Definitions of Service Learning to Use in Course Syllabi

Feel free to use any of these definitions or to build your own definition modeled on these. Notice that all emphasize that service learning is an academic experience, that it is intentionally linked to and enhanced by meaningful and relevant service which meets real needs in collaboration with community organizations, and that it involves structured conceptual, civic, and personal reflection.

Service-learning is the term used to refer to educational experiences that link academic study with community service so that each strengthens and deepens the other. In academic service learning, students participate in an organized service activity that is both relevant to the specific course and that meets identified community needs. Individually and collectively, participants engage in structured reflection on the service activity so that they gain deeper understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, a greater awareness of and sensitivity to diversity, and an enhanced sense of civic responsibility.

Service-learning is a kind of experiential education that connects classroom-based learning with community-based service. In collaboration with community organizations, students harness the tools of the academic discipline and apply specific course concepts to deepen understanding of social, political, and economic issues that contribute to the challenges faced by groups and communities and of larger social inequalities and injustices. The service activities for the course should be seen as equivalent to the readings, lectures, class discussions, and other assignments—all are contexts for realizing the learning objectives of the course.
Service-learning is a term used to characterize community-based educational experiences that vary from other forms of traditional and experiential learning methods. The hyphen between “service” and “learning” demonstrates that these two facets are interdependent and dynamic. In addition to the academic (discipline) learning activities (e.g., reading texts, taking exams, and writing papers), the course will include relevant and meaningful service activities designed to enhance the academic learning and to facilitate more general learning related to civic responsibility and social issues. 
Service-learning is the term used to describe a community-based approach to education which combines relevant and meaningful community service, critical reflection, and purposeful civic education in a way that enhances the academic learning of a particular course. It may entail students doing direct service with populations in the community related to the course, working with non-profit agencies to help them become more effective, or engaging in a collaborative research project with the community in order to advocate change or solve problems. In contrast to volunteer work or co-curricular community service, service-learning is an academically-rigorous credit-bearing experience for students.
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