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Academic service-learning is an approach to education 
which combines community-based service experienc-
es with academic learning goals and course content. 

In a service-learning experience, students learn not 
only about social issues, but also how to apply the 
new knowledge to action that addresses real prob-
lems in their own communities… Students receive 
academic credit for demonstrated knowledge in 
connecting their service experience with course 
content. (Torres & Sinton, 2000, cited in Campus 
Compact, 2003)
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However, scheduling this supporting course, “ESOL 
Service-Learning,” was increasingly challenging. 
Because the community-based service (the tutor-
ing) took place primarily in the afternoon, students 
could not attend this class at the same time; yet, 
during the morning, the tutors were taking all their 
other coursework, making it impossible to find a 
time that worked for all schedules. While the course 
was housed in the College of Education, the major-
ity of participating students were from other Col-
leges and Schools within the university, and found 
it difficult to traverse to “south campus” for a single 
class in their schedule. To be able to deliver the 
support course most effectively to a greater percent-
age of the tutors and remove barriers to their ability 
to participate, a technological solution presented 
itself. I decided to implement an online version of 
this course, keeping the same student learning goals 
as for the face-to-face version: gaining hands-on 
experience and theoretical knowledge for working 
effectively with English-learning K-12 students; 
understanding issues relating to the education of 
English learners and Latinos in Georgia; and linking 
service and learning via structured reflection. 

As it turns out, there is a growing interest in the 
field of service-learning related to how online 
instruction dovetails with service-learning, resulting 
in what some have called “service-eLearning” (Dai-
ley-Hebert, Donnelli-Sallee, & DiPadova-Stocks, 
2008). Indeed, as I describe below, my experiences 
support the assertion by Dailey-Hebert and her 
colleagues that “eLearning is not only compatible 
with but enhances and extends the aims of service-
learning” (p. 1).

Approach
Converting to online service-learning was a multi-
semester process. I began using the university’s 
online teaching platform (initially WebCT, since 
converted to “eLearning Commons” /Blackboard 
Learning System Vista Enterprise Edition) to host 
readings and content, and to structure and archive 
tutor assignments and reflections. In Spring 2008, 
I created and taught a fully online version, then 
continued to use and update much of the content to 
support a blended delivery in Fall 2008. In Spring 
2009 I taught two versions of the course (one online, 
one face-to-face) to provide different options for 
students, then in Fall 2009 and Spring 2010 taught 
fully online versions.

Students were able to select from a variety of com-
munity- and school-based venues for their tutoring 
experiences, which were all done face-to-face with 

Service-learning programs generally include struc-
tured opportunities for student reflection (the “in-
tentional consideration of an experience in light of 
particular learning objectives”; Hatcher & Bringle, 
1997, p. 153) and analysis as the means for link-
ing course content with the field experiences. Such 
courses are increasing in availability and popularity 
across the country; for instance, at the University 
of Georgia (UGA), an Office of Service-Learning 
(http://www.servicelearning.uga.edu) was created in 
2005 to support faculty and students in implement-
ing this model of engaged learning. 

Background
As part of the university’s Service-Learning Fellows 
faculty development program in 2006, I began to 
apply my growing knowledge of service-learning 
pedagogy to structure and implement a course 
focused on supporting university students engaged 
in tutoring of Latino elementary students in the 

local community. Our community partners—the 
tutoring program venues—had informed us that 
they preferred when these students were involved in 
tutoring as part of a course-based requirement, as it 
encouraged more consistent attendance. Addition-
ally, encouraging students to take part in course-
based service-learning provided an opportunity 
for the tutors to become better trained and more 
confident and effective in their tutoring, rather than 
serving as unsupported volunteers. Indeed, tutors 
in this course rated it very highly and demonstrated 
achieving substantial learning outcomes relating 
not only to tutoring and teaching strategies, but also 
to their own personal development and increased 
awareness of multicultural learning outcomes such 
as reducing stereotypes about Latino children, 
greater understanding of issues of poverty and im-
migration, and enhanced cross-cultural communi-
cation skills (Matthews, 2010).

Encouraging 
students to take 
part in course-
based service-
learning provided 
an opportunity for 
the tutors to become 
better trained and 
more confident and 
effective in their 
tutoring.
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individual or small groups of children. The course, 
offered for variable credit, required 20-60 hours of 
tutoring for the semester, at the venue(s) of their 
choosing. Students selected their tutoring venue 
based on accessibility, day(s) and timing of the pro-
gram, and preferred age group or grade level. Each 
school or community center provided the facility, 
recruited the children being tutored, and provided 
administrative and on-site supervision and over-
sight. Some venues were also staffed by a College 
of Education undergraduate or graduate student 
assistant.

An initial face-to-face meeting with the tutors in a 
computer lab at the start of the semester provided op-
portunities to overview the course, ensure familiarity 
with the online learning platform, answer questions, 
and begin building community. An email listserv 
was created for each class, as a way to help remind 
students of upcoming assignments due and to share 
announcements. The discipline-based service-learn-
ing course itself included weekly content modules 
for asynchronous access. Modules included read-
ings both from the web and from embedded .pdfs, 
as well as pre-recorded video lectures (using the 
videoconferencing program Adobe Connect, which 
allows for recorded online archives of presentations). 
Each content module also had an affiliated quiz, 
with access parameters set for a three-week period 
to encourage timely involvement.  Each student 
provided a “presentation” on tutoring activities or 
cultural topics; this could be arranged as an in-person 
presentation at a tutoring venue, or could be posted 
as a detailed PowerPoint presentation, in some cases 
with voice-over narration. Finally, students submitted 
biweekly to a labeled discussion folder, online reflec-
tive journals and a summative reflection paper, each 
responding to particular but open-ended prompts 
relating the course concepts and readings to students’ 
service experiences. 

Results
This sort of critical reflection—a key component 
of successful service-learning (Bringle & Hatcher, 
1999; Stoecker, Hilgendorf, & Tryon, 2008)—fosters 
stronger connections between theory and practice, 
creates a space for considering how specific expe-
riences and broader ideas relate, and is essential 
for deeper understanding and learning. In these 
courses, I also used reflection as an evaluation and 
feedback tool, asking about their perceptions of 
what the course was doing effectively and recom-
mendations for improving it. Specific prompts in 
the summative course-final reflection were, “What 
kinds of support did the online course provide for 

you?” and “What suggestions do you have for im-
proving the course?”

I undertook constant comparative analysis and open 
coding of the emergent themes in students’ respons-
es to these open-ended prompts (Spring 2009, Fall 
2009, n=23). Three primary affirmative or positive 
themes, and two areas for improvement, emerged 
from these responses.

First, while not necessarily unique to the online 
course, almost all participants (19/23) affirmed that 
the course readings and online content modules 
were helpful for their service-learning community 
tutoring experiences. For instance, one participant 
noted: “I could not have made it through a semes-
ter of tutoring without the help and support of this 
class. The weekly readings taught me how to tutor 
these kids effectively and how to understand and 
handle their behavior.” Additionally, many students 
(5/23) specifically singled out the AdobeConnect-
based video presentations by the instructor as espe-
cially helpful, as in the comment: “Also, I enjoyed 
the weeks when there was a video powerpoint [sic] 
to go along with the lecture. I would suggest more 
videos!”

A third of respondents (8/23) noted that the flex-
ibility of scheduling provided by the online course 
was particularly helpful for them. For instance, “The 
online setup was nice while I’ve been working full-
time and going to school, because the schedule was 
very flexible.” This finding affirmed the usefulness 
of offering the course in an online, asynchronous 
format.

Participants also appreciated receiving regular 
feedback from the instructor (6/23) and interaction 
with their peers (4/23). For example, one student 
commented, “The online course has provided con-
stant support with regular email reminders about 
the weekly content and feedback on our journal 
entries and questions or concerns”; “The online 

A third of 
respondents noted 
that the flexibility of 
scheduling provided 
by the online course 
was particularly 
helpful for them.
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tional large-group lecture. Likewise, both kinds 
of instruction also place more responsibility for 
active learning on the student. For those students 
who find it difficult to keep up with course content 
and assignments without face-to-face prompting, 
engaging students with emails and discussion post-
ings, as well as communicating attentively and in a 
timely way not only with the students but also with 
the supervisory partners for the community-based 
experiences, become critically important (Bailey & 
Card, 2009). Of course, technology can also help 
the community partners with expediently report-
ing student community work back to the instructor. 
One of the tutoring sites I worked with, for instance, 
used a fingerprint scanner to log tutors in and out, 
which generated an Excel spreadsheet that was sent 
monthly to the instructors!

Reflection, that sine qua non of service-learning, 
can be fostered particularly well by online teaching 
tools (Stoecker et al., 2008). As Post (2008) sug-
gests, the asynchronous nature of online reflections 
can allow greater time for “critical thinking and 
problem solving to emerge” (p. 24) in greater depth. 
Online archiving of discussion and reflections also 
allows students to reference and develop strands of 
ideas. Online submission can logistically stream-
line the process of responding to reflections (no 
handwriting to decipher, or notebooks to collect), 
and for faculty members interested in analyzing the 
students’ learning outcomes, having their contri-
butions already typed and organized into folders 
is quite helpful. As mentioned, I found the online 
reflections as useful for course evaluation purposes 
(during the course and post-hoc) as for monitoring 
student learning and activities.

Online learning tools are viable for organizing, ar-
chiving, delivering and reusing the course content, 
allowing students to access relevant information 
that helps support the work they are doing in their 
community-based service at the time they need 

course allowed me to see what other students were 
going through with their tutees. This helped to 
encourage me that I was not alone in some of my 
struggles.” This feedback from each other and from 
the instructor was mentioned specifically in the 
context of the reflective journaling by several (3/23), 
as with this comment:  “I liked the format of the 
class especially having to do submit the reflective 
journals. It was always great to reflect on what I was 
and had been doing; it helped to refocus me and put 
things into perspective. I loved having the feedback 
from what I would submit to make me think deeper 
and give new perspective.”

In response to the prompt requesting suggestions 
for improving the course, two main recommenda-
tions emerged. A number of students (5/23) com-
mented that keeping up with the online assignments 
and activities due was challenging; “I had never 
before done that [taken an online course], and 
found it to be a bit difficult to ensure I was staying 
on task and getting my work done.” Interestingly, 
almost half (10/23) of participants recommended 
incorporating face-to-face meetings during the 
semester, as with the following comment: “I wish I 
could have met with the people in the class at least 
once, or maybe having live interactive discussions 
on line sometimes might have been helpful.”

 Recommendations
Service-learning, to be effective, must include rel-
evant and meaningful service activities that respond 
to community needs; provide opportunities for 
enhanced academic and civic learning; and engage 
students in “continuous, connected, challenging and 
contextualized” reflection (Howard, 2001, p. 20). At 
the same time, as awareness and practice of service-
eLearning continue to grow (Post, 2008), this “in-
tegrative pedagogy… [can become] a powerful and 
value-laden approach to learning” (Dailey-Hebert 
et al., 2008, p. 1) in synergistic ways. In considering 
lessons learned from this case study of the develop-
ment and implementation of online service-learning 
tutoring, several recommendations seem especially 
appropriate for bolstering service-learning courses 
in any field. 

Service-learning and online instruction both allow 
for and help develop different kinds of relation-
ships between faculty and students (Howard, 2001; 
Lewis & Abdul-Hamid, 2006). This is not necessar-
ily positive; personally, I found it more difficult to 
get to know the students through the online-only 
interaction in these courses. Feedback and interac-
tion may happen in different ways than the tradi-

Online learning 
tools are viable 
for organizing, 
archiving, 
delivering and 
reusing the course 
content, allowing 
students to access 
relevant information 
that helps support 
the work they are 
doing in their 
community-based 
service at the time 
they need it.
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to do so. In fact, in Spring 2009 I had one student in 
my course who was physically located and did her 
service-learning at UGA’s Griffin campus, several 
hours south of our main campus.

In sum, as my case study of online service-learning 
tutoring courses demonstrates, integrating technol-
ogy into university service-learning coursework can 
help enhance the teaching and learning experience 
substantially, benefiting the university students, 
faculty members, and collaborating community 
agencies. Not only does the online course format 
reduce conflicts with the timing and location of 
service experiences, it also directly supports many 
of the key elements of effective service-learning 
course design. 

 

it. In service-learning courses, the sequencing of 
content may need to be more student-driven—so 
that, for instance, they can seek out at any point in 
the semester suggestions for responding to tutee 
behavior, developing strategies for teaching vocabu-
lary, etc. However, as some students seem to find the 
reading/writing-intensive modality of typical online 
courses taxing, chats and video presentations can 
help minimize this strain. A principled rationale for 
incorporating multimedia reinforces the suggestion 
that online learning tools should serve to minimize 
perceived online disadvantages, not be used “just 
because they exist” (Elbaum, McIntyre, & Smith, 
2002, p. 40). Such support can also come from the 
responses of the instructor and class peers. Blending 
courses to provide at least occasional face-to-face 
support meetings (even if not mandatory for all 
students) can also help students who prefer higher 
levels of non-computer interaction. Interestingly, 
in the semester following the feedback described 
above, I intentionally structured in two optional 
face-to-face sessions throughout the semester to 
provide this opportunity; however, no more than 
two students showed up for these sessions!

Clearly, much of the learning in service-learning 
courses also happens at the community service 
venue. Online content can help with preparing 
students for the community experiences. This cer-
tainly includes students’ general support, learning, 
and preparation (e.g., strategies to tutor reading or 
math). However, online coursework can also help 
prepare students for the community experience 
by linking to relevant websites about the venue 
(Dailey-Hebert et al., 2008), as well as through 
archiving and sharing reflections or tips from previ-
ous semesters’ student experiences as those same 
venues. For instance, one tutoring venue some of 
my students worked with had its entire orientation 
and background check process on its website, along 
with a Facebook page for sharing information with 
and among the tutors. The community component 
of service-learning can likewise be an effective 
counterpoint to some of the disadvantages (e.g. lack 
of face-to-face interaction) of an all-online course 
(Bennett & Green, 2001). That is, the interpersonal 
activities with other students and community part-
ners can mitigate some of the sense of isolation that 
students might otherwise experience online. For my 
students, at least, this was very much the case.

Finally, the online instructional format can al-
low increased potential distance of service venues 
(Dailey-Hebert et al., 2008) and more flexibility 
in timing of placements, such that students who 
otherwise would not be able to take part in the 
learning component of the service activity are able 
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