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Service-learning benefits students, communities, institutions of higher learning, and faculty. Most studies 
have focused on the impact of service-learning on students; however, there is a dearth of mixed-methods 
research examining faculty use of service-learning. Using a two-phase, exploratory, mixed-methods 
design, the purpose of this study was to understand the factors that influenced 24 faculty fellows’ 
engagement with service-learning. The qualitative component examined four faculty’s in-depth 
experiences with service-learning to understand the meaning they assigned to those experiences and to 
identify key themes that affected engagement. The quantitative phase of the study explored the extent to 
which 20 additional faculty fellows’ service-learning experiences matched those of the four faculty 
fellows involved in the qualitative phase. Rigorous qualitative analysis revealed five themes: educational 
transformation for faculty and students, personal transformation for faculty and students, emotional 
investment, tenure concerns, and time commitments. Descriptive statistical analyses revealed that 90% of 
respondents agreed that implementing service-learning made them better and more meaningful teachers 
and challengers of traditional modes of education, and caused them to evaluate what it meant to be a good 
teacher. Eighty-five percent of faculty agreed that service-learning provides students with “real world” 
application and that they were learning alongside students. There were some differences among faculty 
with regard to emotional investment, tenure concerns, and time commitment. Service-learning is one of 
the most valuable tools faculty can use to create an active, engaged learning environment. Overall, faculty 
believed that service-learning was worth the effort. 
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Service-learning is gaining popularity across university campuses because of its promise to enrich 
students’ educational experiences, promote civic and social responsibility, and strengthen surrounding 
communities by addressing unmet needs and establishing reciprocal relationships with community 
partners (Bringle, Clayton & Hatcher, 2013; Darby & Newman, 2014; Kuh, 2008; O’Meara, 2008). 
Research shows that service-learning benefits students, universities, communities, and faculty; indeed, 
many studies report incredible transformative experiences as a result of service-learning and community 
engagement (Cazzell, Theriot, Blakey, & Sattler, 2014; O’Meara, 2008). Regarding students, service-
learning increases their sense of personal efficacy, personal identity, spiritual growth, and moral 
development (Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009; Rockquemore & Schaffer, 2000). 
It fosters students’ concerns for social problems, social responsibility, and citizenship skills such that 
students leave college believing they have the power and responsibility to help their community (Darby & 
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Newman, 2014; Giles & Eyler, 1994). Service-learning also improves students’ ability to apply what is 
learned to the “real world” (Darby & Newman, 2014; Eyler & Giles, 1999; O’Meara, 2008; O’Meara & 
Niehaus, 2009). Finally, service-learning increases students’ overall satisfaction with higher education 
(Astin & Sax, 1998).  

While there has been less research on the impact of service-learning on universities and 
communities, studies indicate that service-learning increases retention rates at higher education 
institutions  (Astin & Sax, 1998). It also enhances university-community relationships (Astin et al., 2006; 
Driscoll et al., 1996; Garcia & Robinson, 2005) and increases the vitality and viability of universities 
themselves (Hammond, 1994). With respect to the community, service-learning has been found to reduce 
stereotypes and facilitate cultural and racial understanding among diverse groups of individuals 
(Vogelgesang & Astin, 2000). Moreover, service-learning meets crucial human needs, thereby providing 
a useful service to the community (Garcia & Robinson, 2005). 

More research is focusing on faculty members’ experiences with service-learning (O’Meara, 
2008), a topic which until recently has garnered little attention (Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Driscoll et 
al., 1996). The purposes of this study were to understand the impact that service-learning had on faculty at 
a research-intensive university and to identify the factors that encouraged or impeded their use of service-
learning in the classroom. Increased understanding of faculty’s experiences will help promote their use of 
service-learning as well as identify and anticipate barriers so that universities and service-learning 
administrators/coordinators can proactively develop solutions and implement supports that encourage 
engagement in service-learning (Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Darby & Newman, 2014; Hammond, 1994). 
 
 

Literature Review 
As it relates to faculty, service-learning research has focused primarily on factors that motivate and deter 
faculty’s use of service-learning. Studies suggest four primary motivations related to faculty’s use of 
service-learning. The most cited motivation relates to the educational benefits it provides to students 
(Darby & Newman, 2014). Other motivations identified in the literature fall into three categories: 
personal, career-related, and institutional/departmental (Hammond, 1994; O’Meara, 2008).  
 
Factors Motivating Faculty’s Use of Service-Learning 
Educational benefits  
Since service-learning is a teaching strategy intended to enhance students’ learning, it is not surprising 
that the primary motivation faculty report centers around increased quality of education and instruction 
(Abes, Jackson, & Jones, 2002; Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Furco, 2001; Hammond, 1994; O’Meara & 
Niehaus, 2009). According to Bringle and Hatcher (1996) “faculty who use service-learning discover that 
it brings new life to the classroom, enhances performance on traditional measures of learning, increases 
student interest in the subject, teaches new problem solving skills, and makes teaching more enjoyable” 
(p. 222). Other studies have found that the quality of students’ learning is improved (Hesser, 1995; 
O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009). Service-learning challenges traditional modes of education (Crews, 1995), 
actively involving students in their own education by providing experiential learning opportunities 
(Crews, 1995; O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009). Still other research has suggested that faculty view service-
learning as an effective way to present relevant course material and enhance students’ critical thinking 
abilities (Astin et al., 2006; Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Garcia & Robinson, 2005; Giles & Eyler, 1994; 
Hammond, 1994; McKay & Rozee, 2004).  

Additionally, studies have found that service-learning helps to develop students’ moral character, 
promotes civic engagement, fosters a sense of community, and assists students in developing a 
meaningful philosophy of life (Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Hammond, 1994; O’Meara & Niehaus, 
2009). Abes, Jackson, and Jones (2002) found that students’ learning (as measured by an increased 
understanding of course material and enhanced personal development), followed by community outcomes 
(i.e., developing a deeper understanding of social problems while providing a service to the community) 
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and professional responsibility (i.e., an increased ability to apply theory to practice) were the most 
important factors motivating faculty to use service-learning.  

Finally, Pribbenow (2005) found that service-learning not only provided educational benefits but 
also improved relationships between faculty and students. Faculty experienced a renewed commitment to 
teaching and meaningful interactions with students. They had deeper, more significant connections and 
relationships with students. Faculty found that they had a better understanding of student learning 
processes and outcomes, and used more constructivist teaching and learning approaches in the classroom. 
They also were able to more clearly communicate theoretical concepts as a result of service-learning. 
Finally, students and faculty alike were more actively involved in the community. Research shows that as 
long as faculty see increased learning along with other educational benefits, they will continue to engage 
in service-learning (Abes et al., 2002; Bringle et al., 1997; Hammond, 1994; O’Meara, 2008). 
  
Personal motivations  
Faculty also have personal motivations for adopting service-learning pedagogy (O’Meara & Niehaus, 
2009) which, according to research, have often stemmed from a prior history and commitment to service 
instilled by: faculty’s family of origin, high school or college service-related experiences, and/or the 
importance placed on service by faculty’s religious faith (O’Meara, 2008; O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009). 
Commitments to social change, social issues, or social justice also has been cited as personal motivations 
for embracing service-learning (O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009). In a study by O’Meara (2008), she found that 
50% of faculty indicated that their motivation for incorporating service-learning was related to a personal 
commitment to social change. Other personal reasons faculty engage in service-learning have included a 
belief that it improves their teaching as well as observing students grow and mature personally and 
professionally as a result of community engagement (Colbeck & Wharton-Michael, 2006; O’Meara, 
2008).  
 
Career-related motivations 
Career-related motivations focus on the extent to which service-learning helps faculty succeed in their 
careers (O’Meara, 2008). For some faculty in earlier studies, service-learning became an integral part of 
their professional identity; consequently, they were asked to conduct service-learning-related trainings 
campus-wide, were often seen as the “resident experts” on campus, or oversaw and were responsible for 
development of service-learning initiatives on campus (O’Meara, 2008). Other motivations to engage in 
service-learning included faculty’s belief that service-learning was cutting edge and their desire to be 
frontrunners in their respective disciplines (O’Meara, 2008). 
 
Institutional/departmental motivations  
Institutional motivations to engage in service-learning focus on the extent to which institutions and 
departments support faculty’s use of service-learning. Some faculty reported working at universities or 
within departments with a strong, longstanding tradition of service-learning that was integral to the 
institutional mission and context (O’Meara, 2008; O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009; O’Meara, Sandmann, 
Saltmarsh, & Giles, 2011; Vogelgesang, Denson, & Jayakumar, 2010). Some studies found that faculty 
members’ discipline was related to engagement in service-learning. Disciplines with an orientation 
toward or a history of community involvement (i.e. faculty in life sciences, social services, or professional 
schools) demonstrated a stronger orientation toward service-learning than faculty in the physical sciences 
or humanities (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996; O’Meara, 2008; O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009; Vogelgesang et al., 
2010). Still other studies reported that faculty who had colleagues whom they respected or received 
encouragement to engage in service-learning were more likely to incorporate service-learning into their 
classes (O’Meara, 2008). Research indicates that institutional/departmental motivations also include: 
inheriting a course that already had service-learning as a component; departmental requirements for 
service-learning; and viewing service-learning as the best way to present discipline-related content.  
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Motivations are often categorized as extrinsic or intrinsic (Deci & Ryan, 1982). In the context of 
faculty engagement in service-learning, extrinsic motivations focus on factors that are externally derived 
and/or provide an external reward to faculty (O’Meara, 2008). Career-related and 
institutional/departmental motivations tend to be more extrinsic because they include reward systems such 
as tenure, workload-related reasons, and improved working relationships with colleagues. By contrast, 
intrinsic motivations focus on factors that are internally derived and pertain to one’s work or how it 
affects the faculty member (O’Meara, 2008). Educational and personal motivations tend to be intrinsic 
because they include personal commitment to service, a desire to provide students with the most rigorous 
meaningful learning experience possible, a belief in a civic duty to meet community needs, and an 
eagerness to teach students the importance of community involvement and civic responsibility (Abes et 
al., 2002).  Repeatedly, studies have found that intrinsic motivation is often more impactful and long-
lasting than extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1982). Service-learning-related studies have found that 
while extrinsic rewards, such as stipends, letters of commendation, public praise, and credit toward 
tenure, did motivate faculty to incorporate service-learning into their courses, faculty were more 
motivated by intrinsic factors (Abes et al., 2002; Garcia & Robinson, 2005).  
 
Factors Deterring Faculty’s Use of Service-Learning 
Generally, faculty who use service-learning are committed to its pedagogy (Hammond, 1994). 
Nonetheless, some factors deter faculty’s use of service-learning. In earlier studies, the time commitment 
and logistics required to incorporate service-learning into a course and implement the project were cited 
as the most significant deterrents (Abes et al., 2002; Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Furco, 2001; Hammond, 
1994). Another significant challenge was adjusting for students’ differing levels of readiness and 
willingness to participate in service-learning projects and courses (Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Darby & 
Newman, 2014; Hammond, 1994). According to Darby and Newman (2014), students’ lack of 
motivation, negative course feedback, and their inability to incorporate their service-learning experiences 
into the course material deterred faculty from engaging in service-learning. Additionally, faculty members 
felt discouraged when they believed their service-learning projects were not making a difference or when 
they faced challenging relationships with community partners (Darby & Newman, 2014). Faculty’s 
discomfort with effectively using service-learning was another deterrent (Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007). 
Finally, a lack of support and recognition (i.e., financial, tenure and promotion reward structure, and 
course accommodations) served as a deterrent to using service-learning for some faculty (Abes et al., 
2002; Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Bringle & Hatcher, 1996; Hammond, 1994; Kezar & Lester, 2009; 
O’Meara, 2008; 2002; O’Meara & Rice, 2005; Sandmann, 2006). 
 
Gaps in the Literature 
Service-learning benefits students, communities, institutions of higher education, and faculty (Driscoll et 
al., 1996). The majority of studies have focused on the impact service-learning has on students (Bringle et 
al., 2013). Yet, service-learning often falls under the purview of faculty since they are primarily 
responsible for the institutionalization of service-learning on college campuses (Astin et al., 2006; Bringle 
& Hatcher, 1995, 1996, 2000; Garcia & Robinson, 2005). Though still relatively nascent, research 
focusing on service-learning as it relates to faculty is becoming more sophisticated, asking deeper 
questions (O’Meara et al., 2011). Therefore, it is imperative that more mixed-method studies explore 
faculty’s experiences with service-learning, what they are learning about service-learning and themselves, 
and whether they see these factors as challenges or opportunities that ultimately influence engagement 
with service-learning (O’Meara et al, 2011). Guiding this study was a central research question: What are 
faculty fellows’ experiences with service-learning at a research-intensive university?    
 

Research Methods and Design 
The purpose of the study was to understand the impact that service-learning had on 24 faculty fellows, 
what they learned from their service-learning experiences, and whether they viewed these factors as 
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challenges or opportunities that ultimately influenced their engagement with service-learning. After 
institutional review board approval was granted, the study was implemented using a two-phase 
exploratory mixed-methods design (qualitative semi-structured reflections followed by a quantitative 
survey). The case-study method provided the unique opportunity to examine four faculty’s in-depth 
experiences with service-learning, understand the meaning they assigned to their experiences, and identify 
key themes across cases. Previous service-learning studies have used a case-study approach whereby 
researchers identified potential effects of service-learning on faculty and gathered rich, descriptive 
contexts of faculty members’ service-learning experiences (Driscoll et al., 1998; O’Meara et al., 2011; 
Pribbenow, 2005). Case studies are ideal for conducting exploratory research (Driscoll, 2000; Yin, 2009); 
moreover, they allow researchers to understand individuals’ lived experiences within their real-life 
contexts (Gillham, 2000; Padgett, 2008; Scholz & Tietje, 2002; Stake, 2006; Yin, 2009).  

The quantitative phase of the study examined 20 additional faculty fellows’ service-learning 
experiences and compared these to the experiences of the four faculty fellows involved in the qualitative 
phase. The quantitative survey, created from the themes identified from the case study, was administered 
to all service-learning faculty fellows at the university, excluding the four faculty members involved in 
the qualitative phase. Descriptive statistical analyses were conducted to strengthen and expand upon the 
qualitative findings.  

 
Participants 
Using criterion sampling, it was determined that faculty who (1) served as service-learning faculty 
fellows, (2) had incorporated service-learning in a course or developed a service-learning project, and (3) 
had engaged in service-learning for at least one year were eligibile for study participation. To elicit 
participation in the qualitative phase, the director of the Center for Community Service Learning (CCSL) 
sent emails to all 65 faculty fellows who had participated in service-learning seminars from fall 2006 
through spring 2011. Three fellows indicated that they were interested in designing and participating in 
this study. The CCSL director joined the research team. 

The quantitative survey was sent via email to the remaining 62 service-learning faculty fellows at 
the university who were not involved in the qualitative phase. Over three weeks, 20 faculty fellows 
responded to the survey (33% response rate). Demographics of study sample are listed in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Sample Demographics  
Demographic Data Qualitative (N=4) Quantitative (N=20) 
College or School 
 

Nursing (1)  
Social Work (1) 
Engineering (1) 
Director of CCSL (1) 

Business (2), Education and 
Health Professions (5), 
Engineering (1), Liberal Arts (6), 
Nursing (3), Science (2), Urban 
and Public Affairs (1) 

Tenure Tenured (1) 
Tenure-Track (2) 
Non-Tenured Position (1) 

Tenured (5) 
Tenure-Track/Non-Tenured (15)  

Years teaching-higher ed Mean: 9 (SD 7), Range: 3-16  Mean: 13.4 (SD 9.3), Range: 2-
38 

Years implementing service-
learning  

Mean: 2.9 (SD 1.4), Range: 2-5  Mean: 6.6 (SD 6.6), Range: 1-20 
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Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis 
Three faculty fellows and the CCSL director began sharing their service-learning experiences via email 
over a three month period from February 2012 to May 2012. Their semi-structured reflections centered on 
the following questions: (1) What have been your experiences with service-learning? (2) What were some 
of your experiences working with community partners? (3) What aspects of the service-learning seminars 
were particularly useful in your development as a service-learning faculty fellow? (4) How did service-
learning affect you personally? (5) How did service-learning affect you professionally? (6) What were 
some of your students’ experiences with service-learning?  

All reflections were uploaded into NVIVO, a qualitative data-analysis software program that 
helps researchers store, code, manage, and analyze qualitative data (Creswell, 2013). Analysis began by 
open-coding (i.e., the codes emerge from the data) the reflections (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Padgett, 
2008). Open-coding involved reading the data multiple times and generating a list of descriptive codes 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The researcher then looked repeatedly within and between cases to check for 
disconfirming and corroborating evidence, as well as alternative explanations. This case study analytic 
technique creates a robust analysis because it moves beyond description to more conceptual explanations 
of the data (Yin, 2009). Finally, pattern matching—a type of thematic analysis and the most desirable 
technique for case study analysis—was conducted (Yin, 2009) by dissecting the data to understand “the 
patterns, the recurrences, the plausible whys” of individual cases, as well as the aggregation of cases 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 69).  

To enhance rigor and credibility of the findings, all codes and coded passages were reviewed by 
the researchers (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Padgett, 2008). When there was disagreement, the researchers 
supplied justifications for why they thought the data should be coded differently. Discussion continued 
until the researchers agreed upon the best code to use. This organic, iterative process allowed the research 
team to find the codes that best fit the data (Padgett, 2008).  
 
Quantitative Survey Development 
Using themes developed from the qualitative study phase, the Faculty Experiences with Service-Learning 
Survey was created based on five themes: educational transformation for faculty and students (8 items), 
personal transformation for students and faculty (2 items), emotional investment (4 items), tenure 
concerns (2 items), and time commitments (9 items). The 25 items were randomized. To establish content 
validity, the survey was reviewed by two leading service-learning experts, and changes to specific items 
were made based on the experts’ feedback.  

The survey was divided into two sub-surveys. The first 25-item sub-survey focused on the extent 
to which participants agreed or disagreed with the statements, using a 5-point Likert scale. The second 25-
item sub-survey asked participants to rate the extent to which they saw the same items as a challenge or 
opportunity, using a different 5-point Likert scale. Descriptive statistical analyses included frequencies 
and percentages for item responses. For its first-time use, the total 5-item survey demonstrated adequate 
reliability (α = 0.87). Both sub-surveys also produced satisfactory reliability with Cronbach’s alphas of 
0.81 and 0.91, respectively. 
 
Qualitative Findings 
Five themes emerged from four faculty’s service-learning experiences: educational transformation for 
faculty and students, personal transformation for faculty and students, emotional investment, tenure 
concerns, and time commitments.  

 
 
Theme 1: Educational transformation for faculty and students. This theme focuses on the 

educational benefits that both faculty and students experienced as a result of service-learning. Faculty 
believed that the process of incorporating service-learning into their courses made them better teachers. 
Karen, an assistant professor of social work, stated:  
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[Service-learning] means having a lesson planned, but not sticking so tightly to it that we can't 
deal with whatever might come up. However, that is the scary part, because what if something 
comes up that I can't answer. I realized that I do not have to have all the answers. I just need to be 
there and be present with the students as we figure things out together. That is what service-
learning has taught me.  
 
Service-learning encouraged faculty to evaluate their teaching in ways they had not done before 

engaging in service-learning. They felt that service-learning often led them to replace traditional views of 
education, in which students are empty vessels and faculty pour knowledge into them, with models in 
which the faculty and students learn from one another. According to Nancy, an associate professor of civil 
engineering: 

 
I think that it takes courage for faculty to admit that we're learning … In service-learning 
pedagogy, faculty have to be willing to learn along with students…. Even faculty who have done 
service-learning many times will learn something new from each project. Admitting that we will 
be learning along with our students means giving up control, which for me was somewhat scary. 
When we lecture from notes we have used 10 times before, everything is under our control and 
predictable. Admitting that we're learning along with our students also means admitting that we 
don't know everything ... It may be hard on the ego to admit that there's much that we don't know. 
I admit it was humbling for me.  
 
For students, educational transformation related to the type of education they were seeking. They 

wanted to know how the things they were learning in class applied to the “real” world. Nancy, the 
associate professor of civil engineering, stated:  

 
Preparing students for the real world is a great strength of service-learning! The world is messy 
and complex, and service-learning has students attempt to deal with that, related to their own 
field, while we can still offer them support and guidance.  
 
Students were also educationally transformed by the service-learning projects themselves. Many 

projects exposed students to real-world situations they might not otherwise have experienced, which was 
disheartening and heartbreaking for many students. Nina, an assistant professor of nursing, talked about 
one of her student’s experiences with service-learning:  

 
My undergraduate Honors student … has completed 3 sessions already and 2 of them were full of 
challenges, not what she expected, and she states that she has been “haunted” by these 
experiences … On her third presentation, apparently all chaos broke loose…, as the staff filled 
her room with students with “behavioral” issues with very minimal supervision and she attempted 
to readjust her presentation and activities, but to no avail. She sent me a quite reflective and 
emotion-filled email. In a response email, I reflected back that I could see this was a painful 
experience for her; I then listed what I identified as strengths she is gaining from this 
experience—maturity to handle difficult emotions and situations in public settings, flexibility, 
sensitivity, and an ability to see where she did make a difference by being there. 

   
The educational transformation that took place among the faculty and students led both to 

value the educational process in new and different ways.  Service-learning taught the faculty the 
importance of being flexible, that they did not have to all the answers, how to be present with and 
to learn alongside the students. Service-learning taught the students the importance of being open 
to new experiences, that the real word is messy, complex, and full of unanticipated challenges, 
and that if they could sit with the discomfort they often felt, they would develop a deeper 
understanding of the course material. Educational transformation was seen as an opportunity 



Blakey, et al. / Faculty Experiences with Service-Learning | 

 

because it created conditions whereby faculty were often learning alongside students. Although 
that made some faculty uncomfortable—because they are often taught that they should know 
everything—it was liberating for those who allowed themselves to embrace the uncertainty. 

 
Theme 2: Personal transformation for faculty and students. Faculty talked about the ways in 

which service-learning not only transformed their approach to teaching but transformed them personally. 
Theresa, the director of CCSLand who was previously a faculty member in education, reported: 

 
Service-learning is about trusting ourselves … Finding your voice in service-learning and 

speaking to the challenges, crazy challenges that occur that cannot be predicted … It changed my 
life.  I came back from training about service-learning and moved all the desks and we read great 
books, wrote great stories and poems, and talked about books.  My students thought that I had lost 
my mind … But I changed the culture and many of the faculty resented my new style … and 
me.  It was scary and I often thought that this is too hard … Some of us … didn’t want to 
participate anymore because of the pressure from our peers, some just kept on doing what they 
knew was right, and some left.  I left … It did take a dissonance … disequilibrium to make me 
find my voice and appreciate my “way of knowing” and move forward without fear of making a 
mistake. I had to trust myself to move through my confusion. 
 
Students also experienced personal transformation as they engaged in service-learning projects. 

Students learned important things about themselves.  Nina, the assistant professor of nursing, built upon 
her earlier observations: 

 
 There are three concepts I associate with service-learning: trust, unpredictability, and 
humility … These can truly be life skills for success, but I believe these are successful skills in 
the implementation of service-learning in our classrooms and other venues for real-life 
experiences … What this student is experiencing (and myself, vicariously) during this service-
learning project is the need for trust in yourself and your abilities, realization that there are no 
“cookie cutter” experiences in service-learning (unpredictability), and humility (because you have 
a much less height to fall when all does not work out as planned). 

  
 Personal transformation led to faculty learning to trust themselves, finding their voice, 
relinquishing control, and embracing new ways of teaching, all of which slowly led to change in the 
culture of departments and workplaces. With respect to the students, personal transformation taught 
students to trust themselves and their abilities, and embrace unpredictability, while making them more 
humble as they often were placed in circumstances outside their comfort zone. If faculty and students 
were able to work through the chaos and uncertainty that often ensued during the service-learning 
experience and allowed themselves to be transformed by the process, it often served as an opportunity to 
grow personally and professionally. 

 
Theme 3: Emotional investment. The educational and personal transformations would not have 

been possible without an emotional investment from faculty. Some of them described how service-
learning affected them as they were learning a new way of teaching and engaging students. Karen, an 
assistant professor of social work, described feeling like a “fish out of water” during her first experience 
with service-learning.  She stated: 

 
This was not only a new class for me, but I was trying something new in this class 

(service-learning) … My students could tell. They wanted something from me that I could not 
give them. I tried to respond to their needs, but the truth is I didn't know how to. I felt very 
uncomfortable in this place and basically said that I would never teach the class again. If I cannot 
do it well, I don't want to do it. There is a need to be vulnerable. There is a need to admit to 
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students that I do not know and that I am learning along with you, but I feel like I should be ahead 
of them. We have to sometimes sit in this place where we don't know and we don't have all the 
answers, but know that we still have something valuable to contribute. 
 
The emotional investment resulted from trying something new and feeling apprehensive because 

faculty did not have the answers to challenges that arose,  nor did they know how to guide students. 
Karen’s initial response was to stop teaching the class because she felt so inadequate as a teacher. 
However, with the help of the faculty fellows and the director of the CCSL, she was ultimately 
transformed rather than repelled by the emotions. Theresa, the director of CCSL, reflected on her role: 

 
When I became service-learning director and had to speak to faculty about a different 

way to teach, or “counter normative” pedagogy … I felt a bit apprehensive … I see faculty 
transform each year.  It’s exhilarating!  I saw Nancy from “I can’t do service-learning now; I’ll 
wait until after I have tenure.”  I saw Nina’s reaction to my telling her that the workshop she and I 
had just attended was not service-learning.  Her expression was like … oh, really.  But it made 
her curious enough to want to hear more.  When Karen was a faculty fellow, it was her first 
semester here, and she had just received her degree the semester before.  I felt for her … we all 
know what the first semester is like … I help faculty work through their challenges and 
confusion, and realize the benefit is worth it.  
 
Emotional investment was seen as both an opportunity and a challenge. Emotional investment 

was viewed as an opportunity when it paid off—that is, when students or faculty were transformed in 
some way. For example, some faculty figured out that they needed to be vulnerable by admitting they did 
not have all of the answers and that they were learning alongside students, as well as realizing that their 
value as a teacher did not come from knowing everything but through creating a classroom environment 
where learning could take place. At other times, emotional investment was seen as a challenge because 
faculty questioned whether service-learning was worth the effort, particularly when their efforts resulted 
in lower student evaluations and less-than-enthusiastic support from faculty colleagues.  

 
Theme 4: Tenure concerns. Tenure concerns focused primarily on student course evaluations 

and the ways in which less-than-favorable evaluations could affect faculty’s ability to receive tenure. 
Tenure is the ultimate goal for any tenure-track professor, and the pressure to obtain it can rule every 
decision that assistant professors make as they navigate tenure and promotion process. Karen, the 
assistant professor of social work, felt, however, that there was more at stake than just tenure: 

 
We need to get tenure. Everything we do or don't do is around getting tenure. Some 

believe that they will do service-learning once they get tenure.  The problem with this mentality is 
that tenure dictates our lives and how we do our job. We don't challenge students in the classroom 
because bad evaluations will not look good for tenure. We do not stand up for what we think is 
right because it could jeopardize tenure. Service-learning is a new way of teaching. We feel we 
must stick to the old way because faculty members might get offended if we change the courses 
they have worked hard to create. Tenure is important, don't get me wrong, but we have a 
responsibility to teach students. There is more at stake besides tenure, particularly in professional 
schools like social work and nursing. I feel a responsibility to provide students with the best 
possible knowledge in the best possible way.  
 
Faculty believed firmly that they had a responsibility to students as well as their professions to 

teach in the most effective way possible; this meant using service-learning, even though it might lead to 
lower ratings on student evaluations. Nonetheless, tenure concerns are a reality for many tenure-track 
faculty. Some faculty may be reluctant to do anything (such as engaging in a service-learning project) that 
may jeopardize their ability to obtain tenure.  
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Theme 5: Time commitments. All faculty fellows participated in semester- or year-long 
seminars in which they learned about service-learning and how to incorporate it into one course. 
Homework and reflections were part of the seminars., and each faculty participant was required to find a 
community partner, design a service-learning project, and work out all of the logistics. In the seminars, 
faculty fellows planned for a “perfect” learning environment and experience; in reality, however, service-
learning occurred imperfectly and sometimes unpredictably.  Nancy, the associate professor of civil 
engineering, learned that service-learning does not always go as planned: 

 
Service-learning … can be uncertain and "messy." But I think that imperfect service-

learning is preferable to "perfect" non-service-learning. I've come to accept that the first time I 
teach a course … my goal is "survival.” The second time I refine and the third time the course is 
pretty much where I want it to be. I think we should think of implementing service-learning 
similarly, and not expect everything to go right the first time. But I’ll take unpredictable surprises 
over teaching with the same set of yellow notes for 20 years! 
 
Many of the faculty in practice professions (i.e., social work, nursing, and education) believed 

they already do service-learning because service is part of their professional identity. Nina, the assistant 
professor of nursing, described her colleagues’ reactions:  

 
Most of the nursing faculty I work with believe that service-learning is so innately 

“embedded” in the nursing curriculum. When I discuss what is involved with service-learning—
enhancing student learning, contributing to community partner needs, and student reflections of 
their work in the community—that’s when they say that this is “too much work, I'll just do what 
I’m already doing.” 
 
When some faculty realized that there is more to service-learning than just providing service, they 

often decided not to engage in service-learning, believing it was too much work or too much of a time 
investment. The time involved in developing and implementing a service-learning course was seen as a 
challenge, particularly depending on where in the tenure process faculty were situated. Faculty fellows 
felt that time was a major factor when deciding if and when to embrace service-learning pedagogy.  
 
Quantitative Findings 
The majority (90%) of respondents agreed that implementing service-learning made them better and more 
meaningful teachers, encouraged them to challenge traditional modes of education, and caused them to 
evaluate what it meant to be a good teacher. Eighty-five percent of faculty fellows agreed that service-
learning provides students with “real world” application and that they were learning alongside students. 
The most highly rated service-learning opportunities were related to educational and personal 
transformation.  

While faculty, in their reflections, discussed feelings of vulnerability and other kinds of emotional 
experiences, most survey respondents did not agree that service-learning made them feel vulnerable (10% 
agreed/strongly agreed) or like a “fish out of water” (15% agreed/strongly agreed). At least 75% of 
participants indicated that they do not question whether service-learning is worth the effort. Less than half 
of responses (40%) described concerns about receiving tenure, though 65% did admit that achieving 
tenure while implementing service-learning is a challenge. Only 35% were concerned about their teaching 
evaluations, but 50% felt this was a definite challenge as it could potentially impact the tenure process. 
Time commitments respresented the greatest challenge to faculty; most felt that service-learning takes a 
lot of time (60%) and investment (85%), stating that these were significant challenges (75% and 55%, 
respectively). Finally, finding community partners was also a definite challenge for 70% of respondents.  
Table 2 displays faculty fellow survey responses. 
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Table 2. Faculty Experiences with Service-Learning Survey (N=20), Frequencies and Percentages 
 

Statement Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree 
nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongl
y Agree Challenge Somewhat 

Challenge 

Neither 
Challenge 

nor 
Opportunit
y 

Somewhat 
Opportunit
y 

Opportunit
y 

Theme 1. Educational Transformation for Faculty and Student 
Service-learning makes me a better 
teacher. 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

2 
(10%) 

9 
(45%) 

9 
(45%) 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

1 
(5%) 

3 
(15%) 

15 (75%) 

Service-learning helps me challenge 
the traditional modes of education. 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

2 
(10%) 

8 
(40%) 

10 
(50%) 

0 
(0%) 

2 
(10%) 

2 
(10%) 

5 
(25%) 

11 
(55%) 

Service-learning has caused me to 
evaluate what it means to be a 
teacher. 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

2 
(10%) 

9 
(45%) 

9 
(45%) 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

1 
(5%) 

10 
(50%) 

8 
(40%) 

When implementing service-
learning, I feel like I am learning 
alongside students. 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

3 
(15%) 

9 
(45%) 

8 
(40%) 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

4 
(20%) 

4 
(20%) 

11 
(55%) 

I see community partners as co-
educators. 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

3 
(15%) 

7 
(35%) 

9 
(45%) 

0 
(0%) 

2 
(10%) 

3 
(15%) 

7 
(35%) 

8 
(40%) 

Relationships with community 
partners have enhanced the service-
learning experience for students. 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

2 
(10%) 

5 
(25%) 

12 
(60%) 

0 
(0%) 

3 
(15%) 

3 
(15%) 

5 
(25%) 

9 
(45%) 

Relationships with community 
partners have enhanced the service-
learning experience as a faculty 
member. 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

4 
(20%) 

4 
(20%) 

11 
(55%) 

0 
(0%) 

3 
(15%) 

2 
(10%) 

7 
(35%) 

8 
(40%) 

Service-learning provides students 
with experiences that they can 
immediately apply to the “real 
world.” 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

6 
(30%) 

13 
(65%) 

0 
(0%) 

2 
(10%) 

0 
(0%) 

3 
(15%) 

15 
(75%) 

Theme 2. Personal Transformation for Students and Faculty 
Service-learning transforms 0 0 4 10 6 0 2 1 3 14 
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Statement Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree 
nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongl
y Agree Challenge Somewhat 

Challenge 

Neither 
Challenge 

nor 
Opportunit
y 

Somewhat 
Opportunit
y 

Opportunit
y 

students. (0%) (0%) (20%) (50%) (30%) (0%) (10%) (5%) (15%) (70%) 
Service-learning transforms 
professors.                                     

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

4 
(20%) 

10 
(50%) 

6 
(30%) 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

3 
(15%) 

3 
(15%) 

13 
(65%) 

Theme 3. Emotional Investment 
Service-learning has made me feel 
like a “fish out of water.” 

5 
(25%) 

8 
(40%) 

4 
(20%) 

3 
(15%) 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

3 
(15%) 

15 
(75%) 

0 
(0%) 

2 
(10%) 

When implementing service-
learning I feel vulnerable, which 
makes me question my ability to 
effectively do service-learning. 

3 
(15%) 

9 
(45%) 

6 
(30%) 

1 
(5%) 

1 
(5%) 

1 
(5%) 

5 
(25%) 

10 
(50%) 

3 
(15%) 

1 
(5%) 

Service-learning has caused me to 
step outside the box. 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

4 
(20%) 

6 
(30%) 

10 
(50%) 

0 
(0%) 

2 
(10%) 

2 
(10%) 

10 
(50%) 

6 
(30%) 

I question whether service-learning 
is worth the effort. 

5 
(25%) 

10 
(50%) 

4 
(20%) 

1 
(5%) 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

5 
(25%) 

13 
(65%) 

2 
(10%) 

0 
(0%) 

Theme 4. Tenure Concerns 
When implementing service-
learning, I have concerns about how 
it will affect my ability to get 
tenure. 

1 
(5%) 

4 
(20%) 

7 
(35%) 

7 
(35%) 

1 
(5%) 

4 
(20%) 

9 
(45%) 

6 
(30%) 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

When implementing service-
learning, I have concerns about my 
teaching evaluations. 

3 
(15%) 

5 
(25%) 

5 
(25%) 

5 
(25%) 

2 
(10%) 

3 
(15%) 

7 
(35%) 

5 
(25%) 

2 
(10%) 

3 
(15%) 

Theme 5. Time Commitments 
Implementing service-learning 
takes a lot of time, more than I 
anticipated. 

3 
(15%) 

1 
(5%) 

4 
(20%) 

5 
(25%) 

7 
(35%) 

3 
(15%) 

12 
(60%) 

4 
(20%) 

1 
(5%) 

0 
(0%) 

Service-learning requires an 
investment from me. 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

3 
(15%) 

7 
(35%) 

10 
(50%) 

2 
(10%) 

9 
(45%) 

2 
(10%) 

3 
(15%) 

4 
(20%) 

I have had to spend some time 
educating some of my colleagues 
about service-learning. 

2 
(10%) 

2 
(10%) 

6 
(30%) 

6 
(30%) 

4 
(20%) 

1 
(5%) 

4 
(20%) 

11 
(55%) 

1 
(5%) 

3 
(15%) 

In our department/school, there is 
often confusion about the difference 
between service and service-

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

11 
(55%) 

7 
(35%) 

2 
(10%) 

1 
(5%) 

3 
(15%) 

11 
(55%) 

3 
(15%) 

2 
(10%) 
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Statement Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree 
nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongl
y Agree Challenge Somewhat 

Challenge 

Neither 
Challenge 

nor 
Opportunit
y 

Somewhat 
Opportunit
y 

Opportunit
y 

learning. 
When implementing service-
learning, it doesn’t always go as 
planned. 

0 
(0%) 

0 
(0%) 

4 
(20%) 

12 
(60%) 

4 
(20%) 

1 
(5%) 

7 
(35%) 

6 
(30%) 

4 
(20%) 

2 
(10%) 

It has been easy to identify 
community partners when 
implementing service-learning. 

2 
(10%) 

3 
(15%) 

4 
(20%) 

9 
(45%) 

2 
(10%) 

2 
(10%) 

3 
(15%) 

6 
(30%) 

4 
(20%) 

4 
(20%) 

It has been difficult to identify 
community partners when 
implementing service-learning. 

2 
(10%) 

8 
(40%) 

5 
(25%) 

3 
(15%) 

2 
(10%) 

1 
(5%) 

13 
(65%) 

5 
(25%) 

0 
(0%) 

1 
(5%) 

Having non-traditional students 
affects my ability to effectively do 
service-learning projects. 

5 
(25%) 

5 
(25%) 

5 
(25%) 

3 
(15%) 

2 
(10%) 

3 
(15%) 

5 
(25%) 

4 
(20%) 

4 
(20%) 

4 
(20%) 

Everyone’s experiences with 
service-learning are different and 
therefore, it is hard to use someone 
else’s experience as a model for 
how to do service-learning. 

1 
(5%) 

8 
(40%) 

2 
(10%) 

8 
(40%) 

1 
(5%) 

1 
(5%) 

6 
(30%) 

4 
(20%) 

7 
(35%) 

2 
(10%) 
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Discussion 

Incorporating service-learning in an academic environment can facilitate a rich, innovative, 
transformative experience for faculty, students, universities, and communities (Furco, 2001). The purpose 
of this study was to understand faculty members’ experiences with service-learning and to explore the 
extent to which they saw their various experiences as opportunities or challenges. Understanding faculty 
members’ experiences with service-learning is necessary and critical to supporting faculty members’ 
continued use of service-learning (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). 
 Five themes were identified in this study: educational transformation of faculty and students, 
personal transformation of faculty and students, emotional investment, tenure concerns and time 
commitment. Overall, faculty members saw educational and personal transformation as opportunities 
motivating them to continue using service-learning. This finding has been confirmed by previous studies 
(Abes at al., 2002; Bringle et al., 1997; Hammond, 1994; McKay & Rozee, 2004), while tenure concerns 
and time commitments arose as faculty challenges to the use of service-learning as a teaching tool. 
Emotional investment was seen as both an opportunity and a challenge, depending on whether faculty felt 
that the investment led to positive or negative outcomes (e.g., transformation versus poor student 
evaluations).  

In this study, there were some differences among faculty with regard to emotional investment, 
tenure concerns, and time commitment. In terms of emotional investment, some of the differences might 
have been related to the amount of time or investment faculty put into teaching. Faculty who are new to 
academia and/or new to service-learning want projects to go smoothly; thus, wanting to ensure that 
everything went well might have caused some of the faculty to be more emotionally invested in the 
process than others. Differences in tenure concerns were primarily due to whether one was earning tenure, 
had already received tenure, or was in a position in which tenure was not a concern. Although tenure was 
a concern for 40% of respondents, it still did not appear to be faculty’s main concern.  Most of the 
differences relating to time commitments tended to center on educating colleagues and departments about 
the differences between service and service-learning. These differences seemed to be primarily 
determined by a faculty member’s discipline or department. Within disciplines rooted in service, such as 
nursing, social work, and education, faculty who engage in service-learning often have to educate 
colleagues about the differences between service and service-learning. Moreover, faculty who use 
service-learning often became departmental spokespeople for service-learning, which often meant that 
other faculty came to them for answers to questions about anything related to service-learning. There 
were also differences among faculty in terms of the time spent identifying community partners, which 
appeared to be less of an issue for faculty who had been doing service-learning for more than five years. 
Faculty who have engaged in service-learning for a long time often have established relationships with 
community partners, thereby making it easier to establish future partnerships.   

These findings are consistent with those of earlier studies that have demonstrated that service-
learning has transformative impacts on students and faculty (Cazzell et al., 2014; Crew, 1995; Eyler, 
Giles, Stenson, & Gray, 2001; Hammond, 1994; O’Meara, 2008). Studies have produced mixed results 
with respect to the effect that service-learning has on the tenure and promotion process.  Some research 
indicates that service-learning-related activities are devalued in the tenure and promotion process and that 
this lack of reward and recognition serves as a strong deterrent to faculty incorporating service-learning 
pedagogy (Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Bringle & Hatcher, 1996; Bringle, Hatcher, & Games, 1997; 
Darby & Newman, 2014; Eyler et al.,  2001; Hammond, 1994; Kezar & Lester, 2009; O’Meara, 2008; 
O’Meara & Braskamp, 2005; O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009).  However, Abes and colleagues (2002) found 
that only 16.7% of faculty indicated that their continued use of service-learning was related to a lack of 
reward in the tenure and promotion process, which is consistent with this study’s findings. While tenure 
concerns were important, they were not a determining factor when deciding to use service-learning.  
Faculty were driven more by students’ learning and making sure students were prepared for future 
professional pursuits than by tenure and promotion concerns. Finally, several studies found that the time 
commitment was one of the strongest deterrents to faculty using service-learning—a major theme in this 
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study (Abes et al., 2002; Banerjee & Hausafus, 2007; Bringle & Hatcher, 1996; Darby & Newman, 2014; 
Furco, 2001; Hammond, 1994; O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009). 
 
Limitations of the Study 
While this study used a mixed-methods design, which the research team believes strengthened the study, 
the sample size was small. The qualitative phase involved four respondents, and of the 62 possible 
respondents, 20 faculty fellows (33%) responded to the survey.  Though this is slightly above the average 
response rate (32.52%) for survey-based research (Hamilton, 2003), a larger sample size could have 
changed the survey results. Another limitation relates to the quantitative phase of the study in that it was 
based on the reflections of four faculty fellows’ experiences with service-learning. Specifically, there is 
no way of knowing whether the experiences of the four faculty fellows were representative of the other 
faculty fellows’ experiences. It is possible that other fellows would have highlighted other themes that 
were not mentioned. Finally, although the authors sought feedback from service-learning experts and 
the scores from the survey obtained adequate reliability, the survey itself could have influenced the 
findings. 
 

Conclusion 
Overall, faculty fellows believed that service-learning was worth the challenges and effort. Service-
learning is one of the most valuable tools faculty can use to create an active, engaged learning 
environment. More attention and mixed-methods research are needed to assess faculty’s experiences with 
service-learning so universities can encourage the continued use of service-learning as well as address 
barriers that may deter some faculty from embracing service-learning pedagogy (Garcia & Robinson, 
2005). 
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