication. Embedded in every interaction 

is the possibility that one’s curiosity may become aroused. Accordingly, Dewey 

suggested that this atmosphere may act as a catalyst that can carry a person over the down 

times in the future. In addition, there is a ripple effect as education involves the 

conditions of the community, not only physically, but economically. Dewey explained 

that it is not enough just to “prepare” a student for life by the transference of the concrete 
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skills; rather, education involves the holistic approach of experiences that attract a deeper 

level of learning (Dewey, 1897).  

 Following Dewey’s lead, Boyer, former president of The Carnegie Foundation for 

the Advancement of Teaching, called out for a much broader approach as it related to all 

levels of education. Boyer’s holistic approach included a claim that research alone may 

be limiting. Boyer believed there should be an integration of multiple aspects of 

scholarship, including service and application. Consequently, all shareholders—teachers, 

administrators, and students—benefit from this scholarship. During the discovery phase, 

when research provides information, this knowledge can be applied to real-life problems. 

This meeting of the theory and practice potentially leads to enlightenment and 

empowerment. “What is needed [in American higher education],” Boyer wrote, “is not 

just more programs, but a larger purpose, a larger sense of mission, a larger clarity of 

direction” (Boyer, 1996, p. 20). 

When reflecting on the larger mission, service learning is often described as a 

conduit between active learning and meeting the needs of community. As Giles and Eyler 

(1994) pointed out, there was a 25-year stretch beginning in 1967 when the term “service 

learning” was adopted (p. 78). During that time period, The National and Community 

Service Acts of 1990 and 1993 assisted in finding a workable definition of service 

learning. Using the vision of Dewey and Boyer, the following definition captures the 

essence of service learning: 

Service-learning is both a program and a philosophy of education. As a program 

type, service learning includes myriad ways that students can perform meaningful 

service to their communities and to society while engaging is some form of 
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reflection or study that is related to the service. As a philosophy of education, 

service-learning reflects the belief that education must be linked to social 

responsibility and the most effective learning is active and connected to 

experience in some meaningful way. (Giles, Honnet, & Migliore, 1991) 

This form of engagement potentially provides the learner, through this intentional 

process, with a sense of value of being part of a bigger whole, that being the community. 

It is in this spirit that this research begins to address the need for data in order to guide 

future programming.  

 A number of researchers (Markus, Howard & King, 1993; Berson, 1997; Astin & 

Sax, 1998; Fredericksen, 2000; Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008; and 

Prentice & Robinson, 2010) disclosed a weak link between service learning and student 

learning. The problem lies in the inability to directly associate it to academic growth. 

Several studies (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; Ward, 2000; Flores, 2001; 

Haines, 2002;Braxton, Jones, Hirschy, & Hartley, 2008; and Nigro & Farnsworth, 2009) 

support personal growth of the student as a result of the service learning experience but 

less as it relates to intellectual outcomes. In general, there is a significant body of 

research that shows a small but positive effect of service learning on such outcomes as 

interpersonal skills, reduced stereotyping, and social responsibility. There is a lack of 

longitudinal studies linking the academic benefits that service learning provides in later 

civic involvement. Unfortunately, few studies have focused on the cognitive growth and 

development that result in service learning endeavors.  

Attempts have been made to establish the value of service learning. In 2009, 

Campus Compact conducted their annual survey of its 1,198 member colleges and asked 
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the following question: “Which learning outcomes addressed in the project could be 

found in your institution’s strategic plan that faculty, employers, and community leaders 

say are critical for personal, social, career and professional success in this century and 

this global environment?” Of the 731 responses, “civic knowledge and engagement were 

found in strategic plans of 81% of institutions surveyed, second only to critical thinking 

(90%)” (Campus Compact, 2009, p. 10).  

When using grades as a measure, the evidence of the influence of service-learning 

projects is mixed: Findings by Astin and Sax (1998), Berson (1997), Fredericksen (2000), 

and Prentice and Robinson (2010) show that there is an impact on problem analysis, 

identifying what the problem is and possible solutions, and gathering information to 

support arguments, critical thinking, cognitive moral development, and creation of 

strategies for community action. Additionally, similar concerns were raised in other 

dissertations from the Learn and Serve Clearinghouse which examined 144 dissertations 

and theses from the years of 2004-2006 (Smith, Liberty and Heather J. Martin, Eds., 

2007). Specifically, the findings indicated a need for additional quantitative research. 

Overview 

 Active learning that comes from student engagement in the classroom has been 

shown to be important in students’ survival and growth in college. The classroom 

becomes a key element in connection with service learning. Service learning in 

community enables students to risk broadening their social abilities in a safety net sort of 

way. This extended classroom project can actively encourage the student to gain insights 

into their outside experiences and assimilate those through discussion with peers and 

faculty in the safe confines of their classroom community. Faculty guides the students as 
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they experience this engagement with the support of one another (Kuh, Kenzie, Buckley, 

Bridges, & Hayek, 2006). Through spirited participation, students acquire dynamic 

relationships with a wide array of individuals at the institution. Ultimately, this 

interaction acts as a foundation that students build on in their quest to becoming active 

learners. This engagement encourages students to take charge of their learning, and this 

tends to result in more actively involved students and community members (Simonet, 

2008).  

 Service learning acts as a conduit to inspire collaborative learning through 

classroom experiences, enabling the students to connect to class concepts with real-life 

experiences. This type of academic integration is embedded in a function of social 

integration. Additionally, “Support for social integration as a predictor of persistence is 

more robust than for academic integration, suggesting that increasing social integration 

leads to greater institutional commitment, and thus greater likelihood of persistence to 

graduation” (Kuh et al., 2006, p. 12). Ideally, research suggests a teaching approach 

comprised of three powerful predictors of student commitment demonstrated by active 

learners: classroom experiences, faculty-student interaction, and intellectual growth 

experiences. Student commitment is a powerful predictor of student retention (Strauss & 

Volkwein, 2004). An observable benefit of active learners is the eventual awareness of 

their academic competence. Simonet (2008) addressed the notion that added competence 

encourages deeper conversations with faculty and staff as noted in two independent 

studies by Keup and Wolff & Tinney in 2005 (as cited in Simonet, 2008, p.6). 

 For the purpose of this study, the researcher focused on models presented by 

Tinto (1997), Kuh (2006), Eyler (1999), Astin (1999), and Pascarella and Terenzini 
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(1979). Their prior research led to the development of the rationale used in the 

progression of this study. This body of research at the university level provides a point of 

comparison for community college studies.  

Tinto 

 Despite all the research done in student retention, institutions are not transitioning 

in using research findings to formulate best practices resulting in changed rates of 

persistence (Tinto & Pusser, 2006). Unfortunately, these best practices are not 

consistently finding a way into the classroom setting, thereby resulting in dismal success 

rates (Tinto, 2011). A 2006 report by Tinto and Pusser shows that the two-year success 

rates indicate that only 1 in 10 community college students earn a four-year degree versus 

the university entrance rate of 6 in 10 who earn a bachelor’s degree within a six-year 

period. Findings by Tinto and Pusser indicate that in the past 25 years the rates of college 

completion in the United States have not reflected any significant marked change.  

Tinto and Pusser (2006) addressed this lack of student persistence by sorting out 

five areas for educators to focus on: commitment, expectations, support, feedback, and 

involvement. The academic involvement variable is the target of this research. 

Involvement is two pronged, academic and social. A number of researchers have 

concluded that the more students are involved academically and socially the higher the 

chances are that they will persist and graduate. This involvement has more significance 

when it occurs during the first year of college (Tinto & Pusser, 2006). 

 The classroom is the single most important place to assist students, especially 

community college students, with integrating into the college environment. The 

classroom provides the place for learning, which is ultimately tied to student success 
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(Tinto & Pusser, 2006). Often, the classroom is the students’ first physical place where 

relationships are established with their peers as well as faculty. These relationships are 

the beginning process of the social system that is linked with sustained persistence. 

Intentional programs encouraging faculty-student relationships result in varying effects 

on students. New students tend to grow in confidence academically whereas second-year 

students gain in GPA and overall satisfaction with the institution (Kuh et al., 2006).  

 First-generation students initially resisted getting involved in extracurricular 

activities. However, once engaged, the students benefited from improved social capital 

Stolle defines social capital as a “societal resource that links citizens to each other and 

enables them to pursue their common objectives more effectively” (as cited in Padgett, 

2011, p. 31). The gain in social capital resulted in an expansion in students’ skills such as 

their ability to think critically. Classroom exposure to other college students may have 

resulted in modeling and influenced first-generation college students’ individual desires 

to achieve academic success (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). The 

results illustrated that first-generation college students who actively participated in 

activities both inside and outside the classroom reflected added growth as the students 

persisted, particularly showing gains in their second and third year of college outcomes. 

Factors such as hours of study and the impact on critical thinking were evident in 

improved writing skills. As previously discussed, “One clear implication of these 

findings is the need for more sharply focused and sustained efforts and campus and 

public policies designed to increase first generation students’ involvement in the 

academic and nonacademic systems of the institutions they attend” (Pascarella et al., 

2004, p. 279).  
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 Tinto’s focus includes the role that institutions play in supporting student 

integration. “Generally speaking, the greater students’ involvement in the life of the 

college, especially its academic life, the greater their acquisition of knowledge and 

development of skills. This is particularly true of student contact with faculty” (Tinto, 

1997, p. 600). Of particular interest, Tinto (1997) found that involvement in a 

collaborative or shared learning group encouraged students to interact with each other, 

thereby building a quasi-support network. Students were helped to more fully engage 

with the social aspect of their college. To some degree, participating in a service learning 

course potentially increases the likelihood of this type of environment. 

Kuh  

 In 2005, Kuh and colleagues examined The Community College Survey of 

Student Engagement, which listed risk factors that threaten persistence and graduation 

from college. According to the survey, students with two or more of these risk factors are 

more likely to drop out as compared to their peers: 

• being academically underprepared for college-level work; 

• not entering college directly after high school; 

• attending college part-time; 

• being a single parent; 

• being financially independent (i.e., students who rely on their own income or 

savings and whose parents are not the source of income for meeting college 

costs); 

• caring for children at home; 

• working more than 30 hours per week; and 

• being a first-generation college student (Kuh et al., 2006, p. 27). 



31 
 

 Kuh et al. (2006) observed that community college students are 3 to 4 times more 

likely to have 4 or more of these risk factors. In line with their open door policy, 

community colleges typically attract students with a wide variety of backgrounds. This 

diverse population of community college students is an area of interest. Combined with 

this assorted mix of students there appears to be an association between exposure to 

diversity and persistence rates.  

 Specifically noted, first-generation college students are a growing significant, 

diverse populace in community colleges. Generally speaking, students who come from 

these backgrounds tend to be less well off financially, and their high school history 

reflects lower levels of engagement (Pike & Kuh, 2005). Demographically, first-

generation students are more likely female, disproportionately minority, are older, have 

lower income, are married, and have dependents. These students are less likely to 

graduate or transfer to four-year institutions (Kuh et al., 2006).  

 Pike and Kuh (2005) determined that first-generation college students may be less 

involved as a result of their lack of knowledge of the importance of engagement. 

Consequently, these students do not know how to become engaged. Hence, they have 

fewer experiences with related activities offered on campus as well as less access to 

positive role models. They tend to work additional hours outside of school which may 

lead to their inability to get involved with on campus activities. All of these factors 

impact students’ abilities to integrate in the college environment.  

 In addition, this group tends to be less likely to foster relationships with faculty 

and other students, and they do not view faculty as being concerned with their well-being. 

Furthermore, there appears to be a heightened focus on the power of the classroom as it 
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relates to students who commute and attend part-time. Kuh et al. (2006) noted that active 

and collaborative learning can encourage additional behaviors that lead to integration by 

the student and ultimately may result in a pattern of persistence. An offshoot of active 

learning is an enhanced relationship between students and faculty members through this 

cooperative effort between faculty members and class peers (as cited in Braxton, Milem, 

& Sullivan, 2000).  

 Moreover, further findings somewhat suggest that intentional strategies aimed at 

promoting student engagement may be more effective with those students who are at 

most risk of leaving college early (Kuh et al., 2006). The classroom is the one stable 

arena where these students engage with other students as well as faculty. Therefore, it 

makes sense to create communities within these settings to enable the classroom to house 

an atmosphere that promotes the culture of the institution and interactive classroom 

experiences (Kuh et al., 2008). Thus, this may be beneficial for community colleges 

given the demographic makeup of the student body. Joined with higher rates of retention, 

there is a heightened level of participation in community service, increased levels of civic 

engagement, and an overall increase in the satisfaction with the experience of college 

(Umbach & Kuh, 2006).  

 The intentionality of creating the kind of atmosphere is supported by the gap 

between reported expectations and actual behavior. A majority of incoming college 

students reported positively their expected involvement in activities once at college, 

however, the reality is that almost one third do not participate. In addition, approximately 

40 to 50% of first-year students have never used career planning, financial advising, or 
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tutoring. Alarmingly, more than one half say that they will have little contact with their 

instructors outside of the classroom, and this holds true (Kuh, 2007).  

 While addressing persistence and engagement, grades play an integral role in 

these measures. Researchers Kuh et al. (2006) offered a compelling argument for this 

view:  

Engagement and grades go hand in hand. . . . In fact, GPA is positively related to 

all the effective educational practices measured by National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE) and nearly all those represented on the Community College 

Survey Student Engagement. (p. 76) 

When considering the risk factors students face, the best practices framework serves as a 

catalyst to establish intentionality not only in the classroom but also in the institution. 

These practices can influence behaviors and outcome results of students. Specific 

teaching practices and programming interventions such as service learning, first-year 

seminar experiences, and learning communities have shown a positive impact on 

persistence and grades (Kuh et al., 2008). Additionally, these findings transcend 

divergent racial and ethnic backgrounds. Establishing this type of engagement of students 

needs to be deliberate by the institution. Kuh et al. (2008) indicated that these positive 

results are particularly evident among students who have lower ability.  

Eyler  

 Eyler and Giles’ 1999 study reported on two research projects, done by others, 

which examined the type of service-learning project assigned to students. The study 

showed that well-designed projects do result in meeting the stated learning outcomes. 

There was a notable difference in student response when they were involved with 
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projects that contained these specific elements: “personal and interpersonal development; 

understanding and applying knowledge; engagement, curiosity, and reflective practice; 

critical thinking; perspective transformation; and citizenship” (as cited in Eyler & Giles 

2001, p. 256). 

Eyler (2000) addressed how service learning impacts student learning in general, 

noting that gaps remain in what we know regarding the value of service learning and how 

it may improve overall learning, knowledge, cognitive development, problem-solving 

skills, and the transfer of learning. In order to create instructional processes to advance 

these goals, an understanding of the results and what they do or do not mean must be 

understood. The effect of service learning on cognitive outcomes as well as defining the 

learning outcomes needs to be considered. The data available is mixed, and there is a lack 

of replication as well as measureable information on the program characteristics. Detailed 

measurements and data are severely lacking and unconvincing.  

Astin  

 Astin (1999) described the term involvement as it relates to students. Students 

who are involved in their academic progress reflect traits such as spending time on 

campus, meeting and talking with faculty members, participating in student clubs, and 

studying regularly. In contrast, students who are not involved tend to behave oppositely 

by not interacting with faculty, not spending time on campus, and not living up to the 

academic expectations. This notion of involvement is integral since those who are 

involved tend to invest psychological energy. Astin focused on the action of involvement, 

what the person does, as he examined verb forms such as attach, commit, devote, engage, 

incline, join, participate, plunge, tackle, and so forth.  
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 Astin discussed involvement as it relates to student success. The more the student 

is involved in the learning process, the higher the likelihood that the student will learn 

and develop. The most powerful forms of involvement are associated with academic 

involvement, interaction with peers, and interaction with faculty (Astin, Sax, & Avalos, 

1999). In order for any program to be effective, it must have the capacity to increase 

student involvement (Astin, 1999). Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement acts as a 

conduit with the other theories, namely subject matter, resources, and individualization of 

approach to transfer students from passive learners to active learners. The theory 

modifies the emphasis from the action of the educator and positions it on the engagement 

of the student. As a result, the examinations rest on the involvement that students are 

taking with their own learning. Astin reflected on the additional challenges that 

community colleges face: 

The negative effects of attending a community college are observed even after the 

variables of entering student characteristics and lack of residence and work are 

considered. Community colleges are places where the involvement of both faculty 

and students seems to be minimal. Most (if not all) students are commuters, and a 

large proportion attend college on a part-time basis (thus, they presumably 

manifest less involvement simply because of their part-time status). (Astin, 1999, 

p. 524) 

Included within the framework of Astin’s theory (1999) is the premise that all 

academic and nonacademic institutional practices should be examined in relationship to 

how they increase or decrease student involvement. In addition, using service learning as 

a focal point, Astin et al. (1999) reported that service participation during the 
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undergraduate years showed a significant positive effect on the students’ desire to gain 

advanced degrees. The service participation also resulted in students becoming more 

empowered and more committed to education (Astin et al., 1999). 

Pascarella and Terenzini  

 Using Spady and Tinto’s Conceptual Models of College Dropout as a guide, 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1979) addressed the following concerns regarding impact on 

persistence: Once a student is on campus, can academic and social interactions overcome 

the lack of pre-college attributes that are not reflective of potential success? In addition, 

can a strong connection academically override a lesser association within the social 

sphere or vice versa?  

 Pascarella and Terenzini’s subsequent findings indicated that although these 

incoming characteristics are relevant, there are other variables to consider. For these 

freshmen that are not as academically prepared, it is important to consider the 

institutional characteristics such as policies and programs that influence the relationships, 

specifically the relationship with faculty.  

 Pascarella and Terenzini’s work indicated that to generalize is problematic; one 

must consider the impact of the institutional programming on student retention by each 

individual. Generally, it depends on the students’ involvement in the various activities on 

a social and academic level. Of particular interest, the faculty-student relationship can 

have the potential to act as a counterweight in filling the void on a social or academic 

sphere (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1979). 

 The Pascarella General Causal Model, developed in 1985, speaks to five elements 

that impact student learning: structural characteristics of institutions, student background 
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information prior to college, interactions with faculty and peers, institutional environment 

such as safety and tolerance, and the quality of the student effort (Strauss & Volkwein, 

2004). Using Tinto’s model, first introduced in 1975, which focused on academic and 

social integration, Pascarella targeted freshmen who persisted with those who chose to 

drop out of college. The outcome indicated that the value of student-faculty interaction 

was consistent with Tinto’s findings. Therefore, the value of this interaction should not 

be underestimated. The findings addressed faculty-student interaction on two dimensions, 

formal and informal teaching roles. Overall, this relationship plays a significant role in a 

freshman’s decision to remain in school or to withdraw (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980). 

 Significant portions of the student body at community colleges are first-

generation students. These students are identified as such based on neither parent having 

more than a high school diploma. Inherent in this status, as reflected through the research 

of Pascarella et al. (2004), are a number of risk factors. The observations pointed out that 

when compared to their classmates these students are described as follows: 

[They completed] fewer first-year credit hours, took fewer humanities and fine 

arts courses, studied fewer hours, and worked more hours per week, were less 

likely to perceive faculty were concerned about students and teaching, and made 

smaller first-year gains on a standardized measure of reading comprehension. 

(Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 251) 

It appears certain that this observation is addressing internal and external variables.  

 The framework of researchers Pascarella, Chickering, Astin, and Terenzini all 

support the use of students’ academic and nonacademic experiences. In addition, the 

other factors to consider are the pre-college students’ characteristics along with the 
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organizational structure of the institution. These mainstays are important when trying to 

understand the impact that college has on entering students (Pascarella et al., 2004). 

Delving deeper into the characteristics of first-generation students, it is apparent that they 

tend to enroll part-time, have work responsibilities, and live off campus. As Pascarella et 

al. (2004) pointed out, there are characteristics that result in lower self-selection of 

institutional type and lesser involvement with their peers both inside and outside the 

established setting. Especially at the community college level, where there is a lack of 

these types of interactions, this can be particularly difficult on the student population. 

Ultimately, it may result in students’ loss in both their intellectual and personal 

development as they progress through college. Overall, it appears that these students have 

less knowledge regarding choices that would benefit them in their college experience. 

 What appears is that persistence models are not one size fits all. There is a 

significant difference between the university settings as compared to community college 

settings. The Tinto Model of College Withdrawal, as indicated in Figure 1, stresses the 

importance of the students’ integration on both the academic sphere and the social sphere. 

The stronger that students integrate within these two areas, the higher the likelihood of 

their success.  
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Figure 1. Model Depicting Importance of Academic and Social Systems in Student 
Persistence Decisions 
The model depicts the importance of both the academic system and social system as it relates to students’ 
persistence decisions. Adapted from V. Tinto’s (1975) “Theoretical Model of College Withdrawal from an 
Academic and Social Integration Perspective” (as cited in “A Test and Reconceptualization of a Theoretical 
Model of College Withdrawal in a Commuter Institution Setting,” by E. T. Pascarella, P. B. Duby, & B. K. 
Iverson, Sociology of Education, 56, p. 89.  

 
 

More Recent Research  

 In addition, more recent research is suggesting similar outcomes. The use of 

intentional formal on-campus associations of a social nature is resulting in positive grade 

outcomes, school satisfaction, and persistence through the junior year (Porchea, Allen, 

Robbins, & Phelps, 2010). Porchea et al. (2010) addressed the attention given to previous 

academic preparation as compared to other psychosocial factors. Recent findings suggest 

factors that include social support, self-esteem, as well as social intelligence have an 

impact on persistence. In addition, extracurricular involvement was one of the strongest 

predictors of transfer readiness. 
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 A quantitative study sponsored by the American Association of Community 

Colleges from spring 2010 through fall 2011 assessed attrition factors affecting 

community college students. A survey was administered that contained specific questions 

concerning students’ feelings on five factors connected with retention and persistence. In 

addition, questions specifically addressed students’ commitments to obtaining their 

educational goals and their levels of confidence in being successful in the academic 

environment. Two groups of students were surveyed, those students who participated in a 

comparison set of service learning courses and those who did not have that component 

(Prentice, Robinson, & Patton, 2012).  

 Ultimately, the goal of the AACC was to compare the retention and persistence 

rates of the two groups. If the service-learning students were found to possess higher 

rates of retention and persistence that would indicate the role that service learning plays 

on students’ decisions to stay in school. Unfortunately, the study was cut short due to 

funding issues.  

 Demographically, the study reflected that those in service learning tended to be 

male between the ages of 24 and 34, and they had fewer retention risk factors. The non-

service learner group was more likely to be freshmen.  

 Furthermore, the AACC (2012) conducted six focus groups from six different 

community colleges with a total of 27 participants. Students were asked to purposely 

discuss the role that service learning may or may not have played in their willingness to 

stay in college. Students expressed the relevancy of the projects not only academically 

but also in life. The hands-on component filled a void that traditional lectures did not, and 

the experience added to their overall confidence.  
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Both the focus groups and the surveys indicated that service learning is related to 

retention factors. It should be noted that the self-selectors appeared to have less of the 

attrition risk factors as compared to those not selecting into classes offering service 

learning. At the very least, this study indicated the increased confidence and 

determination to graduate being influenced by their service learning experience (Prentice 

et al., 2012).  

A study conducted by Strauss and Volkwein (2004) targeted predictors of student 

commitment at both two and four-year colleges. Using a combination of the Cabrera and 

the Pascarella models, the researchers found that in two-year institutions the focus should 

be geared toward the improvement of each student’s integration, involvement, and 

commitment. Of particular interest is the classroom experience, faculty interaction, and 

the students’ intellectual growth. These factors are vitally important as they relate to 

student persistence and commitment (Strauss & Volkwein, 2004). Furthermore, the 

results reflect that programs that involve active learning may be “especially fruitful” 

(Strauss & Volkwein, 2004, p. 221).  

Active learning embeds engaged learning. Barnett (2011) argued, “faculty 

validation that best predicted a sense of integration, caring instruction was most 

important, although mentoring, students known and valued, and appreciation for diversity 

were also significant predictors” (Barnett, 2011, p. 215). Boggs and Kurashige (2012) 

outlined several best practices that embrace an environment where validation is most 

likely to occur. They argued that an emphasis should be placed on establishing 

community-based, person-centered models of education. Learning ideally should be 
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incorporated into work, recreation, and community service. It should involve the 

exposure and development of real problem-solving skills.  

Moreover, the literature review led the researcher to a select group of reports that 

reflected variables and populations of interest. Within these findings (Table 1) are further 

indications of the impact service learning has on academic success and persistence rates. 

Furthermore, higher success rates were evident for students of color and those students 

with lower abilities.  

Table 1. Selected Research Related to Academic Progress of Students Who Participated in 

Service-learning Projects 

RESEARCHER SAMPLE GROUPS PURPOSE FINDINGS 
Astin & Sax, 
1998 

Students from 42 
institutions using five 
student cohorts across 
the country  
(n=3,450) 

Measuring 35 student 
outcomes where service 
learning was the 
independent variable 

All 35 outcomes (GPA, 
retention, degree completion) 
were influenced favorably by 
service learning 

Astin, 
Vogelgesang, 
Ikeda, & Yee, 
2000 

Students from a 
sampling of colleges and 
universities across the 
country from 1994-1998 
(n=22,236) 

Looking at the 
comparative effects of 
service learning on 
cognitive and affective 
development of college 
undergraduates 

Significant positive effects on 
all seven outcome measures: 
academic performance, values, 
self-efficacy, leadership, choice 
of service career, and plans to 
participate after college  

Berson, 1997 Community college 
students enrolled in six 
paired courses using 
control group and 
treatment group (n=286) 

Investigating effects of 
service learning 
experience on student 
success 

Participation in service learning 
resulted in higher final course 
grades, and overall course 
satisfaction 

Braxton, Jones, 
Hirschy, & 
Hartley, 2008 

First-time, full-time, 
first-year students in 
eight residential and 
religiously affiliated 
colleges and universities    
(n=408)  

Examining impact of 
active learning on 
students’ social inte-
gration and view of 
institutions’ commit-
ments to welfare of 
students 

Faculty use of active learning 
plays a significant role in 
retention as a result of students’ 
changed perceptions, which 
impacts their social integration  

Flores, 2001 Diverse group of 
students attending an 
urban community 
college  
 

Attempting to determine 
if service learning was a 
conduit to facilitate 
cooperation among 
different racial and ethnic 
groups 

Service learning did facilitate a 
more active role for students in 
their studies and community  

Fredericksen, 
2000 

Students involved in 
service-learning projects 
through their American 
government university 
class 
(n=699) 

Looking at outcome 
measures (grades on 
exams and quizzes and 
final grade) from 
instructor perspective 
over three semesters 

Females and lower-income 
students had higher levels of 
participation; those students 
who did participate reflected 
positive academic performance  
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RESEARCHER SAMPLE GROUPS PURPOSE FINDINGS 
Haines, 2002 Community college 

students enrolled in 
English class; one 
offered service learning, 
the other did not             
(n=35) 

Examining student 
attitudes toward 
community service and 
civic involvement  

Significant difference between 
groups; those not enrolled in 
service learning had participated 
in more prior community 
service and were more likely to 
have voted  

Kuh, Cruce, 
Shoup, Kinzie, & 
Gonyea, 2008 

18 baccalaureate-
granting colleges and 
universities that 
administered NSSE 
between 2000 and 2003 
(n=6,193) 

Measuring link between 
engagement and 
academic achievement 
and persistence  

Student engagement in 
educationally purposeful 
activities is positively related to 
academic outcomes as 
represented by grades and 
persistence between first and 
second year of college; results 
are even greater for lower 
ability students and students of 
color 

Markus, Howard, 
& King, 1993 

University of Michigan 
undergraduates enrolled 
in political science class 
(n=150) 

Measuring learning 
outcomes such as grades 
and awareness of societal 
problems 

Significant effect on personal 
values; academic learning was 
significantly enhanced as 
evidenced by higher grades, 
more likely affirmed they 
learned to apply principles 

Nigro & 
Farnsworth, 2009 

Undergraduate and 
graduate students from 
northern New England 
colleges and universities 
who were involved in 
various levels of service 
learning 
(n=401) 

Measuring views of how 
service learning affected 
their overall academic 
experience (i.e., 
retention, academic 
challenge, community 
and academic 
engagement) 

Students who engaged in 
medium to high levels of service 
learning scored higher on the 
four scales; results did show that 
the prediction of service 
learning’s effect on retention 
was reduced when mediating 
variables of academic challenge 
and engagement were added 

Piket-May & 
Avery, 2001  

University engineering 
students enrolled in a 
first-year project course 
(n=3200) 

Exploring specific trends 
related to retention rates; 
goal of increasing 
retention rates among 
engineering students 

Increase of 2.33% from Year 1 
to Year 2 by those who took a 
specific class using service 
learning 

Prentice & 
Robinson, 2010 

Surveyed both students 
and faculty at 10 
community colleges 
located in large urban 
population settings over 
a two-year time period  
(n=2385) 

Investigating of the 
relationship between 
participation in service-
learning projects and 
academic learning 

Service learning students scored 
statistically higher in five out of 
six learning outcome areas. All 
faculty agreed that service 
learning influenced the students 
to stay in college 

Ward, 2000 Community college 
faculty members (n=49) 

 

Measuring of faculty 
perceptions of the value 
of service learning 
pedagogy  

Students reportedly achieved 
more depth and better 
understanding of course content; 
more active in classroom  

 
 

The current research indicates that students who pass 80% of their initial credit 

hours attempted in the first semester, regardless of part-time or full-time status, are able 
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to build momentum. This momentum can prompt the students toward persistence in their 

second semester. When factoring age into the equation, older students have a higher 

success rate of reaching the 80% threshold than younger students (Jobs for the Future, 

2012).  

Summary  

 Dewey’s model of education is the underpinning of this research. The practicality 

of learning described through the use of a project-based approach is encompassed in the 

service learning pedagogy. Dewey described learning from a holistic viewpoint involving 

feeling, thought, and action. Dewey suggested that this appears to be captured through the 

collaboration of the school and community. Through this link, students become 

integrated in their academic and social endeavors.  

The literature review addressed the power of engagement. This seems to have 

positive effects on students as they continue to progress through their academic career. 

The power of the learning environment must not be underestimated. Hence, service 

learning became a strategy and a philosophy of education that appeared to bridge the 

academic and social aspects moving forward. Building on this model, Tinto addressed the 

value of this integration occurring in the first year. This potentially resulted in enhanced 

relationships with faculty, students, and the institution increasing social engagement.  

 On multiple levels, the researchers examined the action of involvement. Through 

the practice of service learning, this action may be enhanced. Service learning is a 

pedagogy that encourages this level of integration from an institutional, faculty, peer, and 

community perspective. The literature review spotlighted the importance of faculty 
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through the classroom environment. The classroom assists in student integration, and this 

type of learning leads to a pattern of persistence.  

   



 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

  

 The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between service 

learning participation and academic progress, persistence, and momentum over a two-

year time frame. The Voluntary Framework of Accountability (VFA) was used as the 

basis in this study that examined students who were enrolled in an American Government 

class in a rural Midwest community college. Upon entering this gatekeeper course, the 

students decided on what option they would pursue. The students either chose to 

participate in the service learning, or they did not. This chapter discusses the 

methodology, instrumentation, research design, and statistical analysis used in the study. 

Voluntary Framework of Accountability Benchmarking Tool 

 The variables of interest in this study relate to student progress identified as 

earning a grade of C or higher. Next, student persistence rates indicated by subsequent 

semester enrollment along with momentum markers were examined. Momentum was 

measured by credit hours completed following year two, based on student status of full 

time or part time. Lastly, completion or transfer rates are examined between the two 

groups of students. In addition to following progress rates of both groups, the researcher 

chose to adopt the Voluntary Framework Benchmarking Tool as a method of tracking 

longitudinal progress throughout a two-year window. The uniqueness of this design is 

contained in the following:  
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As the first and only national accountability framework designed by community 

colleges for community colleges, the VFA (Voluntary Framework of 

Accountability) stands to provide our institutions with a fundamentally improved 

ability to assess their performance, identify areas for improvement, and clearly 

demonstrate their commitment to their academic mission (American Association 

of Community Colleges, 2012, p. 5). 

The diverse background of community college students warrants a different 

approach to measuring success. The four-year university model is not appropriate to use 

among this population. Therefore, the VFA adopted two-year and a six-year tracking 

models which allow for the inclusion of part-time students, degree-seeking students, 

transfer students, and workforce development students. Both models address the distinct 

make-up of community college students and view student behavior as the insight into 

student intent. Behaviors are defined as course load; therefore, these patterns are used in 

the analysis of the collected data. Community college students are much more likely to 

attend college part-time, resulting in an extended period to degree attainment. While 

looking at performance, the model must allow for these varying factors.  

 The VFA takes into account the lack of data available at the community college 

level. This void results in an inability to tailor practices that may potentially impact 

student-learning outcomes. The use of this tool is an attempt at measuring student 

progress. Progress includes “intermediate progress of student success (also known as 

milestones, momentum points, success indicators, and progress points”) (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2012, p. 44).  
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 Within this vein of progress, it is important to note that overall success rates are 

influenced by semester-to-semester persistence and first academic year to second 

academic year progress. Another important indicator is credit accumulation; the more 

credits earned, the higher the success of the student (Jobs for the Future, 2012). The 

Cross-State Data Work Group, from Achieving the Dream’s state policy teams, identified 

a threshold of 24 credits in the first year and 42 credits completed by year two as 

significant (Jobs for the Future, 2012).  

 Additionally, the Cross-State Data Work Group examined what is referred to as 

gatekeeper courses as indication of future success. A gatekeeper course at the community 

college level is defined as “the first or lowest-level college course students take in a 

subject matter . . .” (College Board Advocacy and Policy Center, 2013, p. 1). Gatekeeper 

courses at the university level result in higher failure rates. Research suggests that lofty 

expectations of the faculty member coupled with material that is presented beyond the 

students’ abilities sets up the high rate of failure (Eagan & Jaeger, 2008).  

 Additional measures of student success are indicated by the following first- 

through third-year student performance benchmarks (Jobs for the Future, 2012).  

First-year student performance benchmarks include the following:  

• persisted fall to spring; 

• passed 80% or more of attempted credit hours; and 

• earned 24 or more credit hours 

 

Second-year and third-year student performance benchmarks are as follows: 

• persisted fall to fall; 

• passed developmental math sequence by year two; 

• passed gatekeeper English or higher by year three; 
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• passed gatekeeper math or higher by year three; and  

• achieved the two-year hour milestone (Jobs for the Future, 2012, p. 11). 

 

Overview of Research Design 

Although this study was a qualitative study that looked at the successful 

completion of the individual class as well as next semester enrollment and ensuing 

progress over a two-year period, it was not a self-report. Eyler (2002) suggested moving 

away from a self-report of learning; it is a weak measure from the standpoint that it 

attempts to connect satisfaction with learning. The key is that educators need students to 

be able to show us what they learned versus telling us. 

Research Hypothesis 

 This study involved the collection of ex post facto data from student records over 

a two-year period, using three cohorts that began their first-time enrollment at the college 

during three consecutive fall enrollment time periods. The following addresses the 

questions to be investigated: 

 Null hypothesis. Students who participate in service learning reflect similar rates 

of progress, persistence, and momentum when compared to students who do not 

participate. 

 Directional hypothesis: Students who participate in service learning will have 

higher rates of progress, persistence, and momentum as compared to those students who 

do not participate in service learning. 
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The Research Context 

Selection of Subjects 

 At the times of this study, fall 2007 through fall 2009, an average of 11,000 

students were enrolled at Delta College. Minority groups comprised 17% of the total. 

Delta College draws students from the three distinctly different areas of Saginaw, Bay, 

and Midland counties located in the center of the Great Lakes Bay Region. Of the three 

counties, a majority, approximately 45% of the students come from Saginaw County, 

with Bay and Midland counties rounding out the enrollment picture with 35% and 20%, 

respectively. As a result, the college population does not reflect the demographic makeup 

of any one of the communities; rather, the college community is unique to itself.  

 Similar to a number of community colleges, Delta College’s students represent a 

diverse body that includes older nontraditional students and those who are working part-

time or full-time. A majority of Delta students, 60%, are enrolled part-time, with 62% 

being under the age of 25 (Delta College, 2010). On average, females make up 55% of 

the student body, and males represent 45%. 

 Students’ self-reported goals indicated the following: 

• 58.4% occupational certificate or degree program 

• 27.4% transfer program 

•  8.0% undecided 

•  3.2% personal enrichment 

•  3.0% dual enrolled high school students (Delta College, 2010, p. 1). 

 During the customary fall semester at Delta College, there are approximately 41 

sections of American Government options offered to students. The choices include a 

conventional in-person construct as part of a learning community, or an online format. 
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The class capacity varies depending on the chosen option. For this study, the in-person 

hybrid format was used, which implored a class cap at 25 students. During this time 

period, it was routine to view the section as having a wait list of students attempting to 

enroll in the class.  

 At Delta College, American Government is a gatekeeper course. This 100 level 

course represents an introductory course that is required in order to matriculate into a 

major field of study (Eagan & Jaeger, 2008). Typically, as Eagan and Jaeger (2008) 

described, gatekeeper courses follow a pedagogical trajectory of passive learning, lecture 

style, with a high value placed on minimal student engagement. The American 

Government courses at Delta College do not replicate this definition in its entirety. 

Unlike most gatekeeper courses, the courses are capped at 25 students, with a typical 

drop rate of 3 to 5 students in any semester. The majority of 41 sections offered are 

taught by part-time faculty. However, it is important to note that this study involved 

courses that were taught by full-time faculty members rather than part-time faculty 

members. 

 Using the VFA as a guide, a cohort model was implemented. The three cohorts 

included the following: Fall 2007, Fall 2008, and Fall 2009. The students in the sample 

were selected as a result of the course in which they were enrolled. These specific courses 

used a hybrid model, described as the intentional placement of students in an identical 

class, with one exception: one was a three-credit option; the other was a four-credit 

option. Three of the four contact hours required the equivalent expectation of all the 

students. The four-credit option demanded that the student do an additional 15-hour 

service-learning project outside of the classroom setting. During this time frame, there 
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were a total of 22 sections that met this definition. These sections are indicated below 

(see Table 2). 

Table 2. Composite List of Classes Broken Down by Cohort Listing Classes by Year, Section, 
Class Location, and Instructor 

COURSE SECTION LOCATION INSTRUCTOR 
 
Fall 2007-Cohort 1 
POL103/104  1 Saginaw Ricker Center M 
POL103/104  2 Main Campus K. 
POL103/104  3 Main Campus B. 
POL103/104  5 Planetarium L. 
POL103/104  6 Main Campus B. 
POL103/104  7 Main Campus L. 
POL103/104  9 Main Campus K. 
POL103/104  12 Main Campus M 
POL103/104  14 Main Campus K. 
POL103/104  16 Main Campus L. 
POL103/104  20 Main Campus K. 
POL103/104  39 Main Campus L. 
POL103/104  40 Main Campus K. 
POL103/104  61 Main Campus L. 
 
Fall 2008-Cohort 2 
POL103/104  1 Saginaw Ricker Center M. 
POL103/104 9 Main Campus P. 
POL103/104 23 Main Campus K. 
 
Fall 2009-Cohort 3 
POL103/104 105 Saginaw Ricker Center M. 
POL103/104 135 Main Campus K. 
POL103/104   145 Main Campus P. 
POL103/104   150 Main Campus U./B. 
POL103/104 240 Main Campus L. 

 
Note. This representative body is reflective of students who are enrolled for a multitude of reasons. 
Certainly, in order to receive a certificate, to transfer, or to graduate, a student must fulfill this general 
education requirement. Included in this group were students who were attending on a full-time or part-time 
basis. The longitudinal tracking will provide additional information by following the students over various 
points of time.  
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Research Design 

 A quasi-experimental design approach was chosen for this study. As described by 

Mertens (2010), this method is used when the researcher is unable to randomly assign 

subjects to groups. This design was longitudinal as it examined characteristics over 

different points in time. The research review is ex post facto as historical aggregate data 

was collected and evaluated. Course sections on more than one site were included in the 

study in order to control for the variable of campus location.  

 The independent variable was service learning. The dependent variables were the 

rate of progress, persistence, and momentum markers as defined by the Voluntary 

Framework of Accountability matrix. These specific outcome measures guided the 

researcher while addressing the two intact control and service learning student groups 

that were enrolled in an American Government class. Since the design is ex post facto, 

the treatment, service learning, was not manipulated; it had already occurred.  

Variables and Measures 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the potential impact that service 

learning had on individual students as it related to student success, specifically progress, 

persistence, and momentum. The proposed framework addressed course grade, semester-

to-semester persistence, and two-year progress results including degree and transfer 

attainment. The VFA module acted as a guide in tracking the individual student’s 

progress as a member of either the non-service-learning group or the service-learning 

group through a series of outcome measures. The following two-year outcome model 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2013) was used as the basis in tracking 

the information (see Table 3). 
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Table 3. Framework Used to Measure Progress, Persistence, and Momentum over a Two-Year 
Period 
 
DEFINITION VARIABLES DEMOGRAPHIC/STATUS 

SAMPLE GROUPS 
MEASURE 

First term credit 
hour success rate 

Percent of credit hours by 
students attempted that were 
successfully completed with 
a C or better 

• Age 
• Gender 
• Race/Ethnicity 
• Campus location 
• Pell Grant status, 
 first term 

• Enrollment status,  
 first term 

• Developmental 
status, first term 

Non-service  
learning group 

 
Service-learning group 

Fall to next term 
retention 

Percent of students who were 
enrolled in the first term fall 
semester and were still 
enrolled in the next full 
academic term, winter 
semester 

• Age 
• Gender 
• Race/Ethnicity 
• Pell Grant status, 
first term 

• Enrollment status, 
first term 

• Developmental 
status, first term 

Non-service 
learning group 
 
Service-learning 
group 

Percent of 
students who 
reached credit 
hour thresholds 
in two years 

Percent of students who 
successfully reached 
semester credit hours. 
Established at 24 for part 
time and 42 for full time by 
the end of the second 
academic year. Full- or part-
time status is fixed as 
dependent on their status in 
the initial enrollment 

• Age 
• Gender 
• Race/Ethnicity 
• Pell Grant status, 
first term 

• Enrollment status, 
first term 

• Developmental 
status, first term	  

Non-service 
learning group 
 
Service-learning 
group 

Achieved year 
two outcomes 

Percent of students who had 
completed a formal award 
(associate’s degree) and had 
not transferred 
 
Percent of students who 
earned a certificate  
 
Percent of students who 
transferred to a two-year or 
four-year institution but did 
not earn a formal award 
 
Percent of students who were 
granted an associate’s degree 
and had transferred 
 
Percent of students enrolled 

• Age 
• Gender 
• Race/Ethnicity 
• Pell Grant status, 
first term 

• Enrollment status, 
first term 

• Developmental 
status, first term 

Non-service-learning 
group 
 
Service-learning 
group 
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DEFINITION VARIABLES DEMOGRAPHIC/STATUS 
SAMPLE GROUPS 

MEASURE 

year two  
who did not receive  
a formal award or transfer but 
were enrolled at any time 
during second academic year  

Two-year credit 
hour success rate 

Percent of students who 
achieved desired credit hours 
during first two academic 
years based on students’ full- 
or part-time academic status 
 

• Age 
• Gender 
• Race/Ethnicity 
• Pell Grant status, 
first term 

• Enrollment status, 
first term 

• Developmental 
status, first term 

Non-service-learning 
group 
 
Service-learning 
group 

  
Note. Adapted from Voluntary Framework of Accountability: Metrics manual version 1.1 (Educational 
Standards, Beta Testing), by American Association of Community Colleges, February 2013. 
 

 

 This study involved collecting data from college records. The records flagged 

were three consecutive fall enrollment American Government classes from 2007 through 

2009, beginning with fall semester enrollment. This sample was drawn from 22 sections 

that used a hybrid model consisting of students that were in the traditional American 

Government course and those who received the service learning treatment in addition to 

the American Government content. The 22 sections were taught by six full-time tenured 

instructors. Of note, four of the sections were taught at our off-campus sites, one site 

located in Saginaw, and the other site located in Bay City.  

 The number of students in the sample was 279, with a breakdown of 211 in the 

non-service-learning group and 68 in the service-learning group. The pairing down of the 

sample was a result of eliminating those students who were not first-time attendees at the 

college. In order to adequately follow the students over the two-year selected time frame, 

it was imperative to measure only those students who fell within the stated criteria. 

Students who were not enrolled for the first time were eliminated from the sample. This 
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method was implemented in order to provide consistency throughout the two-year study 

of individual student progress. Students self-selected to enroll in either the non-service 

learning component of the class or the service-learning component. In addition, Delta 

College requires an American Government course in order to meet the general education 

expectations at the college. Therefore, the students were a representative diverse body of 

the overall student population at Delta College, each with a variety of goals and 

expectations.  

 Since this was aggregate data, the students were not aware that they participated 

in a study. All six of the instructors were consistent with the amount of 15 service-

learning hours that students performed for the community. 

 Students in both groups were assessed by the individual instructor by using 

identical exams and duplicate assignments as it pertained to the course material. There 

was a wide variety of types of activities the students performed to fulfill their 15-hour 

service project. The fact that aggregate data was used limited the ability of the researcher 

to control for the type of activity that was executed by the students. Instructors varied as 

to the method used to determine what the project entailed. Some instructors controlled the 

activity by requiring that all the students participating in the service-learning component 

would do the same project. Others left this up to the individual student to explore and 

design their activity with the approval of the instructor.  

 Institutional records were used to collect data on student demographics, final 

grades in the class, total credit load that term and through the next two years when 

applicable, persistence patterns, and course completion rates. The individual instructor 

grading was consistent between the two groups; however, this may not be the case among 
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the six instructors. All six instructors in the study were full-time faculty who 

demonstrated an overall grade distribution relatively consistent within the discipline.  

Validity 

 The primary focus of this study was the student. The confines of the study were a 

result of the method used to collect information. The ex post facto nature of the study 

resulted in information being gleaned from a review of academic records that previously 

existed. Therefore, the information may be incomplete. This reality is compounded by the 

fact that the data was inflexible, and the ability to collect additional information was not 

existent. The researcher relied on the historical information gathered through the context 

of the research questions (Mertens, 2010). The Non-Equivalent Group Design (NEGD) is 

especially susceptible to the internal validity threat of selection (Trochim, 2006). The 

Non-Equivalent Group Design is one in which intact groups are selected based on their 

similarities in order to compare the treated one with the comparison group. This study 

involved groups that were not assigned in a random fashion. Although the researcher 

attempted to address any prior differences between the groups through the choice of 

control variables, the overall outcome of the study may be affected by this design. Under 

the worst circumstances, this may result in the conclusion that the use of service learning 

in the treatment group did not make a difference when in fact it did, or that it did make a 

difference when in fact it did not (Trochim, 2006).  

Internal validity. According to Mertens (2010), “Internal validity means that the 

changes observed in the dependent variable are due to the effect of the independent 

variable, not to some other unintended variables” (p. 126). Furthermore, Mertens 
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suggested that the following outside variables of history, maturation, and differential 

selection be considered as threats to internal validity:  

1. History. The fall 2008 cohort occurred during a presidential election cycle. As a 

result, there may have been an additional incentive during that election cycle that 

influenced the overall class success and persistence. This was obviously an event 

that afforded the instructor an increased potential of relevancy with the course 

material. Additionally, given the two-year cycle of the study, a number of things 

may have happened that could have impacted the results. These types of events 

could not be controlled by the design of this study.  

2. Maturation. Since all the students were in the identical class, there was similar 

exposure except for the treatment. The same students were not subjects in the 

following year’s cohort so there was no threat to maturation.  

3. Differential Selection. The design for this study was not random as these 

groups were already in place. An attempt was made to limit the influence of group 

differences through the selection of demographic variables as well as student 

status. Although the Pell Grant status did not entirely indicate economic status, it 

did provide a benchmark. Both the treatment and the control group were 

compared through these characteristics.  

 External validity. Mertens (2010) described external validity as when “the 

findings from one study are observed in another situation, the results are said to be 

generalizable or externally valid (p. 129). In addition, the below factors described by 

Mertens are areas of consideration: 
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1. Explicit description of the experimental treatment. The fact that this study was 

ex post facto, it was impossible for the researcher to examine the detailed 

elements of the service learning exercise. Furthermore, the way the treatment 

was implemented was also not verifiable for consistency as it related to 

controlling. As a result, this cannot be reproduced. 

2. Multiple-treatment interference. As a result of the diverse nature of the 

service-learning project being delivered in numerous ways, it was difficult to 

know of any kind of certainty. Therefore, it was impossible to isolate service 

learning as the ultimate predictor variable. 

3. Experimenter effect. The researcher had no role in the outcome. 

4. Interaction of history and treatment effects. As a result of this study being a 

quasi-experimental design, it is impossible to duplicate the exact design 

model. Historically, outside events such as a presidential election cycle cannot 

be duplicated during the off-election cycle.  

5. Measurement of the dependent variable. In the quest to define persistence, it 

became apparent that the chosen method of measuring influenced the type of 

information collected. Therefore, the overall effectiveness of the treatment 

may or may not appear to be productive.  

6. The strength of the experimental treatment. This study looked at progress, 

persistence, and momentum rates over a two-year time period. It is unknown 

how much influence the students’ involvement with service learning had over 

this extended period of time.  
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Data Collection 

 The primary unit of analysis was the student through the use of aggregate data 

obtained from student records. According to Pascarella and Terenzini, “When individuals 

are the unit of analysis . . . the question is typically whether differences in individual 

students’ collegiate experiences (for instance, academic major, extracurricular 

involvement, interaction with faculty) lead to differences in specified outcomes” 

(Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991, p. 683). Along with this concern, the use of aggregate ex 

post facto data gave rise to trepidations concerning the collection procedures. Points of 

consideration included the following: 

• Groups were not equal in one or more important variables 

• Finding a method to create homogeneous subgroups to control for extraneous 

variable. A pairing of students based on specific variables that included the 

following measures: 

o Race/Ethnicity as reported by the college for the student 

o Gender as reported by the college for the student 

o Pell Grant recipient referred to those students who actually received the 

award on their initial admittance 

o Age classified in two groups: Students 22 or younger are considered 

traditional age; students over 22 are considered older 

o Current Education Status (full time; part time); Full time is defined as 12 

or more hours; status determined by behavior in first enrollment contact 	  
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Data Analysis 

 As listed, the primary unit of analysis in this study is the student. Unfortunately, a 

secondary unit of analysis, the course instructor, is outside the bounds of this report. In 

the future, this is certainly an area of interest. The two samples were compared to make 

sure there were no significant differences with respect to race and gender. Additionally, 

information was gathered on the earlier mentioned variables. 

Analysis included cross tabulations on the demographic variables of the service 

learning and non-service-learning group to ascertain significant differences. Chi-Square 

tests were conducted to compare rates of next semester enrollment and momentum 

markers based on meeting the credit threshold by year two between the two groups. 

Additionally, this method was used to determine those students who passed the American 

Government class with a C or better, persisting in enrolling during the next winter 

semester. Table 4 illustrates the conceptual model used for this study to answer the 

research questions. 

 

Table 4. Examination of Independent Variable and Dependent Variables by Group 
GROUPING VARIABLE VARIABLE OF INTEREST (I.V.) 

“PRESUMED CAUSE” 
DEPENDENT VARIABLE“ 
POTENTIAL OUTCOME” 

Service-learning 
group 
 

Service Learning component 
“Active Treatment” 

Rate of progress, persistence and 
momentum as defined by the Voluntary  
Framework of Accountability matrix 
over a two-year time frame 

 
Non-Service-learning 
group 

 
“Controlled Treatment” 

 
Rate of progress, persistence and 
momentum as defined by the Voluntary 
Framework of Accountability matrix 
over a two-year time frame 

 

Note. Adapted from The SAGE Handbook of the Philosophy of Social Sciences by SAGE Publications Ltd, 
2011 
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Limitations 

 Several limitations are linked to this study. As indicated previously, the use of ex 

post facto pre-collected data hampered the researcher’s ability to minimize a variety of 

limitations. Accordingly, the following had to be considered: There were errors of 

representation as the groups were not random samples. Three may have been a number of 

reasons as to why students self-selected to be members of either the non-service-learning 

group or service-learning group. In addition, there may have been students who were not 

self-selected into this study and therefore may not be a representative sample. Next, 

interpretations were limited by the use of this model, as there could have been a common 

cause and effect for both.  

 The inability of the researcher to determine the type of service learning the 

student was involved in resulted in questions regarding what impact this had on the 

measurable outcomes of progress. Certainly, this would assist future research as best 

practices are examined to gain a better understanding of this variable.  



 
 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 In this chapter, the statistical analyses on the data collected are presented using 

the framework established by the investigator. The purpose of this study was to examine 

the effects of service learning as it relates to student persistence, as defined by successful 

completion of the American Government course and continued enrollment in the next 

semester. In conjunction, those students with previous college experience were examined 

in overall passing rates. In addition, a momentum outcome, defined by meeting the credit 

threshold after two years as determined by their full-time or part-time status, was 

evaluated. The two-year credit threshold based on the Voluntary Framework of 

Accountability is 42 hours for a full-time student and 24 hours for a part-time student. 

Lastly, university transfer, with or without a degree or certificate as well as degree or 

certificate attainment, were examined. The archived aggregate data used for this study 

spanned the academic years of 2007, 2008, and 2009. Each year, beginning in the fall 

semester, was examined individually along with comparisons of all three years as a total 

sample.  

 Electronic student records were assembled in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet by 

the Delta College Institutional Research specialist. Portions of the data were transferred 

to Minitab in order to run the analysis on specific portions of the collected informational 

data. Since the analysis involved nominal data, Chi-Square was used to determine 

associations between variables. In the case of this study, is there an association between 
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service learning and specific outcome variables such as persistence and momentum as 

compared to the non-service-learning group that did not participate in a service-learning 

project? The analysis of this data was done by the principal investigator by examining 

data that tracked students’ progress over the course of a two-year period. This 

comparative study that comprised the tracking of two years involved three distinct 

cohorts: the years represented are 2007, 2008 and 2009.  

Participant Profile 

 The students who participated in the study were first-time enrollees in college, 

hence controlling for enrollment status. There is one exception: While looking at passing 

rates of the American Government class, those students with prior college experience 

were used in comparison with first-time enrollees. In fall 2007, there was a total of 329 

students enrolled in the mixed American Government classes. The hybrid model involved 

students who only took the content portion of the class and therefore met the three 

contact hours a week. The second group of students met the same three contact hours a 

week, but they were also involved in the service-learning project that included the 

completion of 15 hours a semester outside of the class meeting times. Of the 329 

students, 167 (51%) were enrolled as first-time college attendees. The categorization was 

139 students enrolled in the non-service-learning group, and 28 enrolled in the service-

learning group.  

 In fall 2008, a total of 82 students were enrolled in the hybrid classes; 38 (46%) 

met the criteria as first-time enrollees and therefore were identified for this study. The 

non-service-learning group consisted of 29 students, and the service-learning group 

included nine students. 
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 In the final year, 2009, there were 152 students enrolled in the hybrid model with 

74 (49%) students meeting the first-time enrolled criteria as listed. The non-service-

learning group contained 43 students, and the service-learning group comprised 31 

students. The principal investigator separated the data for the first-time attendees from 

the data for the students who previously enrolled in college classes. The total group size 

used for this study was 279 students; 211 (76%) made up the non-service-learning group 

and 68 (24%) made up the service-learning group.  

The remaining variables of interest included the term enrolled, previous college 

credits, class section number, American Government course grade, age, birth date, 

current full-time or part-time status, degree or certificate credential, number of credits 

completed by year two, proceeded to next semester enrollment, and transfer history. The 

dependent variable was the participation or non-participation in service learning.  

 Table 5 indicates the demographic make-up of the student samples, which 

includes enrollment in previous developmental classes, ethnicity, gender, and Pell Grant 

eligibility. 
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Table 5. Demographic Breakdown of Students Representing the Non-service Learning and 
Service-learning groups  

 
VARIABLES 

NON-SERVICE-
LEARNING GROUP N 

 
PERCENT 

SERVICE LEARNING 
GROUP  N 

 
PERCENT 

PRE-COLLEGE HISTORY 

 Developmental Class 102 48% 29 43% 

 Non-Developmental 

 Classes  

109 52% 39 57% 

 Total 211 100% 68 100% 

ETHNICITY 

 White 173 82% 49 72% 

 Black 15 7% 9 13% 

 Hispanic 3 1% 3 4% 

 Other 20 9% 7 10% 

 Total 211 100% 68 100% 

GENDER 

 Female 120 57% 40 59% 

 Male 91 43% 28 41% 

 Total 211 100% 68 100% 

ECONOMIC PREDICTOR 

 Pell Grant Recipient 80 38% 22 32% 

 Non-Pell Grant 131 62% 46 68% 

 Total 211 100% 68 100% 

  
 

 Further examination of the combined sample shows a higher percentage of 

minority students in the service-learning group as compared to the non-service-learning 

group. However, when comparing the combined percentage of the non-service-learning 

group to the percentages of the college at large, the percentages represent the overall 

college demographics during that same time period. Of note, in each of the three years, 

one section of all class offerings was held at Saginaw Ricker Center, one of the off-

campus sites in Saginaw, Michigan. Historically, the demographic makeup of any class 

section taught at the Saginaw Ricker Center reflects a larger number of minority students 
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as compared to the campus at large. In general, the number of female students within the 

service-learning group was slightly higher than the college average over that similar time 

period. Intentional collection of information is indicative of the importance of including 

gender and ethnicity as control variables as well as information distinguishing site 

location.  

Tests of Null Hypotheses  

 The original data, as collected by the Institutional Research Personnel at Delta 

College, was provided to the researcher in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. Once the data 

were collected, further analysis by the principal investigator involved the use of Excel 

contingency tables and cross tabulations and Chi-Square tests through the use of Minitab 

software. Chi-Square analysis determined areas of significance. In all, there were three 

research questions that were examined.  

Research Question 1 

 Is there a difference in rates of passing, as defined by a course grade of C or 

better, when comparing students who took an American Government with Service-

learning project course to those who took an American Government course without a 

Service-learning project?  

Null hypothesis 1. Students who participate in service learning reflect similar 

rates of passing the class when compared to students who do not participate. 

Directional hypothesis 1. Students who participate in service learning will have 

higher rates of passing by achieving a grade of C or better as compared to those students 

who do not participate in service learning. 
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Analysis. Table 6 reflects the percentage of students who earned equal or above a 

C and those below a C as the listed letter grade. The results of the entire sample, 

regardless of treatment status, indicate a passing rate of 64.25% who received a C or 

better in their American Government class.  

 

Table 6.  All Students Who Began the Course from Both the Non-Service-learning group and 
Service-learning group Who Either Passed or Did Not Pass an American Government Class with 
a Grade of C or Higher  

AMERICAN GOVERNMENT 
COURSE GRADE 

NUMBER OF STUDENTS WHO 
ACHIEVED GRADE 

 
PERCENTAGE 

 C or better  178 64% 

 Below a C 99* 36% 

 Total 277* 100% 

* Total includes those students who did not complete the class. 

 

 Using the secured data indicated in Table 6, the researcher identified by cohort 

year the number of students who passed the American Government class. The passing 

rates did not distinguish between the service-learning group and non-service-learning 

group. The area of interest was the cohort year as represented in Table 7. Consequently, 

the Chi-Squared analysis indicated no significant difference in pass rates associated with 

the year the student was in the American Government class. These results reflect, to a 

degree, internal validity in controlling for possible effects of extraneous variables. It 

appears that the consistency of the learning outcomes and the instructional delivery is 

controlled.  

 
Table 7. Number of Students Who Achieved an Overall Passing Grade by Year Regardless of 
Treatment Group Status that Includes the Observed Value and Expected Value. 
TERM NUMBER OF STUDENTS WHO 

PASSED WITH C OR BETTER 
NUMBER OF STUDENTS WHO DID 
NOT PASS WITH C OR BETTER 

ALL STUDENTS 

 2007  115 (actual numbers) 
 111.08 (expected numbers) 

 51 (actual numbers) 
 54.92 (expected numbers) 

 166 
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Worth mentioning is that over the course of the three-year time period the overall 

passing rates of the non-service-learning group went down in 2008 and remained flat 

through 2009, with an overall pass rate of 51%, far below the average of 64%. 

Specifically, in year 2007, the non-service-learning group exceeded the overall average 

of 64% by reaching an average pass rate of 71%, which incidentally was the highest 

percentage passing rate of any group over the three-year time frame. From that point 

forward, the overall percent of passing grades in the non-service-learning group 

descended over the course of the three-year time frame.  

 The service-learning group reflected an opposite pattern. However, neither in 

2007 nor in 2008 was the service-learning group able to reach the overall average passing 

rate of 64%. Conversely, in year 2009, the service-learning group exceeded this rate by 

raising the overall percentage to 68%, surpassing the overall average.  

 Using a Chi-Square test, the results indicated that there was not a significant 

relationship between the service-learning group and non-service-learning group on course 

pass rates. Table 8 reflects the groups being divided based on each student’s status. The 

non-service-learning group, designated in the POL 103 course name, and the service-

learning group, designated by POL 104, are explored. The hypothesis stated that the 

outcome for the service-learning group would fare higher in the percentage of passing 

grades as compared to the non-service-learning group. Clearly, when exploring the 

observed values with the expected values in each cell, they appear to be almost identical. 

As a result, one can conclude that there was no significant difference in rates of passing 

based upon the participation in service learning. Therefore, the null hypothesis is retained 

as there was no significant difference based on the service-learning project treatment. 



71 
 

 

Table 8. First-Time Students by Course Who Failed or Completed Class with a C or Better in 
Their American Government Class 
COURSE 
NAME 

 
PASSED CLASS WITH C OR BETTER 

 
DID NOT PASS WITH C OR BETTER 

 
ALL 

 POL 103 
 136 (actual numbers) 
 136.51 (expected numbers) 

 68 (actual numbers) 
 67.49 (expected numbers) 

 204 
 

 POL 104 
 42 (actual numbers) 
 41.49 (expected numbers) 

 20 (actual numbers) 
 20.51 (expected numbers) 

 62 
 

 All 
 178 (actual numbers) 
 178.00 (expected numbers) 

 88 (actual numbers) 
 88.00 (expected numbers) 

 266 
 

Note. Pearson Chi-Square = 0.025, DF = 1, P-Value = 0.875. 
*Does not include students who did not finish class. 

 

 In comparison (see Figure 3), when examining students who did not meet the 

criteria of first-time attending college but came into the class with previous college 

credits, the pass rates climbed. The passing rates in all of the non-service-learning groups 

were higher than the overall average of 67%, peaking at a high of 83% in 2007. The total 

passing rate of the non-service-learning groups extended to 80%, with the service-

learning group also stretching to 71%. In addition, the 2008 cohort, although small in 

sample size, had the service-learning group accomplishing the highest percentages of 

passing grades as compared to any of the cohorts regardless of first-time or experienced 

students, topping off at 87%. Upon examining this group of experienced students, those 

as having previous college experience, the observable results indicated higher passing 

rates of any category when compared to students who were first-time enrollees, with the 

exception of the 2009 cohort. In that year, the service-learning group had the lowest 

percentage of passing students as compared to all of the other cohorts.  
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learning project course to those who took the American Government course without a 

service-learning project?  

Null hypothesis 2. Students who participate in service learning reflect similar 

rates of persistence when compared to students who do not participate. 

Directional hypothesis 2. Students who participate in service learning will have 

higher rates of persistence as compared to those students who do not participate in service 

learning. 

Analysis. Once again, similar results were found; over time, the service-learning 

group exceeded the overall percentages of the non-service-learning group in relation to 

continuing their educational pursuits by enrolling in the next semester. Again, a 

consideration is the effectiveness of the hybrid model during the initial phasing in period. 

It appears that other variables may be at play as the trend overtime demonstrates differing 

results. However, there is nothing of significance to report. Early in the study, as 

represented in Figure 4 by cohorts 2007 and 2008, the null hypothesis is supported by the 

observable trends in next semester enrollment. Conversely, in 2009, the trend as verified 

by the data indicates support of the [directional] hypothesis. Comparable to the trend 

noted, when examining pass rates within the class of the 2009 cohort, similar movement 

was toward a higher level of fall to winter persistence of the service-learning group. In 

confirmation from the data, the maturity of the service-learning component within the 

hybrid model may be resulting in movement in this direction. The final 2009 service-

learning cohort represents the highest percentage of persistence of any group in reaching 

a high of 94%.  
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Research Question 3 

 Is there a difference in rates of progress, over a two-year time frame, taking into 

consideration students’ full-time or part-time status, when comparing students who took 

the American Government with Service-learning project course to those who took the 

American Government course without a service-learning project?  

Null hypothesis 3. Students who participate in service learning reflect similar 

rates of progress when compared to students who do not participate. 

Directional hypothesis 3. Students who participate in service learning will have 

higher rates of progress with respect to their status of full-time or part-time as compared 

to those students who do not participate in service learning. 

Analysis. Again, a similar trend emerged. Primarily, the first year of embedding 

the service-learning project in the American Government classes was met with lower 

rates of success within the class portion and semester-to-semester persistence. As noted, 

by broadening the time period of measurement, there were similar results. The results of 

the non-service-learning group, as indicated in Table 10, remained consistent between the 

first 2007 cohort and the last 2009 cohort, with no marked improvement in meeting the 

benchmark. The results of the 2008 cohort in both the non-service-learning group and the 

treatment groups were somewhat of an outlier. Again, this sample size is much smaller in 

comparison to the other two cohorts, which may be affecting the interpretation of this 

data. In comparison to full-time students, the service-learning group revealed an increase 

throughout the three years of examination. The growth is constant when measuring those 

students who achieved the two-year full-time credit benchmark as indicated by the 
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Voluntary Framework of Accountability at 42 credit hours. By year three, the service-

learning group had higher numbers supporting the hypothesis as indicated in Table 3. 

 The students who attended part-time were potentially affected by numerous 

variables. The literature review revealed a theme regarding the importance of students 

feeling connected with not only the institution but, more importantly, the faculty. Given 

this information, a variable to consider is the inability of students who attended on a part-

time status to cement these relationships as a point of consideration as indicated by the 

results in Table 10. The part-time student’s ability to meet the credit threshold is an 

assortment of results. Given the range of sample sizes, it is difficult to ascertain any 

finding that is consistent. An important aspect involving service-learning projects relates 

to the interaction that the student has with the faculty member. In comparison to those 

students in the non-service-learning group, this is an area of interest; the interaction of 

faculty and students may not be the same without the service-learning component.  

 When reflecting on the results of the part-time students, in two of the three 

cohorts a higher percentage of success in reaching the benchmark is gained by those from 

the service-learning group. The findings of the observable numbers are not statistically 

significant, but the trend is moving in a distinct direction.  

Table 10. Percentage of Students, by Academic Year Cohort, Who Achieved Year Two 
Benchmarks as Indicated by the Voluntary Framework of Accountability, Based on Full-time or 
Part-time Status  

VARIABLES OF INTEREST YEAR 

NON-SERVICE-
LEARNING GROUP, 
POL 103  
% (N) 

TOTAL 
% 

SERVICE- 
LEARNING GROUP, 
POL 104 
% (N) 

TOTAL 
% 

Full-time status  
Met credit threshold of 42 credit 
hours by year two 

     

 2007  44 (n = 104) 42% 4 (n = 21)  19% 
 2008 3 (n = 19) 16% 2 (n = 7)  29% 
 2009  14 (n = 34) 41%  16 (n = 28)  57% 

Total   61 (n = 157) 39%  22 (n = 56)  39% 
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VARIABLES OF INTEREST YEAR 

NON-SERVICE-
LEARNING GROUP, 
POL 103  
% (N) 

TOTAL 
% 

SERVICE- 
LEARNING GROUP, 
POL 104 
% (N) 

TOTAL 
% 

Part-time status 
Met credit threshold of 24 credit 
hours by year two 

     

 2007  11 (n = 33) 33% 3 (n = 7)  43% 
 2008 1 (n = 8) 13% 0 (n = 2) 0% 
 2009 2 (n = 7) 29% 1 (n = 3)  33% 

Total   14 (n = 48) 29% 4 (n = 12)  33% 
Total students who reached 
credit thresholds by year two 

  75 37%  26  38% 

Total   205 100%  68  100% 

Note. Six students less than half-time status. 

 

Using the Chi-Square test to measure if this is random chance that these students are 

reaching the credit threshold, the results indicate no statistical significance. Table 11 

shows that both sets of students from the non-service-learning group and the service-

learning group are within the range of chance. 

 

Table 11. Credit Threshold by Year Two Regardless of Full-time or Part-time Status  

COURSE NAME MET CREDIT THRESHOLD 
BY YEAR TWO 

DID NOT MEET CREDIT 
THRESHOLD BY YEAR TWO 

ALL 

Non-Service Learners 
(POL 103) 

75 
75.84 

130 
129.16 

205 

Service Learners 
(POL 104) 

26 
25.16 

42 
42.84 

68 

All 101 172 273 

Note. Chi-Sq= 0.060, DF=1, P-Value = 0.0807 
 

 

 The process used to address student progress while controlling for variables 

related to enrollment status, age, gender, economic accountability, and race was to pair 

students with like characteristics from the entire sample group. The examination of the 
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students in both the non-service learning and service-learning group resulted in a 

reworked sample of 108 students divided into 54 pairs. These pairs were derived from all 

three-year cohorts. Table 12 displays the results that were gleaned from the manual 

examination of student progress as measured by passing class, next semester enrollment, 

credit threshold, and attainment measures. 

Table 12. Representative Student Sample Controlling for Demographic Variables 

CLASS IDENTIFIER 

GRADE OF C OR HIGHER 
IN AMERICAN 
GOVERNMENT 
% (N) 

CONTINUED 
ENROLLMENT NEXT 
SEMESTER 
% (N) 

CREDIT THRESHOLD 
ACHIEVED BY YEAR 
TWO BASED ON FULL-
TIME STATUS (42 CR.) 

% (N) 
Non Service-Learning 
group, POL 103 
n = 54 

67% (n =36) 91% (n =49) 40% (n =17) 

Service-Learning group, 
POL 104 
N = 54 

59% (n =32) 
 

89% (n =48) 
 

47% (n =20) 
 

 
Note. Using selected demographic variables of gender, race, developmental education status and Pell Grant 
award status, students were paired and examined. 

 

Unfortunately, the following areas of interest resulted in a sample size that was 

too small: credit threshold by year two was based on part-time status, award status, and 

both non-graduating and graduating transfers. The examination of the entire group only 

reflected one category that would support the hypothesis. That category is the credit 

threshold mark based on the two-year, full-time status benchmark. A 2-proportion z-test 

was conducted using the following parameters as stated earlier. The null hypothesis is 

that non-service learners and service learners are equal in attaining rates of progress 

signified by specific benchmarks at year two. The alternative hypothesis is that service 

learners will have a greater rate of progress in attaining this benchmark. The results 

indicated a p-value of .2094 meaning that at this time statistical significance cannot be 

shown.  



 
 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to compare students who participated in 

a service-learning project with those students who had not, while enrolled in the same 

American Government course. The areas of comparison included a paralleling of these 

two groups involving issues of academic progress throughout their two-year history at a 

community college level. While addressing the value of service learning, the following 

two questions emerged: Is there support in ensuring that this pedagogy is implemented in 

the first year? This first-year emphasis is based upon the rationale that this is the likeliest 

time frame that students drop out. Secondly, is there a culture of evidence that suggests 

this form of engagement can increase progress from first year to second year? Pointedly, 

the areas of interest centered on class grade, continued progress as demonstrated by their 

next semester enrollment, momentum established by meeting year two benchmarks, and 

degree, certificate, or transfer attainment.  

The literature review indicated a pattern of growth for students involved in service 

learning activities as it related to academic success; therefore, this information was used 

in the framework and the direction that this study pursued. The research literature 

indicated and suggested a deeper and greater student understanding of the material, 

especially when the student is actively engaged with their learning. This was the basis 

that influenced this study. Consequently, the logical presumption was that passing grades, 
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momentum building to gain degree attainment or transfer to a university setting, was 

enhanced when involved with a service learning course aspect. Ideally, the results would 

suggest that service learning assists in retention efforts as indicated by the culture of 

evidence reflecting growth and commitment. Instead, the opposite was true for many 

cases.  

During the time period of this project, specifically during the literature review 

phase, the information obtained tended to focus on the antidotal aspect of the results of 

service learning as it impacted attitudes, character traits, and personality development. 

Eyler (2000) lamented that although there is evidence of student growth on a personal 

scale, there is a much weaker link with regard to academic and cognitive growth. 

Furthermore, the direction of future studies needs to progress toward data driven 

representation of student learning rather than the self-reporting of learning by students. 

This study was an attempt to focus the direction purely toward the academic growth or 

non-growth of the student. This was also a result from the inability to gain access to the 

students prior to the research project, therefore, it was historical in nature by the use of ex 

post facto data. 

Earlier studies specified the success had by students who participated in service 

learning within areas of interest such as persisting in college. Intrinsically, students 

appeared to possess a higher motivation to improve; unfortunately, a number of these 

studies were done with university students rather than community college students. An 

integral factor in the examination of these students addressed the importance of faculty in 

fostering relationships with students. As (Kuh, et al., 2006) pointed out, intentional 

programs encouraging faculty-student relationships result in varying effects on students. 
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New students tend to grow in confidence academically whereas second year students gain 

in GPA and overall satisfaction with the institution (Kuh et al., 2006). This was 

somewhat displayed in the American Government class when comparing the success 

rates of the students passing, who had prior college credits, with those first-year students 

who passed. Both sets of students were involved in service-learning projects. The 

experienced students from the three cohorts had a pass rate of 71% as compared to those 

first-year students who had a pass rate of 68%.  

Relationships between student and faculty did have an impact on a student's 

willingness to forge ahead, not only in the class but further on in their academic career. 

Service learning is a pedagogy that can establish these enhanced relationships, potentially 

impacting the path that students take. 

In this study, there was a trending upward of student success in the later cohort. 

This researcher is particularly interested in what may have impacted this movement. The 

questions to consider center on the type of project assigned by the individual instructor as 

well as the individual class breakdown of students. The review of the literature indicated 

certain traits of service learning programs that had higher impact on overall student 

success. Research by Hurd (2006), yielded findings from various studies that focused 

upon the characteristics of service learning courses and the relationship with student 

outcomes. Of particular interest was the type of instruction surrounding the project, with 

high importance placed in the design of the activity. The actual demographic make-up 

within the hybrid class may be of interest, specifically, the comparison of the number of 

students per class who were designated in the service learning portion with those not 

designated in that portion. This may be important from two facets: the amount of 
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attention the project was given during class time instruction and discussion and the higher 

number of students involved, which may have created a sense of community within the 

classroom environment, resulting in additional support and integration.  

Another component in Hurd’s study (2006) relates to the community partner and 

the partner’s level of commitment as well as the integration of the project with course 

material. Moreover, the student’s reflection associated with the project should have a 

certain quality and frequency that draws from the student information connecting the 

theory with the practice. The more the student can reflect upon the activity from an 

analytical perspective, the higher the chances are that this encourages the student to look 

outward rather than focus on an individual aspect (Eyler, 2002). As Dewey pointed out, 

the mere requiring of the student to recall specific information from memory amounts to 

a lack of critical thinking. Ideally, the student exposed to a learning environment 

requiring active engagement of the learner with the material results in the student 

becoming a lifelong learners (McDermott, 1981). Furthermore, this form of reflection 

impacts the development of the student’s knowledge, skills, and reasoning.  

The reflection of the student also provides information related to the quality of the 

placement and what impact it may have had on the student externally and internally. 

Likewise, consideration must be given regarding the type of project that the student was 

involved in: Did the student do the project alone or in a group? The quality of the 

placement from the supervisory standpoint matters: Was there adequate support and 

supervision (Hurd, 2006)? Lastly, the length of time the student is engaged on the project 

has an effect; certainly, the longer the involvement is, the chances for relationship 

building to occur is an added benefit. A number of studies alluded to a feeling of 
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connection that leads to positive outcomes for the student. This is not just a sense of 

belonging on campus but within the community as well.  

 Other researchers, highlighted by Kuh et al. (2006), have noted the importance of 

first-year grades in determining future success at college. Simply stated, grades may be 

“the best predictor of student persistence, degree completion, and graduate student 

enrollment” (as cited in Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 75). Of special note is the 

number of students who participated in service learning who passed the class and went on 

to enroll the following semester. Of the entire group of 42 students in this group, all who 

passed the class with a C or better enrolled the next semester.  

 

Implications for Educational Leaders 

 A major challenge facing community colleges is the increasing of graduation and 

transfer rates of students. As an institution, Delta College adopted a graduation 

requirement compelling students to participate in a one-credit civic engagement 

expectation. The reasoning is that this practice potentially will increase student retention 

and degree and or transfer attainment. Questions need to be asked that relate to evidence 

gathered and the impact this policy has on student success. Is this requirement just 

another added burden on students who traditionally have inherited obstacles that their 

university counterparts may not have had to tackle? Certainly, the intent in requiring our 

students to gain this experience is to promote student success. It is imperative that 

educational leaders decide on policy that will move students in a direction to meet the 

challenge as posed by the Obama administration. This study is an attempt to contribute 
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information that aligns with best practices in relation to service learning as a teaching 

pedagogy.  

 Research that has addressed student engagement suggested students have 

differing experiences based on the institution they are attending; it is not one size fits all 

(Kuh, 2003). The results of this qualitative study of students enrolled in this rural 

community college show that for a majority of the students being involved in a class that 

uses service learning as a teaching tool did not result in higher grades, ongoing 

enrollment, or increased levels of degree or transfer attainment. The comparison of 

students who participated in service learning with those who did not reflect results that 

tend to mirror one another in relationship among the variables. There was, however, some 

movement by year three of this hybrid model.  

 Unfortunately, it may be too early to tell what impact this teaching tool has on 

student results. However, this is a beginning in the building of usable data at the 

community college level. Presently, there is such limited research on this level that it is 

difficult to build a culture of evidence to drive best practices. The use of the Voluntary 

Framework of Accountability is in the infancy stages at community colleges across the 

country. It is a step in the right direction, and this instrument will provide educational 

leaders with the ability to modify decisions and programs that promote student 

achievement.  

 This study was an attempt at using the Voluntary Framework of Accountability as 

a model in addressing student progress at the community college setting. In the future, 

consideration must be given to the overall effect of using this type of hybrid model, 

which, incidentally, Delta College no longer uses in the American Government classes. It 



85 
 

may be of interest to examine student results of those students who were in a class where 

all students participated in the service-learning project rather than just a handful of 

students. This is the current model that Delta College embraces, and it is one method that 

students use to fulfill their graduation requirement of civic engagement.  

 In the present study, the third year of the hybrid program reflects a shift in the 

direction of the results as indicated by the data collected. The areas of interest begin to 

support what the researcher had hypothesized. The observable results indicate higher 

passing rates with 68% of the service-learning students passing the American 

Government class as compared to 51% not participating in service learning. The 2009 

cohort also represents the highest percentage of students enrolling the next semester, with 

94% continuing. This was the highest percentage of any cohort regardless of participation 

in service learning. Additionally, the 2009 cohort had the highest percentage of students 

who met the year two-credit threshold, with 57% of full-time students reaching the 

benchmark as compared to 41% in the non-service-learning group. 

 Conversely, in all three cohorts there is not an indication that participation in the 

service-learning project resulted in lower grades and less persistence when compared 

with students who did not have this added expectation.  

 

Limitations 

There were limitations of this study, some of which centered on the inability of 

the researcher to gain access to the type of project these students were involved in during 

their time in an American Government classroom. In order to fully understand the 

implications of this and future studies, it is imperative to determine the parameters of the 
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service-learning project that the students are involved in. The evidence is weighted 

heavily on the side of the project having the ability to enhance the academic successes of 

students. The specific elements of the project do enhance the student’s learning 

outcomes, which potentially can expand in the areas that this study was investigating.  

Due to using aggregate data, it was uncertain the reasoning behind the students 

choice in registering for this service learning option. A pre-test would help answer this 

question. Since there is a lack of information regarding the motivation of the student 

coupled with the ex post facto data, the only option was to use a non-equivalent group 

design. This design is especially vulnerable to the internal validity threat of selection. 

Any differences between the groups may affect the outcome of the study. As a result, this 

may lead the researcher to conclude that service learning did not make a difference when 

in fact it did, or that it did make a difference when in fact it did not (Trochim, 2006). 

 Therefore, a future recommendation would warrant attention to the following 

details, which will prove valuable in the understanding of the results: 

• A closer examination of full-time enrollment versus part-time enrollment and 

the possible hardship that a service-learning project may present to a 

community college student.  

• The limitations of this study resulted in unclear results regarding first-year or 

later-year effectiveness for students involved in service learning. An added 

area of interest is the examination of experienced students involved with 

service learning and the overall results as compared with first-time students 

who are required to participate in this endeavor. It may be that students with 

earned college credits are better prepared to take on these added demands and 
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therefore might be better suited to grow and achieve the academic results by 

their involvement in service learning.  

• A use of a pre- and post-test that include questions regarding future goals of 

the student at time of enrollment. The diversity in community college students 

warrants a closer examination of their individual intentions when comparing 

results with stated goals of students. 

• Address these variables specifically as it relates to students’ age, race, 

ethnicity, and gender. 

 

Summary 

  This study has attempted to contribute to the literature the potential impact that 

service learning has on academic effects as measured by progress, persistence, 

momentum, and degree, certificate, or transfer attainment of community college 

students. The effect of service learning on cognitive outcomes needs to be considered. 

The present data that is available is mixed, and there is a lack of replication. Certainly, 

community colleges are in need of measureable information on existing programs and 

the impact these programs have on student success as these detailed measurements and 

data are severely lacking and unconvincing. The findings in this study reveal a need for 

additional research into the area of student development within the framework of the 

educational environment. There is a need to establish a culture of evidence that supports 

the use of best practices to move the benchmark in preparing students for future 

academic success. 
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