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If students collect trash out of an urban streambed, they are providing a valued 
service to the community as volunteers. If students collect trash from an urban 
streambed, analyze their findings to determine the possible sources of pollution, 
and share the results with residents of the neighborhood, they are engaging in 
service-learning.

EXAMPLE

ABOUT 
SERVICE-LEARNING
S e r v i ce - l e a r n i n g  co u r s e s  e n h a n ce  l e a r n i n g  b y  co n n e c t i n g  a c a d e m i c 
c o u r s e w o r k  to  h ands -o n co mmun ity  ser vice  ex p er ien ces  outs id e of  the 
t ra d i t i o n a l  c l a s s r o o m .  In addition to learning about academic subject matter, 
community-based service projects allow students to gain a deeper understanding of 
their community and themselves. Students will work to find solutions to social 
injustices and other problems that have been identified in the community. 
Service-learning courses blend  MEANINGFUL COMMUNITY SERVICE and CRITICAL 
REFLECTION to create human-centered progress in the Kalamazoo area.  

CRITERIA FOR SERVICE-LEARNING COURSES

SERVICE-LEARNING

Mutually beneficial partnership 
between the community 

and  WMU
Course academic 

objectives applied 
during 15+ hours of 

service

Critical reflection of experience increases 
student learning and community progress

SERVICE MUST ENHANCE UNDERSTANDING OF COURSE LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES AND TARGET A COMMUNITY-IDENTIFIED NEED

PARTNERSHIP BETWEEN COMMUNITY PARTNERS AND WMU MUST 
BE MUTUALLY BENEFICIAL

SYLLABUS MUST STATE THAT THERE IS A SERVICE-LEARNING 
REQUIREMENT FOR THE COURSE AND INDICATE HOW MANY 
HOURS MUST BE SERVED OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM.

SERVICE-LEARNING SHOULD BE A TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCE
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Leads the region through the 
introduction and engagement of new 
ideas, products, and services 
throughout the region with curriculum 
engagement and student innovation 
in the service of our stakeholders.

Adds value to businesses and agencies 
with student innovation, energy, and 
creativity. 

Meets community-identified needs.

Provides access to university resources.

Contributes to a culture of innovation, 
unconventional thinking, and 
problem solving.

Engages the community in mutually 
supportive endeavors.

BENEFITS OF SERVICE-LEARNINING
The benef i ts  o f  s er v ice - learning have d ocum en ted  p osit ive  outcomes for 
students,  fac u lt y,  and t h e greater  com m un ity. 

STUDENTS FACULTY AND 
PROFESSIONAL STAFF THE COMMUNITY WESTERN MICHIGAN 

UNIVERSITY
Provides an opportunity for students 
t o  i d e n t i f y  a n d  d i s s e c t  b i a s e s 
a n d  s t e r e o t y p e s ,  e m p o w e r i n g 
t h e m  t o  build a new framework 
for understanding.

Builds a reputation for students as 
innovative and engaged learners from a 
range of disciplines.

Enhances work-force development and 
students’ employability through applied 
learning and real-life experience.

Encourages civic engagement and 
social responsibility, and decreases 
effects of cultural and political apathy.

Offers opportunities for students to 
learn and practice leadership skills.

Assists in the development of critical 
thinking skills.

Generates opportunities for research and 
publishing through use of the growing 
service-learning education pedagogy.

Supports professional development by 
engagement of  faculty and  students as 
both teachers and learners in creative 
and innovative practice.

Promote tenure and funding 
opportunities for service-learning 
designated courses.

Enhances potential for strong 
faculty/student relationships.

Increases engaged student participation 
in class, and increases students’ ability to 
internalize course material through 
application of objectives.

Builds human capital by expanding and 
strengthening student experience.

Enhances the reputation of the University 
as an engaged campus committed to 
regional support, student growth, and 
economic development.

Provides strong experiential education 
in line with the University's mission for 
a high-quality education. 

Provides opportunities for strong 
p a r t n e r s h i p s  with sta k e h o l d e r s
throughout  t h e  r e g i o n .

Prepares  high-qual i ty  graduates 
who are better prepared to enter 
t h e  workforce, which ser ves to 
ent ice  potent ial  students,  both 
domest ic  and internat ional .
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Despite many internship programs referring to themselves as service-learning programs, the two pedagogy 
are not the same. Internships are generally not aimed at civic learning, instead focusing on developing and 
socializing students for a profession. Additionally, internships emphasize student benefits, whereas 
service-learning is equally attentive to student and community benefits.  

THE MYTH OF TERMINOLOGY
A C A D E M I C  S E R V I C E - L E A R N I N G  I S  T H E  S A M E  A S  ST U D E N T  CO M M U N I T Y  S E R V I C E  & 
CO - C U R R I C U L A R  S E R V I C E - L E A R N I N G .

A C A D E M I C  S E R V I C E - L E A R N I N G  I S  J U ST  A  N E W  N A M E  F O R  I N T E R N S H I P S 
( O R  ST U D E N T  T E A C H I N G  O R  P R A C T I C A ) .

Academic service-learning is different from student community service and co-curricular service-learning. 
Academic service-learning utilizes service experience as course text for both academic and co-curricular 
service-learning. In contrast, student community service rarely involves a learning agenda, and co-curricular 
service-learning aims to at raise consciousness and familiarity with issues related to various communities.

ADDRESSING MYTHS 
ABOUT SERVICE-LEARNING

THE MYTH OF CONCEPTUALIZATION

THE MYTH OF SYNONYMY

THE MYTH OF MARGINALITY

Experience and learning are not the same. Experience is a necessary condition of learning (Kolb, 1984), but 
independently, experience is insufficient. One cannot assume that student involvement in the community 
automatically yields learning. Harvesting academic and/or civic learning from a community service 
experience requires purposeful and intentional efforts. The harvesting process is often referred to 
as “reflection” in the service-learning literature.

E X P E R I E N C E ,  S U C H  A S  I N  T H E  CO M M U N I T Y,  I S  S Y N O N Y M O U S  W I T H  L E A R N I N G

A C A D E M I C  S E R V I C E - L E A R N I N G  I S  T H E  A D D I T I O N  O F  CO M M U N I T Y  S E R V I C E  T O  A 
T R A D I T I O N A L  CO U R S E
Grafting a community service requirement (or option) onto an otherwise unchanged academic 
course does not constitute academic service-learning. While such models abound, the interpretation 
marginalizes the learning in, from, and with the community, and precludes transforming student 
community experiences into learning. To realize service-learning’s full potential as a pedagogy, 
community experiences must be considered in the context of, and integrated with, the other 
planned learning strategies and resources in the course.

DEFINITION OF SERVICE - LEARNING
S e r v i ce - l e a r n i n g  i s  a  m u tu a l l y  b e n e f i c i a l  e n d e a vo r  i n  w h i c h 

co u rs e  l e a r n i n g  o b j e c t i ve s  a re  m et  by  a d d re s s i n g 
co m m u n i t y - i d e n t i f i e d  n e e d s  -  p u t t i n g  a ca d e m i c s  i n to  p ra c t i ce .

F r o m  t h e  M i c h i g a n  J o u r n a l  o f  C o m m u n i t y  S e r v i c e - L e a r n i n g  C o u r s e
D e s i g n  W o r k b o o k .
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The Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project 
was initiated at the request of citizens 
to identify, investigate, and interpret the 
physical remains of Fort St. Joseph, one of 
the most important Colonial outposts in 
the western Great Lakes. WMU conducts its 
annual archaeological f ield school at 
the site, in partnership with the city of 
Niles, the Fort St. Joseph Museum, and 
Support the Fort, a  no n-pro f i t  focused 
o n  p r e s er vation of the fort’s histor y. 
The project has net more than 100,000 
artifacts and animal bones associated with 
the French an d Engl is h  o ccu pation 
of  the  fort from the 1680's to the early 
eighteenth century.

T h e  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  p r o j e c t  g i v e s 
st u dents  an o ppo rt u nit y  to  receive 
instruction in the classroom and gain 

hands-on experience at the dig site, and to 
work with the Fort St. Joseph Museum to 
create a wide range of programs to teach 
the public about the post’s history. Each 
field season, WMU field school students 
host three summer camps - one for young 
adults, another for continuing education 
adults, and one for elementary and high 
school teachers. Student-led education 
and outreach programs also allow the 
public to view ongoing excavations and to 
interact with the student archaeologists. At 
the close of the  f ie ld  season ,  st u d e n t s 
h o st  “ C o m munity Days”, a two-day 
open house to interpret and share the 
archaeology and history of the fort. The event 
attracts approximately 2,000 visitors 
an n ually a n d  i n c l u d e s  l e c t u r e s ,  a n 
outdoor museum, site tours, h istoric a l 
reenactments, demonstrations, period 
music ,  and food.

This basic practicum helps students 
gain experience using behavior analysis 
to teach children diagnosed with autism. 
Students utilize discrete-trial training a n d 
i n c i d e n ta l  teaching methods on-site 
at  the  W oodsEdge Learning Center in 
Portage, Michigan. The practicum also 
fulfills the requirements for practicum 
experience for the Psychology Department 
undergraduate curriculum (Practicum with 
Special Populations).

First-year students in Civil & Construction 
Engi nee r i ng (CCE) enrolled in ENGR 
1001 have an opportunity to work on a 
ser vice-learning project called “Safe 
Routes to School” (SRTS).  SRTS i s  a 
federal  program intended to make it 
safe, convenient,  and fun for children 
t o  b i c y c l e  o r  w a l k  t o  s c h o o l ,  a n d  t o 
r e ce i v e  t h e  r e g u l a r  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y 
n e ce s s a r y  f o r  g o o d  h e a l t h .  The SRTS 
initiative also helps ease traffic jams and 
air pollution, unites neighborhoods, a n d 
c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  s t u d e n t s ’  r e a d i n e s s 
t o  l e a r n .

The SRTS project is a collaboration among the 
WMU College of Engineering, Michigan 
Department of Transportation (MDOT), 
and local  publ ic  schools .  E a c h  f a l l 
a  p a r tner sc hool  is identified, and WMU 
students learn and apply transportation 
engineering p r i n c i p l e s  as they identify 
b a r r i e r s  t o  s a f e  t ra v e l . WMU students 
complete a walking tour of the surrounding 
neighborhood and sur vey children and 
their families, as well as school teachers 
and administrators. Upon completion of 
the assessment, WMU students present 
a remediation plan to city engineers and 
other city and county officials, as well as 
to school administrators, members of the 
school board, and to the general public.

SERVICE-LEARNING COURSE 
EXAMPLES & SAMPLE SYLLABI

Archaeological Project at 
Fort St. Joseph (ANTH 4900)
C L I CK HERE FOR S AMP LE  SY LLABUS

C L I C K  H E R E  F O R  S A M P L E  S Y L L A B U S

C L I C K  H E R E  F O R  S A M P L E  S Y L L A B U S

Introduction to 
Engineering Design (ENGR 1001)

Early Childhood 
Development Delays (PSY 3570)

D E L I V E R S  I N S T R U C T I O N ,  S E R V I C E , 
O R  B O T H  U S I N G  A N  O N L I N E  F O R M A T

E-SERVICE-LEARNING

TYPES OF E-SERVICE-LEARNING:

Hybrid Type I- fully online instruction with 
service fully on site.

Hybrid Type II- fully on-site instruction 
with fully online service.

Hybrid Type III- a hybrid format with 
instruction and service partially delivered 
online and partially delivered on site.

Extreme E-Service-Learning- 100% of the 
instruction and service online.

Client Based Courses- a particular client is 
incorporated throughout the course content 
and the entire class engages in project(s) 
for that client.

In addition to best practices found in a l l 
ser vice - learning ,  E - s e r v i ce - l e a r n i n g 
instructors should educate the instruc-
tional design team about the philosophy 
behind the course to increase buy-in and 
technological support. Community partners 
can engage with the class through online 
instructional tools. Instructors util izing 
exclusively onl in e  con ten t  must remain 
actively engaged throughout the course 
to support the ser vice-learning.

https://cms.wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/u520/2019/Sample%20syllabus%20-%20Archaeological%20Field%20School.pdf
https://cms.wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/u520/2019/Sample%20syllabus%20-%20Introduction%20to%20Engineering%20Design.pdf
https://cms.wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/u520/2019/Sample%20syllabus%20-%20Practicum%20with%20Special%20Populations.pdf
https://wmich.edu/research/compliance/hsirb
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Unless specifically requested otherwise by faculty 
or partners, students sign up, are e-introduced to 
their partners, and then contact partners to set up a 
semester-long schedule within the first three weeks 
of classes, and begin service no later than the 
beginning of week four. Contact is made through-
out the semester to monitor project progression. 
Additional contact will be made as necessary, and 
office staff is always available to address questions 
or concerns among partners, faculty, and students.

BACKGROUND CHECKS AND 
PRE-SERVICE REQUIREMENTS

NECESSARY CHECKS AND PROCEDURES

NOTE: Procedures vary among partners and 
types of services provided. 

Background checks are required for almost all 
projects with medical providers who frequently 
require TB testing. In some instances, certain 
vaccinations are also required; this is more 
frequently the case with interns, as interns are 
more commonly involved in direct medical care 
than with service-learning students. 

Students working with children under the age of 
18, such as with public schools or Communities 
in Schools, are generally required to have a 
background check. Some exceptions exist for 
students who serve fewer than four hours per 
week and are never left unsupervised with 
children (e.g., Junior Achievement). 

In addition to background checks, many 
medical and educational institutions require 
drug screenings. Some may also require a 
credit report. 

The necessary screenings are usually paid for by 
the community partner, though this decision is at 
the discretion of  the community partner. Often, 
this decision is based on the number of hours 
t h e  st u dents  ser ve  dur ing a  semester 
or  academic year. In some cases, students 

are required to cover these costs,  so it  is 
important to be familiar with the practices 
of all partners you collaborate with.

WHEN TO BEGIN THE SCREENING PROCESS

Consider how soon into the semester students 
should begin their service. 

If students will begin sooner than five to six 
weeks into the semester, best practice suggests 
the screening process begin no later than the end 
of week two. Start the screening process as 
soon as possible because depending upon the 
number of checks and the volume of requests 
agencies have at a given time, checks have been 
known to take up to several weeks to complete, 
and students cannot begin service prior to 
receipt of clearance. 

FORMS

Forms also var y from partner to partner, 
so contact your upcoming partners well 
in advance to be sure you have the most 
up-to-date forms and procedures. If  you 
require pre-registration inter views for 
students, the inter view is a good time to 
have all  these forms completed, signed, 
and submitted.

Ne w to  ser vice - learning?   T h is  sect ion  wi l l  p rovid e you with  som e t ips  and 
documents  to  h elp  yo u  beco me  a  ser vice - learn in g guru in  n o t im e.

STEP ONE

Starting a service-learning project takes time and effort, but the results are always 
worth it. Here, you will find best practices for the pre-project planning process. 

HOW TO START

STEP FIVE
Communication plan is identified for 
primar y contact method, as well  as how 
frequently contact will  be made, and by 
whom. For example, a faculty member may 
indicate that the Office of Service-Learning is to 
serve as the primary contact throughout the 
semester, and that the service-learning office 
staff will check in with partners regularly.

STEP SIX
Partners provide information with regard to 
schedules and availability so that students may 
sign up during shifts that fit their schedules. 
Faculty provide parameters of services (e.g., how 
many weeks, start and end dates, etc.) with 
consideration of the needs of the community 
partners.
STEP SEVEN

PRE-PROJECT PLANNING PROCESS

STEP TWO
The Office of Service-Learning will contact potential 
partners, based upon course learning objectives and 
partner needs, to gauge interest. Once partners are 
identified by the Office, best practices suggest that 
an e-introduction between a partner and the faculty 
member opens the communication and adds to the 
success of the partnership.

Instructors contact the Office of Service-Learning 
for assistance with project planning and 
identifying appropriate community partners.  
The instructor may be asked to provide the 
course description, contact information, and/or 
syllabus.

STEP THREE

STEP FOUR

STEP EIGHT

Following e-introductions, the Office of 
Service-Learning will confirm partners and facilitate 
meetings or presentations as requested by faculty.

Faculty will provide partners with either the course 
syllabus or learning objectives as appropriate. Contact 
information may also be shared, with the understanding 
that the Office of Service-Learning is also available as 
needed. Partners will provide volunteer applications 
and background check procedures as needed.

Evaluations will be emailed to all parties at the end 
of the semester. Student responses are higher if class 
time is provided.
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POTENTIAL PITFALLS, 
PREVENTIONS, & INTERVENTIONS

Immediate  communicat ion between 
al l  part ies .  Instructor  (and Off ice  of 
Ser vice -Learning for  ser vice - learning 
courses)  communicate  with  partners 
as  needed.  I f  necessar y,  instructors 
and students  should s i t  down with 
partner  to  ident i fy  a  solut ion.

Even if  the project doesn’t work out in 
the end, have ever yone meet—again as 
soon as possible. This helps students 
frame the experience as a positive 
learning opportunity and may salvage 
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  p a r t n e r 
f o r  f u t u r e  p r o j e c t s .

From the beginning, make sure there 
is an expectation for all  parties that 
communication about issues or potential 
issues are discussed immediately,  at 
the first sign of trouble, not after the 
project has failed.

Partners should have instructor phone 
numbers in case of urgent issues. For 
ser vice-learning courses with a TA or 
se r v ice - l earn i n g scholar,  s t u d e n t 
a s s i s t a n t s ’  numbers may be provided 
in l ieu of the instructor’s number.

Be consistent. Be available. Respond to 
calls and emails promptly.

Foster open communication among 
instructor,  students, and partners. 
Stu de nts  must  trust  that  s i te  glitches 
are to be expected and asking for help 
will  not affect their grades, or they are 
unlikely to admit problems. Students are 
taught to see instructors as authoritarian and 

are not used to a co-learner / co-teacher 
expectation.

On the first day of class,  have students 
sign expectations agreement; include 
community partner site,  and rules.

Contact community partner half way 
through the semester to assure that everyone 
is on track.

Make a final contact with the partner to debrief.

Collaborations can, and often do, face challenges - especially during the first semester or two 
of a new partnership. Relationships take time and effort to find their footing. The following 
section addresses a few common pitfalls you may face in your partnership along with 
steps you can take prior to the start for prevention of missteps, and interventions you 
can make should you encounter obstacles along the way.

P I T F A L L
UNCLEAR EXPECTATIONS AND GOALS 
BETWEEN PARTNERS ARE PRESENT.

INTERVENTION

PREVENTION

A sk all  stakeholders to contribute if 
unexpected expenses occur, but set 
that expectation in the planning stage.
 
Contact  your  dean.

P I T F A L L
L A C K  O F  R E S O U R C E S ,  W H E T H E R 
M O N E Y,  P E O P L E ,  O R  T I M E .

Seek funding beforehand.  The Off ice 
of  Faculty Development has some small 
grants available.  A lways  contact  the 
De velopment  Off ice  before  writ ing 
external  grants  to  get  the  go -ahead.
  
Agree to share the burden of funding 
with dollars or in-kind donations.

Set realistic goals and boundaries 
based on available resources.

Use our project checklist (request through 
the Office of Service-Learning)

Consider having a teaching assistant 
or ser vice-learning student scholar 
( r e q u e s t  t h r o u g h  t h e  O f f i c e  o f 
S e r v i c e - Learning; based upon availability).

K e e p  y o u r  n u m b e r  o f  s t u d e n t s 
a n d  p a r t n e r s  a t  a  m a n a g e a b l e  l e v e l . 
T h e  m o r e  s i t e s  a c t i v e ,  t h e  m o r e 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n  i s  r e q u i r e d . Also, 
we do not want to overburden partners 
with too many students to manage (a  TA 
o r  S e r v i c e - l e a r n i n g  S c h o l a r  c a n 
h e l p  m a n a g e ) .

O f t e n t i m e s ,  d e p a r t m e n t s  w i l l 
c o v e r  t h e  c o s t  o f  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n 
a r r a n g e m e n t s ,  i f  p r e v i o u s 
a r r a n g e m e n t s  f a l l  t h r o u g h . 

B u d d y  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n 
w h e n  p o s s i b l e .

P I T F A L L
T RA N S P O RTAT I O N  I SS U E S

M a k e  s u r e  s t u d e n t s  a r e  a w a r e  t h a t 
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  m a y  b e  n e c e s s a r y .

Seek placements close to campus for 
those without vehicles. 

Provide bus schedules or recommend 
the WMU app which includes the bus 
schedule.

Cover these needs in the pre-semester 
contact/ inter view with students.

PREVENTION PREVENTION

INTERVENTION

INTERVENTION
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A s k  a p p r o p r i a t e  s t a k e h o l d e r 
t o  f o l l o w  u p  w i t h  p a r t n e r s .

P I T F A L L
L A C K  O F  T I M E  F O R 
FOLLOW-THROUGH ON EVALUAT I O N .

S e t  e v a l u a t i o n  e x p e c t a t i o n s  i n 
a d v a n c e  a n d  i n c l u d e  t h e m  i n  t h e 
c o l l a b o r a t i o n  a g r e e m e n t .

P r o v i d e  a  co p y  o f  t h e  e va l u a t i o n 
f o r m  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  co u r s e 
s o  e v e r y b o d y  k n o w s  w h a t  t h e y  a r e 
t o  e va l u a t e . 

Instructors should ser ve as the first 
resource for students.

If a student does not feel comfortable 
with an instructor, they may contact the 
Office of Service-Learning for guidance.

P I T F A L L
A  ST U D E N T  I S  U N CO M FO RTA B L E 
W I T H  T H E  C L ASS ,  CO M M U N I TY 
PA RT N E R ,  O R  P R OJ E CT

Define "safe space" with student during 
your first contact and reiterate at the 
start of the semester.

C o m m u n i c a t e  t o  s t u d e n t s  t h a t 
d i s c o m f o r t  i s  t o  b e  e x p e c t e d . 
S e r v i ce - L e a r n i n g  r e q u i r e s  st u d e n t s 
t o  m o v e  b e y o n d  t h e i r  co m f o r t  z o n e 
a n d  t r y  s o m e t h i n g  n e w.  R e a s s u r e 
t h e  s t u d e n t s  t h a t  t h i s  i s  o k a y.  Meet 
students where they are, not where 
you want or expect them to be.

Set realistic boundaries for all parties.

Invite discussion of discomfort. Also, 
have a backup plan for students who are 
in unhealthy (for them) placeme n ts.

St e p  b a c k  a n d  c r e a t e  s p a ce  f o r 
o p e n  communication and discussion in 
regard to service-learning pedagogy.

P I T F A L L
D E PA RT M E N TA L  O R  CO U R S E 
ST R U C T U R E S  D O  N OT  S U P P O RT 
T H E  S E R V I C E - L E A R N I N G  M O D E L 

A l l  p a r t i e s  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t 
s e r v i c e - l e a r n i n g  i s  r e l a t i o n a l ; 
all  s t a k e h o l d e r s  a r e  c o - l e a r n e r s , 
co-teachers, and co-creators of knowledge.

Check with your department chair and dean 
to learn what the policy is in your area.

Advocate for universal teaching and 
learning expectations of service-learning.

T h e  O f f i c e  o f  S e r v i c e - L e a r n i n g  h a s 
r e f l e c t i o n  r e s o u r c e s  a v a i l a b l e .

Consider attending a ser vice-learning 
brown bag lunch discussion for input.

P I T F A L L
I N S T R U C T O R  L A C K S  T I M E  O R  M AY 
N O T  H AV E  E X P E R I E N C E  W I T H 
CO N D U C T I N G  R E F L E C T I O N .

Attend a course development work-
shop to learn more and share best 
practices with fellow instructors.

PUT IN TIME UP FRONT

MEET POTENTIAL PARTNERS A FULL 
SEMESTER, OR AS SOON AS POSSIBLE, 
BEFORE THE COURSE BEGINS.

PROVIDE A  COPY  OF COU RSE SY LLAB US 
A N D  S A M P L E  S T A K E H O L D E R 
E X P E C T A T I O N  I N F O R M A T I O N 
T O  P A R T N E R S  A T  F I R S T  M E E T I N G .

CLEARLY LAY OUT EXPECTATIONS FOR 
ALL PARTIES, INCLUDING ASSESSMENT 
AND EVALUATION. 

IF A MATCH IS MADE, USE A DOCUMENT 
WITH DATES, TIMES, ORIENTATIONS, AND 
ANY OTHER NECESSARY INFORMATION - 
NOT AS A CONTRACT, BUT AS A SCHEDULE 
TO FOLLOW.

CONSIDER INTERVIEWING STUDENTS 
PRIOR TO REGISTRATION

SET REALISTIC GOALS AND BOUNDARIES

CONTACT STUDENTS FOUR TO SIX WEEKS 
BEFORE THE SEMESTER BEGINS TO  INFORM 
THEM OF EXPECTATIONS—CONDUCT, 
TIME COMMITMENT, P R E - P L A C E M E N T 
R E Q U I R E M E N T S ,  E . G .  BACKGROUND 
CHECKS, TRANSPORTATION, ETC.

PLAN FOR ORIENTATION FOR PARTNERS AND 
ORIENTATION AT THE SITES FOR STUDENTS.

MAKE SURE PARTNERS KNOW UP FRONT OF 
PLANNED UNIVERSITY CLOSURES.

PREVENTION

INTERVENTION

PREVENTION

INTERVENTION

PREVENTION

INTERVENTION

PREVENTION

INTERVENTION
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BEST PRACTICES 
FOR PEER INSTITUTIONS

SUPPORT & POLICIES FOR
SERVICE-LEARNING PROGRAMS

S e r ve  as  a  campus re source to  faci l i tate  the  implementat ion of  ser vice - learning and 
co m m u nity- base d learn i n g.

Effectively match academic and professional development with needs identified by 
community s t a k e h o l d e r s  for  the  purpose of  t ransit ioning c lassroom learning into 
pra ct ical ,  professi onal  expe r ie nce.

Advocate for the incorporation of service-learning into every curriculum campus-wide.

Coordinate activities between, and build community among, service-learning stakeholders.

Provide students with opportunities to engage with nonprofit  and for-profit  sites to 
stimulate ser vice-learning and workforce development.

Create reflection structures that provide a contextual framework to challenge and interrogate 
theories, stereotypes, and preconceptions students experience in their community.

Does this seem like a lot to process? Don't worry - we are committed to helping you 
in any way we can. We will do due diligence to ensure the physical and emotional 
safety of all community-engaged students. This includes working with partners 
whose policies reflect the values stated in WMU policies. The following section 
will serve to provide information about the Office of Service-Learning and the 
support offered.

The Office of Service-Learning seeks to connect and engage students, 
faculty, and the community in projects that intentionally redistribute 
power, create egalitarian partnerships, and generate deeper learning 

and civic engagement to benefit the greater community.

MISSION OF THE OFFICE OF SERVICE-LEARNING:

THE OFFICE OF SERVICE-LEARNING STRIVES TO:

Ser vice-learning is a mutually 
beneficial  endeavor in which course 
learning objectives are met by 
addressing community-identified 
needs--putting academics into 
practice. Projects require a minimum 
of 15 hours of ser vice work outside 
the classroom, and provide students 
with opportunities to be a part of the 
solution to challenges identified by 
our community partners. 

Ser vice-learning always includes 
critical reflection of the experience 
and empowers community 
members, students, and faculty to 
create change. 

The criteria for the service-learning 
course designation are as follows:

• Service project must enhance            
understanding of course learning     
objectives

• Students provide at least 15 hours 
of service during the semester.            
Project-based learning is determined 
by completion of project goals rather 
than hours. (Hours must be logged)

• Must include critical reflection of     
student's experiences

• Projects must serve a                         
community-identified need

• Must be a reciprocal partnership 
among community partners, students, 
and professors/instructors/staff

• Projects must be arranged by            
university faculty or staff

• Only courses in which service learning 
is required for all students will receive 
the service learning designation

• To receive the designation, the course 
must include the service learning      
requirement every time it is taught

Among our ten research-one peer universities, the following are best practices in 
regard to faculty, student, and community development.

DEFINITIONS REQUIREMENTS OF A 
SERVICE-LEARNING COURSE

http://www.wmich.edu/hr/handbook/index.html
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When reflection journals are utilized:

Reading journals can be labor intensive; consider 
having a teaching assistant be your first pair of eyes.

Ask questions—and keep asking to get at deeper 
meaning and critical thinking. Instructors need to be 
engaged in student’s learning so as not to be viewed 
as the disinterested teacher just collecting papers. 
Give students feedback throughout.

Offer opportunities for students to read each other’s 
journals with students’ permission. Making this a 
requirement can be counterproductive.

Use course materials to reflect on who students are 
and what they believe to foster self-awareness and 
identify biases.

REFLECTION
Reflection is a vital part of the service-learning process. You will find best practices, 
and resources for development of guided reflection below.

BEST PRACTICES 
FOR REFLECTION

Transparency; be real with your students. 
This facilitates openness, risk-taking, 
and builds the culture of co-learners and 
co-teachers versus the traditional teaching 
model which is more authoritarian.

Consider opening each class with a brief time for 
students to meet as a class or in small groups for 
check in. Start by providing prompts that will help 
focus and  direct discussion toward that day’s 
course content. This builds community and trust, 
which enhances connectedness and learning 
and helps students make connections  between 
themselves and course content.

Make it clear that notes taken during reflection 
periods should reflect student processing and
critical discussion points for their individual 
learning.

Students often shut down when the instructor 
enters the conversation. Consider modeling good 
reflection practices and join when appropriate.

Best outcomes are accomplished when 
instructors work with the students to 
develop a s t r u c t u r e  t o  g i v e  t h e  e x e r c i s e 
s h a p e — s o m e t h i n g  m o r e  t h a n  o p e n 
d i s c u s s i o n .  T h o s e  w h o  u t i l i z e  this 
m e t h o d  h a v e  f o u n d  t h a t  s t u d e n t s 
b e c o m e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  e n g a g e d 
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s e m e s t e r . 

QUESTIONS FOR 
STUDENTS TO CONSIDER

W h a t  d i d  yo u  d o  ( d u r i n g  p ro j e c t  h o u rs 
w i t h  co m m u n i t y  p a r t n e rs ) ?  How did you feel 
about it?

What did you discover about yourself  or 
those you were serving?

D i d  y o u  d i s c o v e r  p e r s o n a l  b i a s e s  o r 
u n cover subconscious stereotypes about 
the group or activity?

How does your service work relate to 
course content?

PREVENTION
Cookie cutter reflection requirements don’t always 
get the desired depth and critical outcomes:

Requiring students to read or comment on one 
another’s journals may impede some students' 
willingness to honestly reflect.

Many students view this as “just one more thing” 
and miss the intended benefits. Offer opportunities 
for students to read each other’s journals, but not 
as a requirement.

Lack of structure and/or unplanned activity, relying 
on open discussion, frequently leads to “chatting” 
or complaining without the desired critical 
analysis. Be prepared and intentional. 

Whenever possible, offer students opportunities 
to  indiv idual ize  ref lect ions —use other 
means than written journals .

I  H E A R  &  I  F O R G E T

I  S E E  &  I  R E M E M B E R

I  D O  &  I  U N D E R S T A N D

Consider allowing students to choose their 
own reflection technique. This may include 
journaling, creative writing, an art project, 
musical interpretation, etc. 

Instructor serves as monitor and asks probing 
questions to increase depth of discussion.
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LIABILITY GUIDELINES, WMU
Academic Experiential Learning (e.g., ser-
vice-learning, capstone courses)

In most cases, WMU’s liability insurance covers 
WMU, its faculty and staff when working within 
the scope of their duties. WMU’s coverage will 
extend to students when they are working 
in the  co m m u ni ty  as  part  of  an academic 
requirement for a WMU course. This coverage 
will extend to students under the following:

Off-campus service is explicitly stated in the course 
syllabus as a core requirement 

Activity is organized by WMU faculty or staff—
does not cover “volunteer” work even when it’s 
associated with a course. 

Students must complete and sign community 
partner site sign-up form when required by 
faculty or partners.

With regard to transportation, students should 
not have community partners or constituents 
in their cars as a part of their service. I f  the y 
do,  th e  stu de nt’s  pe rson al  auto i n surance 
po l ic y  w i l l  cover  in  the  case of an accident; 
if uninsured/underinsured, students will be 
responsible for damages.  THEREFORE, STUDENTS 
SHOULD NOT TRANSPORT COMMUNITY MEMBERS 
DURING STUDENTS’ SERVICE TO THE COMMUNITY 
AND ITS MEMBERS.

Non-Academic Community Service (aka co-curricular 
learning and volunteerism [even service hours required 
for a course if there is no specific community partner and 
project set up by university professors or staff] ) 

WMU does not cover students or community 
partners when students are volunteering

WMU is not liable if a student does something 
intentionally harmful. In such cases, students 
would be held responsible for damages

NOTE:  Exceptions may be made if a student 
unintentionally causes damage, accident, or 
injury; these incidences are determined on a 
case-by-case basis

Internships

U n i v e r s i t y - a p p r o v e d  i n t e r n s h i p s 
s h o u l d  h a v e  a f f i l i a t i o n  a g r e e m e n t s 
w i t h  c o m m u n i t y  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a n d 
businesses that spell out liability coverage. 
(Most businesses and agencies require these 
agreements)

I f  f o r  a c a d e m i c  c r e d i t  d u r i n g  t h e 
s e m e s t e r ,  W M U  c o v e r a g e  a p p l i e s  a s 
i n d i c a t e d  i n  a f f i l i a t i o n  a g r e e m e n t s

If an internship continues beyond the end of 
a semester, students must file an extension 
letter in order for WMU to continue liability 
protection. If the student does not file this 
letter, they are responsible should anything 
happen during internship hours

N OT E :   If the internship is not for an academic 
program,  there  is  no l iabi l i ty  co v e ra g e 
( Se e "No N-Ac A d e m i c co m m u N i t y  Se r v i c e")

REGISTERED STUDENT ORGANIZATIONS--
See "NoN-AcAdemic commuNity Service" with the AdditioN 
of the followiNg: 

RSOs are not covered as part of the University with 
the exception of staff and faculty advisors covered 
as part of their employment with the University

DRESS CODE

STUDENTS AND 
CLIENTS INTERACTIONS

COMMUNITY PARTNERS

WMU MINORS POLICY

The following dress code applies to every-
one: 

 No shorts
 No crop tops 
 No t-shirts or tank tops 
 No sweats 
 No low-cut or unbuttoned shirts 

You will be working with different populations, 
and as in any job, you adjust to fit into the 
culture and environment you are entering. Err 
on the side of conservative dress at all times. 
T h i s  i s  b o t h  t o w a r d  p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m , 
a n d  m a y  i n  some cases  be a  matter  of 
safety.

All  policies available in the Student Code 
of Conduct.

No touching This includes, but is not limited to 
sitting on laps, frontal or full contact hugging, 
grabbing a misbehaving child, or braiding hair.  
Be mindful and respectful of others’ personal 
space.

No social media friending with those students 
served, e.g. K-12 students and agency clients

No sharing of personal email addresses
No closed doors one-on-one time with clients

No photographs at placement sites or 

The policy of Western Michigan University is that 
all existing and future University programs and 
activities involving minors be developed and 
administered so as to: 

Provide safe and protective environments for 
participation of minors; and

Mandate compliance with policies and 
requirements enacted by the Board, President, 
and the administration, including WMU’s Duty 
to Report Criminal Acts policy, the President’s 
Statement on Reporting Illegal and Unethical 
Activities, and Ethics Points reporting 
procedures; and require appropriate training for 
those WMU employees, students, and 
volunteers that come in direct contact with 
minors in these University programs and 
activities, which includes training on reporting 
of child abuse as mandated or allowed under 
state law. 

Non-discr iminat ion  pol ic y:  

All community partners who wish to collaborate 
with the Office of Service-Learning are encouraged 
to contact the office; however, LGBT status must 
be included in the organization’s Affirmative 
Action/Equal  Oppor tu n ity  Employer statement, 
prohibiting discrimination and harassment, based 
on sexual orientation or gender ident ity.

Some RSOs purchase their own insurance

Some RSOs are  insured under  a  nat ional 
organizat ion,  such as  some fraternit ies 
and soror i t ies .

E x t e n u a t i n g  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  m a y  b e 
r e c o n s i d e r e d  o n  a  c a s e - b y - c a s e  b a s i s .

during service-learning hours without a 
signed release form, available through the 
Office of Service-Learning. 

If working with children or the justice system, 
background checks and drug screens must be 
done.

https://wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/u492/2015/Code%207-22-2015%20final.pdf
https://wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/u492/2015/Code%207-22-2015%20final.pdf
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SERVICE-LEARNING COURSE
DESIGNATION  

O f f i ce  o f  S e r v i ce - Le a r n i n g 
CREATING HUMAN - CENTERED PROGRESS IN THE 

CLASSROOM AND COMMUNITY

HOW TO GET A COURSE APPROVED
The procedures are as follows:

• A faculty member who wants a service-learning course designation will complete and submit the Course 
Designation Request Form on the Office of Service-Learning's webpage (wmich.edu/servicelearning). 

 The request form must be completed and submitted to the Service-Learning Course Approval 
               Subcommittee at least two months prior to curriculum submissions deadlines. 

 The Service-Learning Course Approval Subcommittee will meet monthly during fall and spring 
               semesters, as needed, to review and approve courses.

• If approved, the Office of Service-Learning will notify the faculty member, the department chair, and the 
Registrar's Office. 

• The Registrar's Office will add a service-learning attribute ("S") designating the course in Banner and in 
the Undergraduate catalog. 

• For all subsequent semesters during which the course is taught with a service-learning component, the 
faculty member teaching the course will submit a Course Change Form. The Registrar's Office will add 
the service-learning attribute upon notification on a semester-by-semester basis. 

• All courses that receive the service-learning designation must be resubmitted and re-approved every five 
years through the established procedures. 

If the Service-Learning Course Approval Subcommittee does not approve the course, the committee will 
provide recommendations and assist faculty to apply appropriate changes in order to meet the minimum 
criteria. The faculty member may resubmit the request form an unlimited number of times to the 
Service-Learning Course Approval Subcommittee for approval. 


