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Can Community-Based Research Guide Service-learning? 

Abstract 

 

Service-learning is at a crossroads, as research begins to show that we may be using 

communities to serve students, rather than engaging students in effectively serving communities.  

This paper begins by documenting the extent of the potential problem and its underlying 

dimensions.  It then goes on to develop an alternative model to guide service-learning, building 

on project-based community development models and community-based research (CBR) 

practices.  Using this alternative model allowed us to create an outcome-oriented service-

learning plan, and better monitor its implementation.  We then analyze how this model plays out 

in an ongoing service-learning project.  The analysis shows how the project-based model and 

CBR were able to engage stakeholders in designing the project and creating specific, goal-

oriented service-learning projects that could be carefully supervised to maximize community 

outcomes.  However, we could not overcome the weakness of service-learning imposed by an ill-

suited higher education structure and culture.   

 

The Dialectic of Service-learning 

Recently, new concerns about service-learning have surfaced.  At least three separate 

large-scale research projects have documented concerns of community organization staff about 

the dominant form of service-learning (Sandy & Holland, 2006; Blouin & Perry, 2009; Stoecker 

& Tryon 2009).  That model, practiced since the earliest days of service-learning in the United 

States, has historically focused on the education of students rather than the accomplishment of 

community goals.  Consequently, service-learning is commonly practiced as an extension of 
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existing courses to serve curricular objectives and asks community organizations to fit their 

objectives into the curriculum.  In addition, much, and perhaps even most service-learning is 

organized around short-term experiences of about 15-25 hours (Tryon et al., 2008).  Finally, the 

act of service is placed on the shoulders of the student and faculty often have little to no contact 

with the organization in which the student is placed (Sandy & Holland, 2006; Blouin & Perry, 

2009; Stoecker & Tryon 2009).    

Community organization staff are expressing more and more frustration with this model 

of service-learning.  They suggest that this model is in fact of little assistance to them and may 

even produce a net loss of productivity.  Organization staff spend so much time training, 

supervising, and evaluating students who are present for too short a period of time to accomplish 

anything of real value and make all that investment worth the effort.  Without faculty 

involvement, organization staff often feel like they are the ones providing an educational service 

to the students rather than receiving service from the institution (Stoecker and Tryon, 2009). 

What community organization staff dearly wish for is a service-learning model focused 

on community needs.  They wish that faculty would become directly involved with them and 

develop service-learning courses in collaboration with them.  Ideally, they would prefer that 

students be involved with them much longer than a few hours for a single semester (Sandy & 

Holland, 2006; Blouin & Perry, 2009; Stoecker & Tryon 2009).  They also need, and deserve, 

students who are already trained for the particular service they will do in the community, rather 

than entering the community to make mistakes on people who have already suffered from too 

many mistakes by outsiders. 

This situation produces a dialectic, or contradiction between the goals of the service-

learning model and its practice (Stoecker and Tryon, 2009).  Thinking dialectically means 
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analyzing how a practice may undermine the goals it attempts to implement.  Marx’s dictum that 

capitalism contained the seeds of its own destruction is the most famous example of dialectical 

thinking, but a dialectical analysis is equally applicable to smaller scale phenomena such as 

organizations or programs, analyzing how a practice may actually come to undermine the very 

goals it attempts to achieve (Benson 1977,1983). In this case, consider service-learning.  Service-

learning is supposed to provide service to communities. But because the actual practice of 

service-learning places untrained students for short periods in unfamiliar situations without any 

pre-planning that involves the organization, it instead may extract energy and time from those 

communities that could have been put toward better outcomes.  As the lack of positive impact 

becomes apparent, community organization staff become reluctant to participate in service-

learning, or reluctant to engage students in anything more than marginally important volunteer 

work that doesn't risk organization resources and community constituency members' dignity.  

The loftier goals of service-learning then are left by the wayside, as students receive little 

education and communities receive little service (Stoecker and Tryon, 2009).  The danger is that 

this dialectical process, in undermining both the goals and impacts of service-learning, could 

allow any form of service-learning to wither away, denying both communities and societies of 

the positive impacts that a more effective service-learning model could produce. 

So we have a problem, and we need a solution.  Thankfully, there are options.  This paper 

focuses on our attempt to put into practice an alternative model that addresses the weaknesses of 

current service-learning practice.  After developing the model, we will then apply it to an 

analysis of the TechShop project in Madison, Wisconsin. 

A Community Outcomes Focus for Service-learning 

Along with the institutional and curricular biases of the dominant service-learning model 
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is the fact that it is not at all informed by community development thinking.  Any attempt to 

produce community improvement must engage such thinking.  Because community development 

is practiced around the world in widely diverse contexts, defining the term can be challenging.  

Definitions range from simple empowerment of groups to place-based economic, housing, or 

other projects but tend to have in common a place-based focus (Bhattacharyya, 2004). We will 

not resolve those definitional disputes here, but will follow the process definition of the 

Community Development Society (2009), which emphasizes promoting the participation of 

diverse community members in the decisions that affect them; engaging them in understanding 

the issues they face and the alternatives available to address those issues; and building their 

leadership capacity to take action on those issues.   

Such community development thinking is entirely missing in the service-learning 

literature.  Furthermore, there is little discussion of the outcomes that community development 

should produce (Blouin & Perry, 2009; Stoecker & Beckman, in press).  We need to bring into 

service-learning this focus on community outcomes as a goal along with careful strategizing 

about how to achieve such outcomes.  Here we move toward filling that gap. 

Within the field of community development, thinking about outcomes is informed by a 

variety of forms of strategic planning.  In general, strategic planning focuses on developing 

community goals, strategies for achieving those goals, plans for obtaining and managing the 

resources necessary to implement those strategies, and methods for documenting the 

achievement of the goals and the role of the strategies in affecting goal achievement (McNamara, 

2008).  There are forms of logic models (W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2004) and other methods 

(Stoecker, 2005) for doing a strategic plan. 

So, rather than establishing a service-learning tutoring program because the organizers 
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believe it is good in and of itself, one must first establish the goals of such a program.  Is the goal 

to raise scores on certain standardized measures?  Is it to build greater self-esteem among those 

receiving the tutoring?  Or is it something else?  When we focus on the goals, we then work 

backwards to the strategy rather than forwards from it.  If the goal is to build greater self-esteem, 

for example, a tutoring program may in fact not be as effective as perhaps some kind of youth 

empowerment activity.     

This process can not start in a higher education institution.  It must, instead, start in the 

community, with the people affected by a particular social issue involved in establishing the 

goals and designing the strategy to tackle that issue.  In doing so, those who care about, and are 

affected by, the issue can construct the total community development strategy and resources 

needed to implement it.  Such a strategy will then employ not just particular resources from the 

university or college, but also the resources needed from other organizations and community 

members.  At this point, the higher ed representatives to the planning process become true 

partners rather than the inappropriate leaders of the project.   

It is often the case, however, that community organization staff and community 

constituency members face severe capacity stresses that prevent them from leading such a 

process without significant support.  Many of those capacity issues center on information 

deficits. How do community members know what the important issues are to address?  How do 

they know what the most effective means are of addressing them? How do they know if what 

they are doing actually works?  Here, too, higher education representatives can play a significant 

role. 

Community-Based Research and the Project-Based Model 

Determining what the important issues are for a particular community constituency, and 
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what to do about them, requires gathering information.  A rising model for managing these 

information issues is community-based research (CBR), also called community-based 

participatory research, participatory action research, action research, and a wide variety of other 

names.  CBR emphasizes a research methodology where the question is determined by a 

community process, the research methods are designed to respect community ways of 

understanding, and the research results are connected to actual interventions.  For some, CBR is 

considered a higher form of service-learning, since it can be designed to engage students in doing 

the actual research.  The important advantage in thinking about CBR as a form of service-

learning is that students are much more likely to have received significant training in various 

research skills compared to most traditional service-learning placements (Strand et al., 2003).  In 

addition, when done well, the research can more directly support community change objectives 

(Marullo, Moayedi, & Cooke, 2009). The challenge is that, perhaps partly because CBR has 

developed inside of higher education institutions and has emphasized research rather than 

community development, it has had difficulty establishing both strong community participation 

on the front end, and strong community action on the back end (Stoecker, in press).   

An adaptation of the CBR model, called project-based research (Stoecker, 2005), attempts 

to better support both participation and action.  Project-based research argues that community 

change processes should ideally go through a four step process, depicted in Figure 1.  And while 

the process may sound like something that happens in a doctor’s office, the crucial difference is 

that the “patient”—in this case the people affected by the issue—are empowered as full 

participants in the entire process. 
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 The first step is diagnosis—establishing the scope and dynamics of a community issue.  

Who does the issue affect?  When does it affect them?  How does it affect them?  What are its 

underlying causes?     

Once a participatory community diagnosis process establishes the issue and produces 

some goals for changing that issue, the participants move on to a second-stage research project to 

develop a prescription for that issue.  Such research may involve looking at what other 

communities in other places have done with similar issues, or interviewing experts, or using a 

community brainstorming process.   

That two-step research process will then lead to the plan, and it is then time to put the 

plan into action and evaluate it, involving further research.  Ideally, the evaluation will begin the 

moment the implementation begins, to make sure that the implementation can be adjusted along 

the way based on early and regular evaluation feedback.  Sometimes that evaluation may lead 

back to a need to do a new diagnosis. 

As an example, let's say that a central city neighborhood community is very concerned 

about vandalism in alleys—broken glass, tagging, and other symptoms.  They suspect that the 
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vandalism is being done by teenagers linked to gangs.  The first step is to try and find out more 

about the vandalism, which might involve interviewing youth, getting information from the 

police, and carefully tracking the occurrence of different forms of vandalism.  They then learn 

that much of the activity is occurring after school by teenagers.  The next step is to look 

specifically at information on programs designed to combat vandalism and provide for after-

school activities.  They may find examples of anti-vandalism programs, and after-school 

programs, but may need to then custom design the combination.  Upon implementing their 

specific intervention, they start watching for outcomes, and then make changes depending on the 

extent to which their chosen indicators do or do not change. 

As you can see, there is significant research activity involved in an effective community 

development intervention.  Few community organizations have the time to do all that research, 

even when they have the expertise.  So one of the most important sources of community 

development support that higher education can provide, and for which students, and faculty for 

that matter, are most adequately trained, is the research that can inform the choices that 

communities make.  This does not mean that students and faculty should make recommendations 

on what a community should do, only that they should provide the research support so that 

community organization staff and community members can develop their own information 

capacity (Stoecker, in press). 

Of course, it is at the implementation stage that the direct service form of service-learning 

comes in.  Here again, if it is a community-led project, the service-learning can be designed to 

plug in to the overall community development project, rather than to only serve curricular 

objectives.  This also builds on a growing model within service-learning called project-based 

service-learning.  Project-based service-learning is just as it sounds—the service-learning is 
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developed as a specific project with specific outcomes (Chamberlain, 2003; Coyle et al., 2005; 

Draper 2004).  This contrasts starkly with the more typical form of service-learning discussed 

earlier where students show up on an agency’s doorstep asking for 20 volunteer hours, and the 

faculty member doesn’t contact the agency to talk over the course learning objectives in advance.  

In that traditional model, agency staff often scramble to create make-work. The ideal project-

based model, in contrast, involves significant front-end planning in hopes of creating something 

of real value to the organization and/or the community.    

This model goes so far beyond what higher education is used to that it may seem nearly 

impossible to put into practice.  But it is in fact quite possible, and in the following sections we 

will describe our attempts to do so. 

Putting the Model into Practice 

Early Efforts 

Our efforts began in the fall of 2006 with a group of six students and eight community 

organizations, attempting to implement a specific form of community development called 

community informatics.  Community informatics focuses on “the application of information and 

communication technology (ICT) to enable and empower community processes (Gurstein, 2007). 

We were attempting to fill in the gap left by the demise of the e-Projects in Community Service 

(EPICS) program based on the model established at Purdue University (Coyle et al., 2005), 

which had become highly popular among students at the University, but was unable to garner the 

support it needed from university administrators. EPICS attempted to serve the information 

technology needs of area nonprofit organizations by building websites, creating marketing 

materials, producing informational videos, and other such projects.  And while the program was 

quite successful, it focused on developing student skills in interdisciplinary teamwork, a model 
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which burdened organizations with requirements for extensive collaboration and multiple 

projects to keep the students busy.  The sudden demise of the program left dozens of students 

searching for alternatives, and Randy Stoecker agreed to take on some of those students as part 

of a pilot test of a course model that would attempt to build on the successes of EPICS and 

compensate for its shortcomings. He had also been meeting with a coalition of organizations who 

were interested in taking part in such a pilot test. One main change was to spend more time 

building relationships between students and agency staff.  The main strategy for doing so was to 

focus much more on understanding how information technology was used in each organization.  

The course enrolled six students, all of whom were liberal arts students with good 

research skills but no real information technology skills beyond basic software operation.  The 

students then engaged in intense research of the information technology practices of eight 

organizations, followed by research into the possible strategies for meeting the needs that the 

research uncovered—the diagnostic and prescription steps of the project-based research model.  

For example, the students documented all of the computer software and hardware in an 

organization and interviewed staff about how they used their computers and their levels of 

satisfaction with them.  Information from a staff person complaining about a slow computer then 

would be compared to the documented hardware and software of that computer.  The computer 

might have a hard drive approaching capacity, too little random access memory (RAM), and a 

slow processor.  This diagnostic research, at a micro-scale, informed the next step of prescriptive 

research where the student would research possible fixes for the slow computer, such as 

increasing the RAM, replacing the hard drive, or just getting a new computer.  Each organization 

received the diagnostic and prescriptive research results from the student.   

The problem was that none of the students had the skills needed to install new RAM, 
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replace the hard drive, or transfer the operating system, other software, and other files to a new 

computer.  So the nonprofits now knew what they needed, but had no means for completing the 

tasks. 

That was a clearly unsatisfactory outcome, and the evaluations from the eight 

organizations that participated in the program were polite but clear on their desires to receive 

more than a set of recommendations.  We realized that we needed a better model and we set out 

to find one.  

The Shift to a Project-Based Research Model  

In fall of 2007 we began to work toward developing this new model for implementing a 

community technology service-learning course.  Through invitations and referrals we created a 

community work group comprising seven nonprofit representatives.  This group guided our 

process and assisted in writing a survey about how nonprofits in Dane County used their 

technology, the obstacles they faced in doing so, and other basic organizational information.  

This survey was primarily a tool to identify other organizations interested in being part of the 

community technology project, but it also tested whether the findings from the eight 

organizations in the pilot project were applicable to a broader group.  The survey was sent by e-

mail to 450 nonprofit representatives in Dane County and we received 65 responses.  Based upon 

those responses the planning group decided that our efforts would be directed towards assisting 

small and medium sized nonprofits, as they had the greatest needs and fewest means for 

adequately meeting those needs.  

In spring of 2008 Professor Randy Stoecker taught a sociology course to 15 

undergraduate and graduate students from a variety of disciplines ranging from library science to 

sociology to business.  The basis of the course was carrying out a community-based diagnostic 
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and prescriptive research project through in-depth interviews with the 65 nonprofits that had 

responded to the fall 2007 survey.  In the diagnostic phase, we found out more about not only 

how the organizations used information technology, but also how they sought out technology 

support. In the prescriptive phase, a subset of the students studied the technology support models 

of the university’s student-staffed computer helpdesk, and of DANEnet, the local nonprofit 

computer support provider. 

The course was led by Randy Stoecker, with support from project partners Katherine 

Loving—a University civic engagement coordinator—and Eric Howland—the executive director 

of DANEnet.  The interdisciplinary teaching team complemented the interdisciplinary group of 

students, providing multiple perspectives and offering real-world examples to which students 

could apply the theoretical and research material they were learning in class.  This was a rare 

example of applied teaching in the university classroom, a new experience for many of the 

students.   

The end goal of the course was to produce a plan for engaging students in providing 

computer technology support for small to medium-size nonprofit organizations.  Because the 

focus was carrying out the research for that plan, it became necessary and possible for students to 

be trained in the classroom to help produce that plan.  The front end of the class was spent 

equipping students with the skills they needed to be successful.  The wide range of student skills, 

specifically in regard to research and inquiry, nonprofits, and technology, created a space where 

all students had something to learn and something to teach.  A range of workshop-style classes 

were utilized; one week students took computers apart and put them back together, and the next 

they conducted practice interviews of one another as a method of tweaking the interview 

questions that would be asked.  Classes were supplemented with readings on the principles of 
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community-based research, the nonprofit sector, technology, and the intersection of these topics.  

Students conducted interviews with the 30 nonprofits who agreed to participate.  We 

found that budget constraints were hindering organizations’ ability to access adequate tech 

support and that the variation among donated computers often made them difficult to manage.  A 

recurring theme was that organization staff strongly desired one-on-one, on-site service.  The 

interviews also showed that organizations were interested in staff technology education, 

especially in regard to software. This could be especially beneficial as most of the organizations 

interviewed did not have technology strategic plans and such education could provide the 

foundation for more strategic use of technology.  While the interviews were intended primarily 

for data collection, many organizations commented that it was extremely helpful to sit down and 

think about their technology for an hour.  Through these interviews we also began building 

relationships with organizations that we later worked with as community partners in the resultant 

project. 

The findings from both the diagnostic research with the nonprofits and the prescriptive 

research with DANEnet and the university computer helpdesk were presented at a community 

event in May of 2008.  The majority of the attendees were nonprofit interviewees and members 

of the community work group that began in fall of 2007.  After students presented the research 

results, the nonprofit attendees broke into groups to interpret the results and discuss what 

technical support models could be used within the time constraints of a semester.  The small 

group interpretations of the research results emphasized one-on-one service and suggested that a 

focus on building the capacity of organizational staff to sustain the work of students was 

possible.  However, there was a constant tension between that interpretation and the often 

employed “product model”—where something is completed independently by a volunteer and 
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handed off to an organization without teaching them how to use, manage or fix the technology if 

it breaks.  This tension between building capacity and delivering a finished product would 

reappear in the implementation stage. 

 Implementing the Findings 

We began implementing the model in the fall of 2008.  Calling ourselves “TechShop,” the 

team responsible for implementing the resulting project-based service-learning program 

comprised a faculty member, an academic staff member, a community partner, two student 

employees, a student service-learning fellow from the Morgridge Center for Public Service on 

campus, and a technically-skilled graduate student to consult on coding issues.  While the 

implementation plan was based on the prescriptions recommended by the university-community 

planning team, TechShop was also shaped significantly by the limitations of our university 

context that make it difficult to recruit skilled students, find faculty to sponsor students, and 

work within the confines of the semester calendar. 

Prior to the start of the semester we sent a survey to the community organizations who 

participated in the previous research to ask them what technology needs they might like to fill 

with student support.  Technology projects clustered in two main areas—Web sites and 

databases.  Most of the database projects were too complex for a one-semester project.  As a 

result, we chose to work with only the Web site projects and asked if respondents were interested 

in participating in the program—one semester working with a single student partner to learn and 

take the steps necessary to carry out their identified technology project.  Of the 16 organizations 

that indicated an initial interest, we chose five that best fit the kinds of projects we believed we 

could support. 

As the semester began we also recruited students.  We advertised broadly across 
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departments for students with good communication skills and specialized skills in Web site 

development.  Students indicated their interest in the program via email, and then we conducted 

interviews with them.  During the interview, a TechShop team member described the program, 

assessed the student’s customer service and technology skills, and discussed the student’s plan 

for receiving credit.  In the fall of 2008, ten students indicated interest in the program, and we 

interviewed five qualified students and invited all five into the program.  At least one other 

student was interested and qualified but not interviewed because she could not attend either of 

the training sessions, which would have left her unprepared to work with a nonprofit partner. 

We had planned to provide participating students with one credit for their actual service, 

expecting that they could add this on to existing courses in computer science, communication, 

engineering, or other relevant disciplines, and be supervised by the faculty teaching those 

courses.  Only one student managed to receive directed-study credit through a faculty member in 

his major department.  After many attempts by the student and the faculty member on the 

implementation team to explain the program to her, the advisor finally consented.  She relied on 

feedback from our faculty member, Randy Stoecker, in order to assess and grade the student.  

Without other faculty members willing to utilize the program to fulfill service-learning 

requirements, registering students for credit became a scramble and a gamble.  Students with 

some initiative attempted to contact advisors or previous or current professors to receive credit 

through them.  However, this is, at best, a long process, so the team agreed to allow students who 

were not yet registered for credit to attend the training sessions (all students had to be registered 

by the orientation meeting with the nonprofits, to assure that students would follow through on 

their commitment).  Students who were hoping to receive credit elsewhere eventually relented 

and took the credit through our faculty member as a stand-alone independent study not connected 
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to another course.  That created the further problem that the credit, while perhaps the most 

applicable and experiential of any of the classes in their major, didn’t actually count towards 

their major, which in most cases was computer science. 

We matched the nonprofit partners with students based on the nature of the project and 

the students’ skill sets.  However, this was largely dependent on students’ self-reports of their 

skills as well as their desire to work on specific projects.  The students were asked to rank their 

preference for projects depending upon their comfort level with the skills required for the 

project.  A confounder that we did not anticipate was that several of the projects changed or 

evolved from the initial description over the course of the semester, which created some 

challenges because of the students’ skill limitations. 

Students received trainings in a five-hour block on each of two Sunday afternoons early 

in the semester.  The training, delivered by a staff member from DoIT—the Division of 

Information Technology that delivers the university computer technology support services—

began with an extensive section on customer service and a shorter session on working with adult 

learners.  The rest of the training was developed and led by the TechShop implementation team.  

Students received training on identifying nonprofit technology needs and potential solutions, 

how nonprofits differ from for-profits, professionalism, service-learning, and privacy and 

confidentiality.  Though arduous, the lengthy training sessions allowed students and us to get to 

know one another and to create necessary rapport for the coming semester.    

Following the training sessions, students and nonprofit organizations together attended a 

two-hour orientation session during which we shared the program features and expectations, and 

students conducted their first assessment of their nonprofit partner’s technology needs.  Students 

and nonprofits also filled out a contract together to describe their project and a timeline for 
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completing aspects of it.  Even with this contract process, we found that most of the students did 

not have a complete understanding of the project until after one or more one-on-one sessions 

with the nonprofit partner.  Thus, project descriptions on the contracts often did not fit reality, 

which made supervision and accountability rather complicated.  One nonprofit partner was 

significantly late for the orientation meeting and then experienced communication challenges 

with the student.  We realized early on that this was not a good match and ended this project and 

allowed the student to drop the credit.  We gave priority to this nonprofit organization in the 

spring semester, and a different member of the organization was able to devote enough time to 

complete a satisfactory project with a different student. 

The four remaining pairs completed the program. We expected each project to take 

approximately 20 hours and be completed two weeks before the end of the semester to prevent 

conflicts with students’ final exams.  We also implemented a variety of mechanisms to help us 

evaluate the program as it progressed.  Students were required to assume responsibility for 

meeting with community partners, to blog about the status of their project weekly or at least 

following every meeting with their nonprofit partner, and participate in two check-ins with 

TechShop student staff.  We found that student blogging was irregular because students and 

nonprofits did not always meet regularly, so we were left with inadequate information about the 

size and feasibility of the projects.  The first check-in was a one-on-one meeting with one of the 

graduate student team members.  The second check-in was a group meeting with all of the 

students and some of the team members.  Both were helpful but not foolproof.  For example, we 

did not learn until the final meeting that one of the students had been repeatedly late to meetings 

with his nonprofit partner.  This was especially unnerving considering the fact that we also 

completed phone and email check-ins with nonprofits throughout the semester.  We also tried to 
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get the nonprofit staff to blog their experiences, but they were too unfamiliar with the practice to 

follow through.   

Certainly, one of our main challenges wass creating and implementingeffective feedback 

mechanisms with both students and nonprofit staff.  Irregular meetings and a lack of effective 

communication between students and nonprofits complicated both the scheduling and substance 

of  feedback.  At times, neither the student nor the nonprofit communicated with the [name 

omitted] team about their project’s progress and snags they experienced. Sometimes, when the 

nonprofits discussed some of the challenges there experienced with students, they were so 

supportive of the student that we had difficulty hearing the concern they were trying to 

communicate. 

Despite careful screening and customized training, students were not prepared for their 

roles as consultants nor did they possess the breadth of technology knowledge to adequately 

assess organizational needs, present a range of reasonable options for addressing them, or assist 

in selecting a course of action.  We were hoping, as we will explain later on, that students would 

themselves use the project-based research process to do an initial diagnosis of the organization’s 

technology issue, then develop a prescription, and move to implementation and testing 

(evaluation) to make sure it worked.  But the students only had deep technology knowledge in 

specific applications, which resulted in projects being driven by student expertise, not 

organizational need and capacity.  In our end of the semester evaluation, three of the four 

community partners indicated that the technology solutions implemented may not have been the 

most appropriate, regardless of their level of satisfaction with the solutions.  This distinction 

between the overall satisfaction expressed by nonprofit staff (Vernon and Ward, 1999; Ferrari 

and Worrall, 2000; Birdsall, 2005), and the less than useful actual results (Sandy & Holland, 
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2006; Blouin & Perry, 2009; Stoecker & Tryon 2009) seems to be an emerging theme in service-

learning. 

Deficits in student skills were compounded by projects that were too complex, despite 

having been screened for viability.  None of the four projects from the first semester was fully 

complete when the course ended.  In fact, the community partner organization supported one of 

the students in completing his project well into the following semester.  In anonymous end of 

semester evaluations, three of the four community partners commented on the brevity of the 

semester and the time allotted for the project   

We also found it challenging to maintain the capacity building model that we developed 

through the diagnostic and prescriptive research process.  Students often developed their website 

solutions, which involved complex database-managed content management systems, without the 

direct involvement of the nonprofit.  And in one case the national parent of the local nonprofit 

prevented implementation of a website plan developed collaboratively by the nonprofit staff and 

the student. In other cases, nonprofit representatives lacked the time to involve themselves 

directly in the design process. Consequently, the organizations had difficulty sustaining the 

solutions they were given and DANEnet has had to step in to pick up the slack.   

Evaluating and Refining 

After evaluating first semester results, the TechShop implementation team reconsidered 

the focus on Web site projects.  Only five students who had sufficient technology skills (as 

initially defined) had applied to participate in the course in the fall.  All community organization 

projects turned out to exceed the limitations of the one-semester, twenty-hour requirement.  We 

sent out another needs survey to the community organizations to prepare for the spring semester.  

When we reviewed the 25 surveys returned by community organizations in advance of the 
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second-semester course, we again found that database and Web site projects were most 

frequently requested.  But when the data was reorganized, it also appeared that there were a 

cluster of requests around Web 2.0 projects—interactive Web applications such as video, 

blogging, and social networking applications—though the survey hadn’t offered a specific 

category for identifying them. Considering Web 2.0 technologies as the project theme for the 

second semester was straying from the survey returns that identified Web sites as priority 

projects.  But we reasoned that Web 2.0 technologies would have an impact on an organization’s 

Web presence, might offer projects of a more manageable scope, and could result in a larger pool 

of qualified student partners.   

We contacted the community organizations that identified Web 2.0 projects on their 

surveys and asked them to complete an application outlining their Web 2.0 needs.  Of the twelve 

organizations, one organization described a project that remained outside the scope of Web 2.0, 

so it was not selected. 

As with the fall semester, we recruited students from all disciplines.  A total of 22 

students applied using an online application that asked about the student’s experience with 

technology, nonprofits, and teaching/tutoring as well as their technology skills and interest in the 

program.  Several students had trouble completing or sending the application.  Five students 

were not interviewed due to extremely limited technology experience.  Thirteen students, 

including one from a local technical college, were interviewed in person or over the phone 

(because students were still on winter break) and asked about their experience with technology, a 

challenging customer service situation, and what the phrase “Web 2.0” meant to them.  Two 

students were not selected due to concerns about communication skills and level of 

professionalism.   
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Eleven students were matched with eleven community partners based on student 

expertise and experience with various social media sites and programs.  The training evaluations 

from the previous semester indicated a need for more content with greater emphasis on 

consulting and more direct application to actual student projects.  Thus, students attended the 

orientation session with the nonprofits in-between the two training sessions, so they were able to 

learn about the project and their nonprofit’s technology needs in order to reference them during 

the second training session.  Students received training content (all developed and led by the 

TechShop program team) in customer service and communication skills, consulting, Web 2.0 and 

nonprofits, teaching skills and strategies, nonprofit technology needs assessment, nonprofits 

generally, professionalism, privacy and confidentiality, and service-learning.  Despite the 

emphasis on consultation, the final evaluation indicated that the lowest program satisfaction 

scores reported by community partners were in response to the question, “How satisfied were 

you with the student's ability to assess the pros and cons of particular technology solutions?”  

Consulting skills require a broader and more complex knowledge base than the student service 

learners may have had.  We also again observed the student and community partner bias toward 

product rather than the process of careful diagnosis and consideration of possible prescriptions.  

Presumably because Web 2.0 technologies were identified as potential projects but not as 

organizational priorities, community partners were more likely in the second semester to also ask 

students for help with technology issues that were outside the scope of the Web 2.0 technology 

theme.  Negotiating project scope and “scope-creep”—the expansion of a project beyond its 

originally agreed-upon boundaries—were challenging for student partners. Overall, ten 

organizations presented Web 2.0 requests (the eleventh specifically requested support learning 
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about and developing the organization’s website), and six actually pursued those projects during 

the course of the semester, with limited aspects of Web 2.0 found in the other projects.  Straying 

from the organizations’ primary interests in the survey, in order to stay within our students’ 

capacity limits, was a laudable goal.  But it also shows the dangers of not following the findings 

of the research.   

About halfway through the semester we engaged another student in conducting a 

confidential evaluation of the previous and current semester implementations, using an external 

evaluator model (American Evaluation Association, 2004), for the student’s senior capstone 

project.  Community organization staff reported a higher expectation of being able to sustain the 

Web 2.0 projects compared to the organizations in the first semester that had more complex Web 

development projects.  The second semester projects were also more appropriate to a capacity-

building model in which the community partner learns and applies the skills necessary to develop 

and maintain their own technology projects (Gilligan, 2009).  Web 2.0 technologies are, by 

design, more conducive to user-mastery than full Web site or database development. The 

extensive resources required to integrate knowledge of complex technologies—such as a 

complete Web site supported by a content management database—into an organization is a very 

significant challenge (Gilligan, 2009).  Conversely, maintaining a Web 2.0 project, such as a 

YouTube video that is already based on a user-friendly foundation, is much easier. 

How Well Does the Model Work? 

We set out to overcome the problems of the typical service-learning model:  a bias toward 

serving institutional curricular objectives over community needs, a lack of nonprofit contact with 

those on the academy side supervising students, lack of specific site training for students, and a 

lack of outcomes-focused project design.   
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You may think about our model as two layers of project-based research, shown in Figure 

2.  The overall program was based on diagnostic research with many organizations about the 

challenges they experienced with information technology, and their preferred means of receiving 

technical assistance to meet those challenges.  We also conducted prescriptive research on ways 

we could meet those challenges.  However, good prescriptive research not only shows what 

should be done to serve the diagnosis, but also what is practical to do.  Organizations would have 

preferred an ongoing one on one relationship with a single student over an extended period of 

time.  It was only practical for us to provide a single student for a single semester.  That severely 

limited the kinds of projects we could take on. 
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Then, within that overall program, each semester individual students worked with 

individual organizations to diagnose a specific information technology need, develop a 

prescription for filling that need, implement the solution, and evaluate its functioning.  Both 

semesters the primary needs expressed by organizations were database and Web site 

development.  The first semester we tried to meet those primary needs and our program 

evaluation research showed us that we had too little capacity to take on such large projects.  The 

second semester, consequently, we attempted to meet lower priority needs—Web 2.0 projects—

expressed in the diagnostic survey.   However, by not following the diagnostic research, we 

created a situation where our organization partners tried to shift our students, after they had 

already been accepted into the program, to the higher priority projects.  This is further evidence 

of the importance of the community-based research process in guiding project development. 

This model was quite successful in shifting the focus of our efforts from serving students 

to serving community organizations.  The diagnostic, prescriptive, and evaluation research at 

both the overall program level and at the individual project level maintained our focus on the 

community groups’ outcomes.  But it also made even more apparent the lack of fit between 

higher education structure and culture and community needs.  Our alternative service-learning 

model was completely focused on meeting identified needs of small to medium sized nonprofit 

organizations.  Consequently, we had the opposite problem of traditional service-learning.  

Instead of the curriculum running roughshod over community needs, we were unable to find a 

curriculum that would support the service learners.  Indeed, only one faculty member would even 

talk to us about sponsoring a student for credit.  When we tried to include a student from a 

nearby technical college in one project we discovered that college had no provision for even 

offering an independent study.  In the end, the student used the project to fulfill a scholarship 
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requirement instead.  Because we did not attempt to force-fit community needs into the existing 

curricular confines, we were shut out from institutional support.   

This lack of fit also created important inefficiencies in terms of the time and effort that 

we needed to expand in monitoring and trouble-shooting projects.  From the pre-semester 

surveys, the early orientation meetings, the regular check-ins with TechShop student team 

members, the end of semester reports and event, and the external evaluation, we have developed 

a communication system that can now effectively identify potential problems and troubleshoot 

them before they create project disasters.  This was in no small part due to the expertise brought 

by DANEnet and a volunteer technology expert each semester.  Team members were responsible 

for reading student blogs, providing reports of student and nonprofit check-ins, and other 

information.  Weekly team meetings—including the faculty member, DANEnet director, 

university civic engagement coordinator, volunteer technical assistance provider, and two student 

employees—would go over each project, identifying potential issues, developing intervention 

strategies, and assigning tasks to team members to keep the projects on track.  It is important to 

understand, however, that we collectively spent at least 800 person-hours each semester 

managing the program and its projects.  In the fall that meant spending approximately 10 hours 

managing each single hour of actual project work.  In the spring, with 11 projects, we brought 

that down to about 3.3 hours of management time for each project hour.  Our sense is that, with 

two part-time student employees, that is the limit of our capacity.    

We honed the training for the students over the course of the two semesters, but remain 

dissatisfied. Because the program was not attached to any particular course, we were unable to 

have a consistent meeting time with students.  Instead, we relied on the two initial trainings, 

blogging, and periodic check-ins to assess the projects’ progress.  However, this limited the 
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effectiveness of communication as well as the ability to distribute academic content.  The 

academic content of the course is limited to the training sessions at the beginning of the semester, 

and even then was slim.  Students, by and large, are completely unfamiliar with nonprofit 

organizations and lack the skills to effectively consult with those organizations.  Bringing them 

fully up to speed could easily take two entire courses worth of preparation.  We have considered 

creating a new course to support the project, but such a course should ideally be at least co-

sponsored by a discipline such as computer science, and we simply have not been able to obtain 

any support from those departments.  We have also considered other models of training, 

including breaking the students into small groups that can meet every week or every other week 

(which would be difficult to manage and support administratively), but the training content is 

essential for students to receive before they begin working with their nonprofit partners.  It 

would seem silly to finally reach the topic of blogging four weeks into the program when several 

students would have already created a blog and taught their nonprofit partner all about it.  

Because of the academic culture, we often find ourselves in these traps – we feel that a change to 

the program would be beneficial because it would create more legitimacy and make it more like 

a “normal” service-learning program, when in fact the change is inconsistent with the original 

model. 

We nonetheless feel optimistic about the use of project-based research in developing and 

managing the TechShop program.  Our early community-based research was instrumental in 

building an information technology service-learning program that was focused on the needs of 

small and medium-size nonprofits.  By first understanding those needs, and then carefully 

exploring options for meeting those needs, we were able to craft a model that had the greatest 

chance of success.  The ongoing evaluation that began as soon as each individual project began, 
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and fed back into weekly team meetings, helped adjust our implementation, shifting the overall 

program from taking on big Web site design projects to more focused Web 2.0 projects, and 

adjusting each student project along the way.  We cannot claim huge successes, but we can claim 

progress toward greater success, and to knowing very quickly when we were veering away from 

success.  Based on our lessons from the first semester, we now need to go back to the spring 

organizations to check up on the sustainability of their projects.   

But have we come far enough to manage the service-learning dialectic?  As a mechanism 

to develop and support short-term projects with limited scope the model appears to be effective.  

Overall evaluations have indicated that both students and nonprofits receive positive gains from 

participation, including mutual learning.  Student learning is especially apparent through check-

ins and evaluations, and nonprofit learning is indicated from final evaluations and anecdotal 

evidence.  But the student evaluations of their own learning are not as high as for traditional 

courses, where the specifics of what students are supposed to learn are established in advance by 

textbooks and tests. Reflection is routinely advocated to address this challenge (Connors and 

Seifer, 2005), but apparently was not enough in our case.  On the nonprofit side, staff may be 

masking their deeper concerns, as we found out through the external evaluation. And the verdict 

is still out on the value and sustainability of Web 2.0 technologies for nonprofits.  So even if the 

model is more effective at providing useful support to nonprofits than other service-learning 

models, it is still easy to see how the dialectic of service-learning disrupts even the best of 

attempts.  

Thus, shifting to a project-based research model to guide service-learning can only go so 

far.  Without a changed higher education institutional structure and culture, the practices that 

such research points to will be impractical or impossible, as the evaluation stage of our CBR 
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model shows.  The most important barrier is the curriculum. If we are going to take community 

needs seriously, we need students who are trained in the tasks they will be doing and understand 

nonprofits and their constituent communities.  For professional programs like Social Work or 

Education, which have always had field placements, this goes without saying.  Other programs 

should not think they can accomplish the same things with none of the training.  Of course, 

behind the curricular barrier is the institutional culture barrier, defended by administrators and 

faculty.  The dialectic, or contradiction, then is between the community development talk of 

service-learning, and the institutional culture and curriculum that prevents such talk from 

producing the results it should.  Perhaps the most important outcome of using a project-based 

research model to guide service-learning is that it makes that dialectic more visible. 
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