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understand their course material— both important goals of 
service-learning (Figure 1). 

First-year students and seniors who participated in service- 
learning perceived more gains in several areas of learning 
and development related to their experiences engaging with 
the community (Figure 2). For both class levels, those who 

participated in service-learning reported larger gains than 
their peers in their ability to contribute to the welfare of the 
community, develop a personal code of ethics, and understand 
people of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. 
Finally, adjusting for student and institutional characteristics, 
students who participated in service-learning were more 
engaged in Academic Challenge, Student-Faculty Interaction, 
and Enriching Educational Experiences, and they perceived 
higher levels of Supportive Campus Environment. These 
results	support	claims	for	the	educational	benefits	of	
service-learning. 

Service-Learning and the First-Year Experience
For new students, service-learning creates meaningful 
connections with the community and deeper interactions 
with faculty and peers while enhancing their sense of 
civic responsibility (Bringle & Hatcher, 2009). In spring 
2011,	approximately	40%	of	fulltime,	first-year	students	
participated in a course that included a community-based 
project (NSSE Annual Results 2011). Those attending private 
institutions (49%) were more likely to participate than those 
attending public institutions (38%).
Consistent with previous studies, students who participated in 
service-learning	reported	significantly	higher	gains	in	several	
areas of learning and development (Table 1). The differences 
were moderate in size, with the largest being self-reported 
gains in knowledge and skills related to contributing to 
community welfare.

Faculty and staff directing service-learning programs may 
want to assess their participants for similar results and 
whether service-learning is related to other engagement 
experiences.

Learning Communities
Participating in a learning community (LC) is associated with 
a variety of desirable learning and personal development 
outcomes, but not all students take part. Adult learners and 
first	generation	college	students	were	less	likely	to	participate	
in a LC; students who live on campus, full-time students, 
and members of Greek organizations were more likely. After 
controlling for various background  characteristics, the LC 
experience is positively correlated with both deep learning 
and gains in a number of areas. 
Because	LCs	take	different	forms,	it	is	difficult	to	know	
which of their features is most effective. In 2007, NSSE 
developed a set of experimental questions to obtain additional 
information about learning communities where students 
take two or more classes together. (NSSE Annual Report 
2007, p. 14) About 2,800 respondents from 39 colleges and 
universities answered these questions.
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a. Percentage responding “Very much” or “Quite a bit”.
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Figure 1: The Service-Learning Experience
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