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Abstract 

 

Educating the Next Generation for Public Service:  
Integrating Service-Learning into the Art Classroom 

 

Aren Rebekkah Ehman, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Paul E. Bolin 

 

This thesis establishes an understanding of how public school art teachers are 

incorporating service-learning into their art classroom curriculum.  Through 

conversations with three public school art teachers and one administrator, observations of 

the teachers’ instruction, and written reflections from several students, I have introduced 

how service-learning can impact students.  Additionally, this thesis identifies resources 

that help create and sustain a successful service-learning curriculum. 

Using case study methodology, an investigation was made of service-learning 

philosophies and perspectives, methods of application and practice, and impacts on the 

students and the art classroom environment.  Through this research I have gained an 

understanding of what I believe to be best practices of service-learning found in the art 

classroom, which are particularly helpful for real world application. 
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Chapter One: Introduction and Overview 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to identify how public school art teachers are 

incorporating service-learning into their classroom curriculum. Through interviews with 

three public school art teachers and one school district administrator, observations of the 

teachers’ instruction, and through written reflections from several students, I have 

identified how service-learning can impact an art classroom.  

Using case study methodology, I explored several sources that address service-

learning philosophies, perspectives and the methods of application and practice. By 

conducting research in schools, I was able to experience firsthand how those elements of 

service-learning occur in an art classroom setting. The teachers I included in the study 

met the following criteria: they have at least one year of teaching experience, they are 

currently teaching in a school or have taught in the last five years, they were willing to 

participate in my study, they are all from the same independent school district located in 

Central Texas, and they had both positive and challenging experiences to share about 

their work with service-learning. By investigating service-learning and the all-important 

relationship between the classroom and the community, my research brings to light 

several ways the art classroom can be an important venue for educating the next 

generation for public service. 

 

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION 

Through conversations with public school art teachers who are currently 

integrating service-learning in their art classrooms, and observations of their instruction, 
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how does service-learning impact their students? What resources exist that help create 

and sustain a successful service-learning curriculum? 

 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

I believe that too often public school art educators develop a curriculum that 

simply fulfills the educational requirements given to them by the state. Visual art can be 

used to challenge society’s views and is a means for cross-cultural communication, and 

art has the potential to bring people together. With these notions in mind, art educators 

have an opportunity to incorporate meaningful and impactful lessons that push art 

learning beyond the state mandated requirements. Developing an art curriculum that 

incorporates service-learning, while still fulfilling the state instructional requirements, 

enables students to form a better understanding of the world in which they live. 

I have answered this central research question in order to build a bridge between 

schools and the surrounding community, whether it is a local community or one that is 

more global. And, through this research, I have learned how an art curriculum can 

incorporate community outreach, using service-learning. This study aims to help art 

educators understand how their art classroom can be a venue for bettering the lives of 

their students and individuals in their surrounding community; it also may help art 

educators understand how they can provide an opportunity for students to build a 

relationship with the world around them. Art educators should be well informed about 

this curriculum option, and recognize the potential service-learning has in their art 

classrooms.  
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MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH 

Personal Motivation 

As the daughter of a Presbyterian minister and a theatre arts teacher, I was raised 

to be an active member in my community and to value education. A large part of my 

childhood and education included traveling for mission trips and volunteering, and I have 

always enjoyed my studio art and art history classes. However, I never experienced 

service-learning, or the combination of service and academics simultaneously. As a 

future art educator, I hope to provide a service-learning opportunity for my students. 

While a junior in high school, my interest in volunteering grew. I went to Mobile, 

Alabama for a weeklong urban submersion mission camp where I volunteered at a local 

homeless shelter. On the first day, I met a homeless woman named Brenda. Brenda was a 

natural comedian, a kind soul, and an instant friend. She taught me songs, shared beauty 

tips, and smiled from ear to ear every moment I was with her. On my last day, I went to 

the food kitchen to serve breakfast, and expected to see Brenda for a morning laugh.  

However, Brenda never arrived, and I soon learned that I would never see her again.   

I was not sure how to handle Brenda’s sudden departure from my life. I knew that 

my expectation to see her on this day was probably too much to assume, since she was 

homeless and her life was not predictable. However, we had established a routine that 

week, and I had hoped that I would get to say goodbye. After questioning shelter 

employees, I learned that Brenda was a drug addict and that she had just received a 

paycheck that led her back into a life of addiction. 

I still think about Brenda and hope that she is smiling. Though Brenda was not 

perfect, she was a great teacher, and taught me lessons I never could have learned in a 

classroom. She taught me the importance of accepting others. She led by example and 

showed me that everyone has an imperfect life, but if you love others and demonstrate 
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that love, you can make a positive difference in this world. Brenda and I had very 

different lives, but she quickly, and without question, allowed me into her life. Through 

her willingness to share her time with me, I felt as though she knew from the start that I 

would take the experience to heart and continue to spread the importance of knowing and 

supporting all members in the community. When an art teacher provides the opportunity 

for students to interact with members of the community, new perspectives are gained. 

Students will have the ability to look at the world in a different way, learn to accept all 

types of people, and push beyond the school walls to bring attention to community needs.  

The homeless community is too often overlooked and ignored. I only knew 

Brenda for a few days, but I will always remember her as someone who had a significant 

presence in her community. Throughout my research, Brenda has been my personal 

motivation.   

Professional Motivation 

As a future art educator, it is my hope to provide opportunities for students and 

their families, which may not be found in any other classroom. Knowing that my future 

art classroom will be filled with many types of students, I plan to teach the importance of 

helping others and accepting all kinds of individuals, along with learning the content of 

art. Learning that lesson in the classroom, and then using service-learning to step out of 

the school and practice that lesson with other members in the community, is a necessary 

step to take in order to prepare an accepting future generation. 

As a future art teacher, I plan to use the art classroom and art curriculum to 

connect students to the community, and to people in the community, in a meaningful 

way—which is why I have conducted this study. Art has a strong potential to impact the 

world; combining that belief with service-learning, teachers will have the tools to provide 
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many essential life lessons. I believe the combination of the art classroom and service-

learning will build a foundation that will motivate students academically, and help them 

become more socially aware and productive in their communities. 

 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

I identified the three teachers and one administrator for my study during the 

spring 2011 semester and conducted interviews with those teachers over the fall 2011 

semester. The teachers and the administrator were all employed by the same school 

district in Central Texas. I initially interviewed the three teachers away from their 

classrooms, at coffee shops and bookstores. From those three teachers, I was able to 

observe two of them in their classroom environment, and survey a total of 34 students 

using a short questionnaire. The administrator I interviewed was the Service-Learning 

Coordinator for the school district and had worked with all three of the teachers in some 

capacity at one time. Though he did not have a background in art, he was a crucial 

individual to include in this study as his administrative position strictly encompassed 

service-learning.  

 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Empty Bowls is described as: 
 
An international grassroots effort to fight hunger and was created by The Imagine 
Render Group. The basic premise is simple: Potters and other craftspeople, 
educators and others work with the community to create handcrafted bowls. 
Guests are invited to a simple meal of soup and bread. In exchange for a cash 
donation, guests are asked to keep a bowl as a reminder of all the empty bowls in 
the world. The money raised is donated to an organization working to end hunger 
and food insecurity (http://www.emptybowls.net/).  
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Taylor (2002) explained Empty Bowls as “a way to expand the idea of service-learning 

through a form of activist art” (p. 48). Furthermore, Empty Bowls hopes “to help students 

(and others) identify, acknowledge, strengthen, and utilize their voices to help bring 

about positive and lasting social justice” (Taylor, 2002, p. 48). Over the years, an 

increasing number of school districts have been involved with Empty Bowls. It is a 

natural fit for art teachers within a district to work collaboratively in order to incorporate 

Empty Bowls into their lesson plans, and introduce the ways in which students can aid in 

the fight against hunger. 

 

An Overall Educational Experience (overall life experience) is the culmination of all 

experiences a student has throughout their time in school. All classes, sports, 

extracurricular activities, relationships/friends, pep rallies, productions, bullying, 

discovery of interests/passions/talents, etc.  

 

Service-Learning can be defined in several ways and contexts. Some sources/scholars use 

the two-word phrase “service learning,” while others use the hyphenated term “service-

learning.” For my thesis, I have used service-learning. The hyphen represents the 

connection that exists between service and learning, each word is dependent on the other 

(Gent, 2009). Throughout my thesis, I have relied on Adejumo’s (2010) explanation of 

service-learning, as “a method of instruction… to involve learners actively in providing 

their community with needed services while simultaneously facilitating their educational 

development. As a result, service learning is reciprocal and mutually beneficial for both 

the community and the learners” (p. 23).  
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BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

Service-learning in the art classroom can benefit and enlighten the field of art 

education, and beyond. The presence of service-learning in the art classroom innately 

reaches beyond the classroom and out to the community, just as this study has the 

potential to reach every individual in the community. Beyond the field of art education, 

which includes museum education and community arts education/organizations, my 

research of service-learning in art classrooms can benefit several other academic fields 

including social work, mathematics, English, government, sciences, etc. Both service-

learning and art have collaborative abilities, and because more voices are heard, more 

learning experiences are gained and more connections are made in the community. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study is of critical importance to me as a future art educator and as an 

individual who sets out to help others. In order to inform my interviews and observations, 

I delved more deeply into ways service-learning can impact a community, schools, 

teachers, and students by learning from scholars such as Adejumo, Cho, and Furco. By 

having the benefit of learning firsthand from current art educators, and combining those 

observations with other researchers’ work, I was able to establish a real-world sense of 

how service-learning and art can join forces in order to impact a student’s experience in 

the art classroom. 

In the following chapter, I define case study methodology and identify how I used 

this approach in my research. Additionally, through a review of literature, I introduce into 

this research several scholars and their perspectives on the origins of service-learning, the 

philosophies and perspectives of service-learning, the application and practice of service-
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learning, the impact service-learning can have on students, and ways service-learning can 

be incorporated into the art classroom.  
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY—CASE STUDY 

In this study, I used case study research methodology. I chose this methodology 

because, “Case study is an ideal methodology when a holistic, in-depth investigation is 

needed…. Case studies… are designed to bring out the details from the viewpoint of the 

participants by using multiple sources of data” (Tellis, 1997, “Introduction,” para. 1).  

Additionally, because “case studies… employ a great variety of techniques—both 

quantitative and qualitative—for the gathering and analysis of evidence,” I was able to 

gather data in various ways, which allowed me to have a well-rounded understanding of 

the study as a whole (Gerring, 2007, p. 33). The nature of case study research 

methodology is flexible, which lends itself well to the unpredictable nature of data 

gathering and enables the researcher to “enjoy a natural advantage in research of an 

exploratory nature” (Gerring, 2007, p. 39). For these reasons, case study methodology is 

the most appropriate approach for me to utilize in my research and exploration of art 

classrooms, and to uncover how service-learning impacts the overall educational 

experience of students. 

When embarking on a case study, it is important to gain a general sense of how 

the investigation will proceed and then to identify the skills and tools needed to conduct 

successful research. It is necessary for researchers to develop their “aims” and general 

goals for the study and to formulate questions, while “keeping an open mind” (Gillham, 

2000, p. 18). The ability to “ask good questions and to interpret the responses, be a good 

listener, be adaptive and flexible so as to react to various situations, have a firm grasp of 

issues being studied, and be unbiased by preconceived notions” are of utmost importance 

(Tellis, 1997, “Determine the Required Skills: Recommended Procedures,” para. 1).  

And, ultimately, the researcher must be “well informed” because “the validity of the 
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inference of relationship depends upon chance and the expertness of the one making the 

inference” (A. S. B., 1930, p. 59). In addition to these skills, a researcher should gather 

multiple sources of data (Tellis, 1997, “Conduct the Case Study,” para. 2), just as I have 

conducted interviews, made observations, gained student feedback, and referenced many 

resources to inform my study (such as lesson plans or sources recommended by the 

individuals interviewed). And, “no single source has a complete advantage over the 

others; rather, they might be complementary and could be used in tandem.  Thus, a case 

study should use as many sources as are relevant to the study” (Tellis, 1997, “Conduct 

the Case Study,” para. 2). No matter the data type, all data is organized and valued 

equally among the rest. 

I have collected data through a series of interviews with art teachers and the 

service-learning administrator (Appendix A), retrieved literature/handouts/lesson plans 

from identified art teachers and the administrator, taken pictures and collected visual 

evidence of the art classroom/school environment, observed two of the art teachers in 

their classrooms, and given those teachers’ students a brief questionnaire to complete.  

Because “a common discrepancy is between what people say about themselves and what 

they actually do,” I interviewed teachers and then gave their students a questionnaire in 

order to obtain both perspectives (Gillham, 2000, p. 13). Tellis (1997) further explains 

the importance of a multifaceted approach to data collection: “The rationale for using 

multiple sources of data is the triangulation of evidence. Triangulation increases the 

reliability of the data and the process of gathering it…. Triangulation serves to 

corroborate the data gathered from other sources” (“Conduct the Case Study,” para. 9).  

All the pertinent data I gathered has been analyzed equitably and placed in the context of 

the case study as a whole. 
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Thorough data analysis is a crucial step in case study research. Yin (1994) states, 

“Data analysis consists of examining, categorizing, tabulating, or otherwise recombining 

the evidence to address the initial propositions of a study” (Tellis, 1997, “Analyze Case 

Study Evidence,” para. 2). Certain key factors contribute to analyzing data successfully: 

There are some things that the researcher must be careful to review to ensure that 
the analysis will be of high quality, including: showing that all relevant evidence 
was used, that all rival explanations were used, that the analysis addressed the 
most significant aspect of the case study, and that the researchers’ knowledge and 
experience are used to maximum advantage in the study.  (Tellis, 1997, “Analyze 
Case Study Evidence,” para. 7) 

Although there may be differing opinions about the analytic techniques a researcher must 

employ, the way in which the researcher ultimately analyzes the data will depend upon 

the experiences gained during the field research and the data that was uncovered. 

It is clear that “the reporting aspect of a case study is perhaps most important 

from the user perspective” (Tellis, 1997, “Develop Conclusions,” para. 1). Analytical 

reporting also is one of the researcher’s more “demanding tasks” because the researcher 

must organize the “different kinds of evidence obtained in different ways,” the researcher 

requires skill “in weaving… evidence into a coherent narrative,” the researcher must stay 

focused, and the researcher must “plot successive revisions of the explanations” 

(Gillham, 2000, p. 94). The conclusions of the research are what connect the user and the 

researcher, just as my conclusions will connect art teachers to my research findings 

(Tellis, 1997, “Develop Conclusions,” para. 1). One way a researcher can appeal to a 

larger audience is to “refrain from technical jargon and resort to clear explanations” 

(Tellis, 1997, “Develop Conclusions,” para. 1). As a researcher forms conclusions from 

the research, it is important to remain as unbiased as possible and to report on all 

pertinent data collected through the research process.  
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SERVICE-LEARNING OVERVIEW 

In order to inform the content of my research, I looked to sources that directly 

address the impact service-learning has on a public school educational system.   

A Historical Look at Service-Learning 

It proves difficult to trace the exact beginnings of service-learning to one specific 

point in history. As the National Youth Leadership Council expresses: 

Whether the origins of service-learning lie with the founding of the United States,  
Jefferson and DeToqueville, in 1916 with John Dewey’s philosophy of 
experiential education, or in the tides of the turbulent in 1960s, service-learning is  
making its mark in American culture and society. (Neal, 2003, p. 7) 

Cho (2006) argues that the conceptual ideals of service-learning can be traced to national 

service movements such as land-grant colleges and universities of the 1860s, and to 

settlement house education and progressive initiatives. Taylor and Ballengee-Morris 

(2004) state that the “first university to institutionalize service-learning is thought to be 

the University of Cincinnati at around the turn of the 20th century” (p. 6). Service-

learning then further developed through the New Deal era, between 1930 and the creation 

of the Civilian Conservation Corps, and the establishment of the Peace Corps in 1961 

(Cho, 2006). Within the community and campus movements were individuals who 

valued connecting community service and education (Stanton, Giles, & Cruz, 1999). 

Community activists and educators found that combining forces could result in a “deeper, 

more relevant education for students” (Stanton et al., 1999, p. 1). The earliest definition 

of service-learning, found in the 1969 publications of the Southern Regional Education 

Board (SREB), reflects this need for collaboration, as it states that service-learning is “the 

accomplishment of tasks that meet genuine human needs in combination with conscious 

educational growth” (Stanton et al., 1999, p. 2). Subsequently, the creation of Volunteers 

in Service to America (VISTA) in 1965, the Office of National Service in the White 
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House in 1990, and the Points of Light Foundation, also in 1990, have fostered more 

action with the volunteering aspect of service-learning (Cho, 2006; Corporation for 

National and Community Service, 2011). Moreover, in 1990 the National Community 

Service Act, which endorsed grants for schools to support service-learning, was signed 

into law (Cho, 2006). Ultimately, service-learning is gaining a powerful presence in 

society and is being used in several venues today. 

Throughout the history of service-learning, influential leaders have seen the result 

of service and education going hand in hand. This was apparent on April 21, 2009, when 

Barack Obama signed the Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act and stated: 

What these students come to discover through service is that by befriending a 
senior citizen, or helping the homeless, or easing the suffering of others, they can 
find a sense of purpose and renew their commitment to this country that we 
love…. Because we must prepare our young Americans to grow into active 
citizens, this bill makes new investments in service-learning. (Kielsmeier, Root, 
Pernu, & Lyngstad, 2010, p. 3) 

Several years earlier, on February 4, 1968, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. preached from his 

sermon, The Drum Major Instinct, that “everybody can be great, because everybody can 

serve” (Kielsmeier, Root, Pernu, & Lyngstad, 2010, p. 2). With more than forty years 

between these two encouraging statements to the citizens of America, which represents 

the then and now, serving a community and supporting individuals within a community 

has remained a constant message. Thus, service-learning has evolved in its presence and 

practice, and will continue to change as it gains prominence and attention within all areas 

of the population. 

Defining Service-Learning 

Among the many definitions of service-learning, Christopher Adejumo (2010) 

describes service-learning as “a method of instruction… to involve learners actively in 
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providing their community with needed services while simultaneously facilitating their 

educational development. As a result, service learning is reciprocal and mutually 

beneficial for both the community and the learners” (Adejumo, 2010, p. 23).  

Additionally, service-learning adds a deeper meaning to the learning process, and 

Adejumo (2010) elaborates on this: 

Engaging in experiential learning through community service has transformative 
potentials for participants, in that pedagogy becomes more meaningful on a 
personal level.  For participants involved in service-learning programming, 
community service experiences enhances their self-esteem, pride in their 
community, and enthusiasm for participating in future community development 
projects. (p. 24) 

By incorporating both components—academic study and community service—students 

and teachers can learn the necessary elements in the academic curriculum while gaining 

an active, perhaps life changing experience (Jeffers, 2005).   

Other service-learning scholars have identified the versatility of service-learning.  

Andrew Furco uses a visual metaphor to explain service-learning: 

Furco described service-learning as a purple sphere, which combines in equal 
amounts the blue of academic content and the red of community service…. What 
mattered to him [Furco] was that the sphere of service-learning was spinning 
freely, balanced on its axis, blending these primary colors to yield one smooth, if 
symbolic, purple hue—what might be seen as a dusty thistle or perhaps a neon 
violet. (Jeffers, 2005, p. 16) 

Though this analogy should not be taken too literally, he emphasized the crucial 

importance of balancing academic content and community service. Furco goes on to say: 

Service-learning is neither red nor blue, neither academic content nor community 
service, yet it is both.  It is like the sky, open and boundless, a reach for azure 
heights; and it is the red-blooded community, alive, yet grounded in the reality of 
the everyday, pulsing with activity, full of heart and the sweat of service-learning 
students and community members who work together. (Jeffers, 2005, p. 17) 
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These illustrative descriptions of service-learning from Adejumo and Furco indicate that 

academic achievement and impacting the community are both fundamentally important.  

The term service-learning is often confused with other terms, such as community 

service, volunteerism, or service (Gent, 2009). All these terms are often used 

interchangeably, yet service-learning should not be confused with these other “helping 

activities” (Gent, 2009, p. 3). Unlike community service, volunteerism, or service: 

Service-learning is part of the school day; it is not extracurricular; it is not a 
mandated add-on; it is not a capstone project or a course.  Service-learning is a 
teaching method mediated and directed by a teacher and thoughtfully and 
deliberately linked to the curriculum, academic standards, and IEP goals…. In 
fact, the phrase service-learning has a hyphen between service and learning to 
symbolically link them and to show the equal importance of each.                  
(Gent, 2009, p. 7) 

There are various ways a service-learning curriculum can be engineered, but certain 

strong themes are constant in creating a successful experience for both the teacher and 

students.  

Gent (2009) addresses these themes by offering a flexible structure for teachers to 

follow as they embark on the service-learning teaching method. Once students and 

teachers identify a community need together (Gent, 2009), the teacher helps the students 

acquire the “skills, knowledge, or attitudes they need to carry out the service” (Gent, 

2009, p. 9). Expounding further, Gent states, “the preparation in service-learning must 

meet standards, curriculum goals, or specific IEP objectives. Without this link to 

standards, curriculum, or IEPs, service-learning is merely service” (2009, p. 9). The 

“action” element of service-learning, or the service component itself, “involves helping 

someone, some group, or the community” (Gent, 2009, p. 10). Throughout the entire 

service-learning experience, students should be reflecting on their actions because 

“reflection helps students understand the significance and effect of their actions” (Gent, 
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2009, p. 10). Taylor and Ballengee-Morris (2004) explain, “Reflection may involve such 

activities as discussion, writing, exhibition, games, and/or critique” (p. 9). Ultimately, the 

teacher will help students recognize the impact they are having on the community, and 

the impact the experience is having on them. 

 

SERVICE-LEARNING PHILOSOPHIES AND PERSPECTIVES 

The term service-learning can be confusing. Some educators think of service-

learning as a teaching strategy, but it could also be thought of as a program or 

philosophy. Neal (2003) addresses this confusion by referencing Jim Kielsmeier’s all-

encompassing description of service-learning as a “philosophy, a community 

development model, and a teaching and learning method” (p. 9). Kielsmeier’s 

explanations demonstrate the different applications of service-learning: 

As a philosophy, service-learning embraces young people as a community  
resource and asset. It views all people in a democratic society as citizens with the  
capability to contribute—no matter their age. 
 
As a community development model, service-learning takes on real issues such as  
pollution control, hunger and homelessness, and diversity. Communities change  
for the better when service and learning are joined. 
 
As a teaching and learning method, service-learning is a form of active learning  
that values critical thinking and problem solving. Research shows that when  
service-learning is effectively implemented students gain in measures of academic  
achievement, citizenship, and character. (Neal, 2003, p. 9) 
 

Though Kielsmeier identifies and discusses possible ways of organizing service-learning, 

it may be that service-learning encompasses all these traits. And, perhaps could be 

utilized in all capacities. 
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SERVICE-LEARNING APPLICATION AND PRACTICE 

The Application of Service-Learning: An Example 

One specific example of service-learning is described in Mary Lee Webeck’s, “A 

World Built with Creativity, Caring, and Citizenship.” One of Webeck’s students, Molly, 

was diagnosed with an inoperable brain-stem glioma, and her class responded to the 

difficult news by participating in service-learning (Webeck, 2004). To start, the students 

collected patches and buttons to create a hat for Molly to wear on her trips to the hospital 

for treatments. In class, the students learned about experimental protocols and gene 

therapy for cancer treatments and they created two art-based fundraising projects 

(Webeck, 2004). They also helped Molly in the day-to-day classroom activities as her 

health declined (Webeck, 2004).  

Webeck’s class spent the academic year developing a service-learning 

environment to help Molly. Webeck (2004) stated, “Civic virtue and active citizenship 

within our community became central in our day-to-day activities as service and learning 

interwove our curriculum” (p. 87). Once the students started taking an active interest in 

the larger issue of cancer and established a common goal together, more questions arose 

and positive actions were made when searching for answers or a better understanding 

(Webeck, 2004).   

In a service-learning curriculum, students quickly realize they are connected to 

elements of life and learning beyond the classroom (Webeck, 2004), which can readily be 

addressed. Webeck (2004) explains the relationship service-learning creates between 

expression (visual expression/art making) and emotion or life skills: 

Our thinking worked its way into expression… alongside these tangible products, 
many more intangible aspects evolved: how a child felt about herself, the changes 
in self assurance, the ability to problem solve, and our individual and collective 
senses of spirit, hope, and growth. (p. 88)  
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Webeck’s classroom environment was transformed into “a civilization shaped by hard 

work, joy, conflict, and the ability to overcome obstacles… a civilization filled with 

engaged and informed citizens” (Webeck, 2004, p. 89). Her students were able to 

problem solve and become active citizens through the utilization and influence of service-

learning. 

Following Webeck’s example, teachers who utilize service-learning can 

drastically shift a student’s classroom experience into a more purposeful, educational, 

and academic experience. Webeck credited her students and described her class as a 

group of individuals that made a positive difference in the world (Webeck, 2004). She 

promoted her students to behave as “citizens in [her] class, school, community, state, 

country, and world” (Webeck, 2004, p. 88). By concentrating on the students and their 

families first, then moving on to a larger perspective of the world, the students gained a 

more personal understanding of becoming an active part of the community.   

The How-to’s of Service-Learning 

Various scholars have a multitude of wide ranging ideas regarding the necessary 

components that make up a successful service-learning experience. Also, these scholars 

focus on the multiple effects service-learning can have on the students and the 

community. Adejumo (2010) has one such view: 

Some of the multiple strategies employed in service-learning processes include 
perception, collaboration, production, dialogue, reflective analysis, and 
evaluation.  Based on the attributes of these strategies, service learning in art 
education programming is at a premium in providing learners with profound 
understanding of art concepts, development of their intrapersonal thought 
processes, and increased knowledge of their community and its needs. 
Structurally, service learning is tacit, as it connects knowledge acquired through 
formal instruction with experiences gathered informally during community 
service. (pp. 23-24) 
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With this, Adejumo sheds light on the ways service-learning can impact several aspects 

of a student’s educational experience, and requires individuals to be skilled in several 

areas.  Cho (2006) defines service-learning as: 

The integration of community service into the academic curriculum… includes 
five elements: preparation, action, reflection, demonstration, and recognition. The 
service must meet a genuine community need, and the activities are directly 
related to curricular learning goals. It is the combination of experiential, hands-on 
learning and the personal satisfaction students gain from helping others that 
makes service learning such an effective teaching and learning tool. (p. 1) 

Though Cho identifies different elements from those proposed by Adejumo, the overall 

idea of service-learning remains the same, which is making socially informed decisions 

and connections between curriculum and community needs. 

 

SERVICE-LEARNING AND THE STUDENT 

The National Youth Leadership Council created a list of Eight K-12 Service-

Learning Standards for Quality Practice. Each standard in the list is explained in terms 

that are measurable and readily evident, and in terms that are easily understood by 

students and administrators. Though teachers implement these standards, the students are 

the ones that create the meaning. The eight steps include youth voice, diversity, 

reflection, progress monitoring, duration and intensity, link to curriculum, partnerships, 

and meaningful service (Learning to Give, n.d.).  

The Eight K-12 Service-Learning Standards for Quality Practice address how a 

student can be affected by service-learning in the classroom.  Service-learning empowers 

young students by giving them a voice in “planning, implementing, and evaluating” their 

experiences, “with guidance from adults [the teacher]”  (Learning to Give, n.d.). Just as 

young students learn about the importance of acceptance, “service-learning promotes 
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understanding of diversity and mutual respect among all participants” (Learning to Give, 

n.d.). One overarching “goal and hope of service-learning is to instill an enduring sense 

of civic responsibility” so that students will maintain the act of serving their community 

beyond the classroom setting (Taylor & Ballengee-Morris, 2004, p. 11). Thus, students 

witness the importance of teamwork and collaboration, and join forces with people who 

come from backgrounds different from their own.  

By incorporating “multiple challenging reflection activities that are ongoing and 

that prompt deep thinking and analysis about oneself and one’s relationship to society,” 

students are given the time to discover new possibilities within themselves (Learning to 

Give, n.d.). Taylor and Ballengee-Morris (2004) express the importance of providing a 

“safe and supportive” classroom for “critical self-reflection” (p. 10). One way to develop 

a comfortable classroom environment is to slowly incorporate group discussion over a 

few weeks, until the students have worked from individual reflection to small group 

reflections and then to reflections as a whole class (Taylor & Ballengee-Morris, 2004, p. 

10). Just as reflection exercises help students see their progress, the teacher assesses the 

progress students make toward achieving their personal goals. With those findings, the 

teacher can increase “improvement and sustainability” (Learning to Give, n.d.). And, the 

teacher must give sufficient time and intensity “to address community needs and [to] 

meet specified outcomes” (Learning to Give, n.d.). Ultimately, while students are 

engaged with service-learning, the link to curriculum enables the students to “meet 

learning goals and/or content standards” (Learning to Give, n.d.). By working together 

with fellow students, and with people in the community, a mutually beneficial 

relationship forms and meaningful activities become “personally relevant” to students 

and their academic careers (Learning to Give, n.d.). 
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SERVICE-LEARNING AND THE ART CLASSROOM 

Service-learning challenges a student beyond academics and community 

involvement, and can impact students’ individual perception of themselves and their 

surrounding community. Adejumo (2000) states, “We must address the question of how 

realistic it is to expect resolution of children’s behavioral problems primarily within the 

school environment—especially since the events and conditions that precipitate antisocial 

behavior among children are hardly isolated within the schools” (p. 12). When a teacher 

provides students the opportunity to engage in the world, they meet other members in the 

community and gain an understanding of what it means to interact with individuals unlike 

themselves. Artist and critic Suzi Gablik supported this idea by stating, “We need an art 

[and an art education] that transcends the distanced formality of aesthetics and dares to 

respond to the cries of the world” (Taylor, 2002, p. 47). When achieving that outcome 

through the art classroom, “understanding how art contributes to the quality of life in 

society would increase students’ appreciation of art as a meaningful part of human 

experience” (Adejumo, 2002, p. 10). In order for students to make connections with other 

subjects and the world around them: 

The art curriculum should be structured as part of a larger visual arts system with 
concerns that extend beyond school walls.  Pluralistic philosophies are needed to 
provide the art curriculum with enough flexibility to develop in tandem with other 
aspects of the school curriculum and to meet its goals in the larger society. 
(Adejumo, 2002, p. 11) 

By incorporating service-learning into the art classroom and expanding the learning 

environment beyond the school, a teacher reforms the educational possibilities for 

students, and students gain a larger perspective of others and the world while learning 

about the society in which they live. Just as artist and critic Estella Conwill Májozo 

stated, “Our relevance as human beings can be seen in the meaning of our acts as artists,” 
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students can feel empowered through their involvement in service-learning and the 

creation of art (Taylor, 2002, p. 47).  

 

CONCLUSION 

Service-learning has a rich history. It was initiated with and within communities 

who value service and education, and continues to develop in communities and schools 

throughout the United States and around the world. When gaining an understanding of 

the origins of service-learning, the different outlooks and applications of service-learning 

and the opportunities that arise when combined with the art classroom, it is crucial to be 

aware of the available resources that exist, such as learning tools, programs, and 

organizations. In the following chapter I list and describe several of those resources that 

proved to be helpful to the interviewees in my research or are well known to be a large 

support system for service-learning today. 
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Chapter Three: Service-Learning Resources 

SERVICE-LEARNING RESOURCES IDEAL FOR THE ART CLASSROOM 

In an effort to make quality resources readily available for teachers wishing to 

learn more about service-learning or for teachers who want to introduce service-learning 

into their curriculum, I have compiled a list of resources that have been valuable to the 

teachers and administrator focused on in this study, or that I have discovered to be 

particularly helpful while collecting data. Some of these resources are how-to manuals 

with easy step-by-step methods to introduce service-learning into the classroom, some are 

programs geared toward service-learning and can help teachers gain funding or provide 

them with lesson plan ideas, and some are interesting sources that help to broaden one’s 

understandings of service-learning. 

 

Service-Learning Manuals and Resources 

Berger Kaye, C. (2004). The Complete Guide to Service Learning: Proven, Practical  
Ways to Engage Students in Civic Responsibility, Aacademic Curriculum, and  
Social Action. Minneapolis, MN: Free Spirit Publishing Inc. 

Cathryn Berger Kaye’s book, The Complete Guide to Service Learning: Proven, 

Practical Ways to Engage Students in Civic Responsibility, Academic Curriculum, and 

Social Action, is a comprehensive guide to service-learning. This book is not only for 

teachers, but could be used by anyone interested in learning about and incorporating 

service-learning as a way to reach out to students and promote their engagement with the 

community. Berger Kaye discusses why service-learning is important. She explains 

service-learning from the beginning of the experience to the end, gives examples of 

service-learning happening in the real world, and includes input from several authors that 

expand on the ways service-learning can be applied. This resource sends the message of 
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why it is important to create opportunities for students to be successful in school and in 

life.   

  

RMC Research Corporation for Learn and Serve America’s National Service-Learning  
 Clearinghouse (NSLC). (2009). K-12 Service-Learning Project Planning Toolkit.  
 Scotts Valley, CA: National Service-Learning Clearinghouse. 

This toolkit that the NSLC published in 2009 is a comprehensive and easily 

accessible planning guide for teachers. It is geared toward students becoming “better 

learners, classmates, and citizens” as well as contributing to their communities (RMC, 

2009, p. 1). This toolkit focuses on five “core components of a service-learning project: 

investigation, planning and preparation, action, reflection, and demonstration of results 

and celebration” (RMC, 2009, p. 2). Similar to a how-to manual, this toolkit has a clear 

plan for teachers to follow as they implement service-learning into their curriculum. And, 

it is best used in collaboration with other resources, in order to gain a well-rounded 

understanding of the service-learning possibilities. 

 

Programs or Organizations that Support Service-Learning 

The Corporation for National and Community Service. Retrieved from  
 http://www.nationalservice.gov/ 

 The Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS) is a government 

agency that funds grants to support service and learning to entities around the country.  

CNCS has many programs that address projects in education, the environment, public 

safety, and poverty. Some of those programs include: AmeriCorps, which houses 

Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA) (http://www.americorps.gov/) and Learn and 

Serve America (http://www.learnandserve.gov/). AmeriCorps offers the chance for adults 

to serve in communities across the nation by: tutoring (improving literacy, teaching 
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computer skills, working in after school programs), improving health services, building 

affordable housing, helping with environmental issues, and assisting communities that 

have undergone a natural disaster. Learn and Serve America (which also runs the 

National Service-Learning Clearinghouse) caters directly to students gaining experience 

and participating in service-learning, and helps students to build relationships with their 

community. And, Learn and Serve America supplies many resources, such as: grants to 

schools or organizations who wish to receive funding to implement a service-learning 

program, K-12 teacher toolkits that help teachers to secure a service-learning program 

started in their school, and other training tools and informational literature. 

 

Facing the Future: Critical Thinking. Global Perspective. Informed Action. Retrieved  
 from http://www.facingthefuture.org/ 

Facing the Future is a national educational nonprofit organization, based in 

Seattle, Washington. Their mission is to “engage students in learning by making 

academics relevant to their lives” and “empower students to think critically, develop a 

global perspective, and participate in positive solutions for a sustainable future” 

(http://www.facingthefuture.org/AboutUs/FrequentlyAskedQuestions/tabid/472/Default.a

spx). Facing the Future offers many free resources and curriculum options that can be 

downloaded from their website. Acknowledging that service-learning provides both 

challenges and opportunities, Facing the Future offers tools for teachers to develop clear 

learning objectives, address community needs, and work with students to reflect on their 

work. 
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National Service-Learning Clearinghouse: America’s Most Comprehensive Service- 
 Learning Resource. Retrieved from http://www.servicelearning.org/ 

 The National Service-Learning Clearinghouse (NSLC) is a program within Learn 

and Serve America. NSLC “supports the service-learning community in higher education, 

kindergarten through grade twelve, community-based organizations, tribal programs, and 

all others interested in strengthening schools and communities using service-learning” 

(http://www.servicelearning.org/about-nslc). NSLC has fact sheets, toolkits, addresses 

funding opportunities, holds webinars and offers resources for teachers who work with 

any age student. NSLC offers information and support for administrators, students, 

political figures, parents, and many other individuals and groups that make up a 

community. 

 

National Youth Leadership Council. Retrieved from http://www.nylc.org/ 

The National Youth Leadership Council (NYLC) offers help to service-learning  

beginners and long-time advocates. One way they accomplish this is by organizing an 

annual conference, The National Service-Learning Conference, which draws people from 

around the world. NYLC’s mission states that:  

For more than 25 years, NYLC has led a movement that links youth, educators,  
and communities to redefine the roles of young people in society. That movement  
is service-learning, and it empowers youth to transform themselves from  
recipients of information and resources into valuable, contributing members of a  
democracy. (http://www.nylc.org/) 

Furthermore, NYLC aims to “create a more just, sustainable, and peaceful world with 

young people, their schools, and their communities through service-learning” 

(http://www.nylc.org/). The NYLC offers many resources on their web site, such as 

articles, downloads, project examples, and links that address popular topics in today’s 

communities (like disaster preparedness and recovery, diversity, integrating service-
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learning into the curriculum, and youth leadership). Additionally, NYLC publishes a 

quarterly newsletter, The Generator, which explores service-learning research, ideas, and 

examples. 

 

Red Ribbon Coalition. Retrieved from http://www.redribboncoalition.com 

The Red Ribbon Coalition sponsors the well-known Red Ribbon Week that serves  

as an awareness campaign during the last week in October: “This week-long campaign 

provides multiple opportunities for students, parents, teachers and others to join together 

to address the alcohol, tobacco, other drug and violence related issues or concerns in their 

community” (http://www.redribboncoalition.com/index.php/role). Red Ribbon Week is a 

common program for schools to become involved with in Central Texas. It is with 

programs like these that art teachers can push further in their community work and create 

a service-learning curriculum. 

 

The Safe Schools/Healthy Students (SS/HS) Initiative. Retrieved from  
 http://www.sshs.samhsa.gov/ 

The Safe Schools/Healthy Students Initiative is a Federal grant-making program 

that aims to “prevent violence and substance abuse among our Nation’s youth, schools, 

and communities” (http://www.sshs.samhsa.gov/initiative/about.aspx). Public school 

teachers can use SS/HS as a tool to create a service-learning curriculum that addresses 

safe schools, violence prevention, drug and alcohol prevention, student behavioral 

support, mental health services, or early childhood learning programs. Through grants 

made by SS/HS to schools and communities around the country, teachers have the power 

to work with students and bring to light ways they can partner together in order to reduce 

violence. 
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Service Learning Texas. Retrieved from http://www.servicelearningtexas.org/ 

Service Learning Texas is a nonprofit initiative that designs and manages grants  

gained from Learn and Serve America. Through these grants, Service Learning Texas is 

able to provide professional development training (through one-on-one training for 

teachers or through the Summer Institute in Service-Learning), they help ignite 

collaborative partnerships between schools and organizations in the community, and they 

offer tools for students and teachers through their website, newsletter, and downloads. 

Service Learning Texas also addresses the commonly asked questions about service-

learning, such as: What is the difference between community service and service-

learning? Why and how should teachers incorporate service-learning into their 

curriculum? And, What examples show the positive impact that service-learning has on 

students? All Texas public school teachers will find value in the information and support 

that Service Learning Texas provides. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Though I have only highlighted a few, there are many helpful resources, 

organizations, programs, and funding opportunities that exist to support teachers and their 

interest in service-learning. Some teachers may feel overwhelmed by the wealth of 

information that exists; it is best to first gain a general understanding of what service-

learning is, and what you as a teacher want to achieve using service-learning. Once this 

foundational understanding is established, a teacher can more purposefully search 

through resources that support their interests. Resources are easily accessible in today’s 

world. Through the web and online downloads, teachers have instant access to 
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testimonials about service-learning projects, organizations that will support and 

potentially fund their project, curriculum options that help a teacher form their own 

original ideas that will cater best to their immediate community, and a large community 

of activists who want to increase the presence of service-learning in schools.   

The following chapter introduces some service-learning activists, all from the 

same school district, engaged in schools today. The three art teachers I introduce are all 

from different backgrounds, yet each has incorporated service-learning into her 

curriculum. They are all passionate about service-learning and they found different ways 

of reflecting on their experiences.   

In addition to the teacher input, the school district’s service-learning coordinator I 

interviewed offered a well-rounded understanding of teacher needs, student needs, the 

realities of time limitations, funding, support avenues, what service-learning means with 

regard to the school district, and the multitude of ways service-learning can be used to 

help shape a school district. Through these multiple lenses, in the chapter that follows I 

share their individual stories and highlight the ways service-learning has impacted their 

school district, teachers, and students. 
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Chapter Four: Leaders in Service-Learning 

SITE DESCRIPTIONS 

For this study, I conducted my research in one Central Texas independent school 

district. The district has five high schools, ten middle schools, thirty-two elementary 

schools, and two alternative learning centers, with a total district enrollment of 

approximately 45,000 students. The student population contains roughly 9% African 

American, 11.2% Asian, 30.1% Hispanic, 0.5% Native American, 0.1% Pacific Islander 

and 45.1% White (http://www.roundrockisd.org/index.aspx?page=1731).  

I conducted my research with two elementary school art teachers and one high 

school art teacher who have incorporated service-learning into their curricula. 

Additionally, I interviewed one district administrator who was the Service-Learning 

Coordinator for the entire district and who worked directly with each of the three teachers 

in some way. By sharing the stories of these service-learning advocates, I hope the real-

world accounts of their personal experiences in today’s public school educational system 

will further the exploration of how service-learning can impact students. Through 

interviews with these four individuals, observations of the teachers’ classroom 

environments, and gaining feedback from some of their students, my intent is to shed 

light on the realities of service-learning in the art classroom, share various perspectives 

and approaches to service-learning, and establish a firsthand, well-rounded understanding 

of how service-learning can impact student learning within this instructional setting.  
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THREE ART TEACHER INTERVIEWS 

Teacher A 

Background and Responsibilities 

Teacher A is an elementary art teacher at a school containing approximately 830 

students. Of her students, approximately 18.9% are considered “economically 

disadvantaged” and 25.6% are considered “at-risk” 

(http://www.roundrockisd.org/index.aspx?page=402). Teacher A described herself as 

having always been interested in service, working with others and helping others. She did 

not take any education courses in college but she worked with kids throughout high 

school and college and maintained an interest in art therapy. Because her interests in 

these areas remained steadfast upon graduating from college, she devised a plan to go to 

graduate school to study art therapy. However, she ended up meeting her husband and 

moving to Central Texas instead.  

It was in Central Texas that she received her teaching certificate. It was within her 

teaching career that she witnessed all the elements of art therapy taking place. And, with 

that observation, she predicted that she reached more kids teaching art than if she was an 

art therapist. Relating to her love of art therapy, she has always conducted community 

service activities with students, but never thought about it as service-learning. She first 

heard the term “service-learning” last year, and immediately realized she had been 

implementing it for some time. 

Teacher A recalled how her mother often reflected on her childhood while going 

through school. She acknowledged how there was a definite mindfulness of being a 

citizen and having a responsibility to society, and how that mentality seems to have 

disappeared in more recent times. Many kids think, “What does society owe me?” or vice 
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versa. She explained, “Students have more of a selfish mentality in today’s schools. 

Though, now the idea of citizenship is starting to come back.” When it comes to 

elementary kids, it is important to help students figure out that their own world is 

important, and opening up that world to be more inclusive is also important. 

When asked what drew her to incorporate service-learning into her curriculum, 

Teacher A said it all stemmed from an experience years ago that has had an effect on her 

whole life. She explained: 
 
My best friend, when I was really young, got leukemia. And she ended up dying 
when we were seven. But, the one really positive and good thing about my 
friend’s time in the hospital was the art space that they had. She and I would just 
go in there to create, play and make crafts, and everything else would go away. 
And it was just fun and positive. And that memory always stuck with me. In high 
school and college I volunteered in hospitals, and I did art stuff. I see art as a way, 
with little kids especially, to communicate and express yourself. And also, the 
process just brings so much joy and goodness.  

Through that personal experience, working with children, maintaining a tie to art therapy, 

and incorporating service-learning into her curriculum, remain her overarching themes as 

an art teacher.  

Though Teacher A described herself as being in the initial stages of understanding 

service-learning, she started the last school year wanting to make service-learning the 

focus for her classroom. With this goal in mind, she asked her students to think about 

ideas for how they could add service into the class. The students had many ideas. In fact, 

she had a few parents ask what she was doing to get their kids so excited about school. 

This was not a bad thing but, Teacher A explained, “you have to walk that line of keeping 

the parents informed, which is a challenge, and keeping them positively engaged.”  

Keeping parents informed was a particular challenge for her when she was 

coordinating the first annual Empty Bowls event in the district. The project got bigger 
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than she had ever dreamed. It took a lot of coordination, a team of people helping, getting 

the district’s approval, multiple campuses involved, parent approvals, etc. Though Empty 

Bowls was a successful project, Teacher A wanted to develop other separate projects, 

especially for the younger students on campus. Her future goal is to continue developing 

simple service-learning projects that tie in with the curriculum she is already 

implementing.  

The Meaning of Service-Learning 

Teacher A explained service-learning as “simple.”  She described it in the 

following way: 
  
Community service, connecting with others beyond yourself, but education is the

 core of that. It’s not just helping people without thinking about it. Service-
 learning is thinking about hunger [for example] the entire year and its meaning in  

the world. And a teacher should think about why the students should want to care 
about that. 

She acknowledged that art is a natural place for service-learning to occur. For her, “Art 

connects all the curriculum, which then connects to the world.” She elaborated, “Service-

learning added even more depth. It made it really meaningful to the kids to see the 

purpose of a subject, and how the skills they were learning could be used in the real 

world.” From Teacher A’s experience, having a connection to the real world got the 

students excited about art, and they wanted to come to school and learn. Teacher A felt 

passionate about service-learning because she could see it was uplifting for the students. 

And, she observed the students extending their learning to their own lives, beyond the 

classroom. Having the opportunity to work together and reflect both individually and as a 

class enabled the students to verbalize and reflect on what they were learning and how it 

was important.   
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She considered the inclusion of service-learning in her classroom has been 

successful due to the students and their awareness of the community around them. Often, 

students reported back to her about what they did in their free time to help the community 

in some way. For example, Teacher A recalled, “I had some little girls who made a bunch 

of art and had a sidewalk sale. They knew someone that had cancer, so they were trying 

to sell their artwork for quarters to donate to cancer research.” Though Teacher A did not 

think that a service-learning project had to be a fundraiser (however, a lot of service-

learning projects could easily become fundraisers), the way the students were taking 

pieces of what they were learning in the art classroom and applying it to their lives 

outside of school was a promising sign that students were becoming more socially aware 

and connecting to the classroom conversations.  

Teacher A’s classroom motto, “student voice and choice,” was the key to a 

successful service-learning project. After encouraging the students to help in deciding on 

a project, she then added in the interdisciplinary connections to the curriculum. She 

wanted to make sure her students were acutely aware that they were participating in 

service-learning, so she did reflection exercises with them (asking them to reflect by 

writing or drawing). By developing questions to encourage the students to think deeply 

and become more engaged with what they were doing, the students realized all that they 

were learning.  

Teacher A started out every year hoping to get the students “fired up.” And, last 

year (2010-2011) she set a goal to have every class come up with a service-learning 

project. However, the work load got very overwhelming and the Service-Learning 

Coordinator in the district encouraged her to limit the number of class projects in order to 

maintain quality. Though she knew she needed to limit herself in this way, it was a hard 

thing to do. Because the kids were excited, she wanted to take on everything. But the 
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reality was that she needed “to rein it in a bit.” So, she developed projects that were less 

complicated. 

The Service-Learning Coordinator offered Teacher A some guidance, which 

helped her through her service-learning preparation for the year. He explained: 
  
A lot of service projects take place in nursing homes. And many students and 
teachers decide they will help in a certain way. For example, one school in the 
district just built an outdoor classroom and thought they could grow flowers and 
deliver the flowers to the nursing home, which would be nice. But, that is what we 
think would be nice. If you actually go and ask the elders who live there, would 
they agree? When they were asked what they would want, they expressed an 
interest in learning email or skype so that they could communicate with grandkids 
and family members who don’t live close by. 

By going to the source to find out what the need is, instead of trying to assume the need, 

a service-learning project can be relevant and sensitive to the needs of others. 

Challenges of Service-Learning 

One of the overarching challenges for Teacher A, when thinking in terms of the 

students, was the lack of time spent with the students due to the nature of class 

scheduling. She did not see a lack of money as a challenge: “It’s nice if you have it, but 

it’s not necessary.” And, when it came to student response, Teacher A added: 
  
I would say several of the challenges are that the kids get so passionate, have so 
many ideas and care so much, that you have to figure out how to rein that in a 
little bit; especially because of the time constraints of our schedule. Another 
challenge is that the students can get emotionally involved and overwhelmed, 
especially the little ones. Because of that, it is important to keep the focus 
positive, and show the students that they will make a difference. You just have to 
remember that there might be one student who is just especially sensitive and 
effected differently. Just knowing your students and being aware of that is crucial. 
And there are kids in our school who are hungry, so it can be happening closer 
than the other students think.  

Maintaining sensitivity to students’ emotional response is crucial. In Teacher A’s 

experience with some service-learning projects, there were some parents who showed 
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concern for the subject matter, though those have been rare circumstances. With themes 

like “hunger” or “homelessness,” students were naturally concerned, and they spoke to 

their parents about those concerns. As Teacher A explained, the goal of service-learning 

is to develop more of an awareness in the students’ community, and getting the parents 

involved was doing just that. 

Service-Learning Projects 

Teacher A was the coordinator for the first-ever annual Empty Bowls project in 

the city. She became coordinator through a series of events; the Service-Learning 

Coordinator had organized a workshop with Cathryn Berger Kaye (author of The 

Complete Guide to Service-Learning) earlier in the year, which Teacher A attended and 

gained inspiration. Attending the workshop, and already having a vested interest in the 

Austin, Texas Empty Bowls, Teacher A decided to bring Empty Bowls to her city by 

leading it through the school district.  
  
Empty Bowls “takes place all over the world,” Teacher A explained:  
 
The concept was started by a high school art teacher in Michigan in the ‘90s and 
other people around the nation picked it up. The art teachers who started it wanted 
to raise money for a food drive. The high school students made clay bowls and 
served soup to several faculty and friends. Then they asked the attendees to keep 
their bowls and make a cash donation. It was a big success. And the students got 
so much out of it, not just the academic part. 
 
The Austin, Texas Empty Bowls was started by a woman at ClayWays Pottery  
Studio and Gallery. It started in her little studio and it kept growing.  

The two women that oversaw the Austin, Texas Empty Bowls event last year helped 

Teacher A develop and prepare for an Empty Bowls gathering in her school district. 

Austin’s Empty Bowls is a booming entity now and has been creative in the way they 

promote themselves. In previous years, Teacher A became involved with Austin’s Empty 
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Bowls by having her students make bowls and then delivering them to Austin, to 

contribute to their efforts. But there was one year, right after Hurricane Katrina, which 

made her students’ involvement more meaningful than ever before. One of her students 

was affected by the hurricane, and that student’s family directly benefited from the 

Empty Bowls fundraiser. Teacher A explained the importance of Empty Bowls as: 
 
All about bringing the community together and choosing a unique hand-crafted 
bowl that you get soup in. There can be music and entertainment, but it’s mainly 
about coming together as a community. And all the donations go to the food bank. 
It’s just a different, creative way to contribute to a food drive. The model is in 
place, but it’s like a grassroots thing where people start it in their own community 
and it takes on different flavors, depending on the people involved. 

This past year’s experience with Empty Bowls was “so much more meaningful for the 

students,” according to Teacher A, since it was in their immediate community for the first 

time. In years past, Teacher A often thought about how her district really needed to start 

an Empty Bowls, and then over summer 2010, after going to Cathryn Berger Kaye’s 

workshop, she thought “we can do it.” And the planning began. 

Teacher A contacted the city’s arts council, which was rather new at the time. 

Their purpose was to be a general support of arts and culture in the city. The city’s arts 

council was not associated with the school district (but they were closely connected in the 

sense that they helped the district with Empty Bowls). When Teacher A approached them 

for help with developing an Empty Bowls project in the city, they were still figuring 

themselves out and developing different big events for the coming year. Teacher A did 

not serve on the council but there was a district-level coordinator for fine arts who was on 

the council. Teacher A knew the arts council because she had participated in many of 

their exhibits. And, her school had a faculty exhibit, which the arts council attended and 

talked with the faculty. Teacher A explained how there was no way she could have 
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started an Empty Bowls project on her own; it was with the arts council’s initial help that 

made it all possible.  

To begin, Teacher A wrote a grant proposal, and asked for other art teachers in 

the district to get involved (Teacher C was one of the art teachers in the district that had a 

hand in implementing the event). Overall, twenty art teachers, thirteen campuses, and 

several other teachers (including a number of music teachers) got involved. Through a 

grant proposal, Teacher A gained funding for glazes, which was the main item she had 

trouble affording in her annual budget. The Partners in Education Foundation in the city 

also acted as a community business collaborator, and provided support.  

Teacher A commented, “We really made the event [Empty Bowls] up as we went 

along.” The basic model was there but she just had to figure out how to make it all work 

together. And, everything changed along the way. For example, they were going to have 

the event outdoors, because Teacher A really wanted it to be a community event and not 

in a school. It would have been successful, she mentioned, if it was at a school but she 

wanted it to be situated beyond school walls. It turned out that the outdoor facility was 

under construction, which added some stress to the coordination of the event. And, 

ultimately, Teacher A needed to coordinate the soup for the event. It was a time-

consuming job just to find soup donors and to figure out how much was needed. A high 

school teacher in the district recruited a friend of hers who was the manager of a local 

Chili’s Restaurant, who happened to be a very giving and energetic person. And, Chili’s 

donated all the soup for the event. 

Since the project kept growing, every problem to be solved seemed to become 

larger and larger. Doing the calculations to figure out how many people were attending 

provided a big learning curve for Teacher A, she explained. The more the school year 

went on, the more people joined the team. Teacher A stated, “It just blows my mind 
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thinking about what can happen if you start something and a few people come together 

and are so generous, especially with their time.”  

When the day of the actual event finally came, April 2, 2011, they had over a 

thousand bowls donated. And, Teacher A’s last question was “would people in the 

community attend?” Even her own students, who had been so passionate all along the 

way, wanted to go to the event but needed their parents to take them. In the end, almost 

all the bowls were sold, and they raised over $10,000. Teacher A reflected that: 
 
Beyond the money raised, it was amazing to me how people came together. And 
the kids realized why we were doing this. Building those connections with the 
community, the kids saw their art alongside professional artist’s art, which made 
them feel more professional. And the serving center said that every $10 could 
help a family for a month. Which blows my mind how that is possible. But that 
really made it incredible for the kids, they made a difference and helped a family 
for a month. 

Due to Teacher A’s commitment, the project was a success and will continue in the city 

for years ahead. So much is already in place for the coming years, and the students 

entering the program are excited and want to be involved. Chili’s and several other 

community partners expressed an interest in helping again, in addition to other 

community members and professional artists seeking to lend a hand. What made the 

city’s Empty Bowls so impactful was the fact that nearly all of the bowls were created by 

students—the Austin-based Empty Bowls is mostly organized by professional artists and 

a few schools.  

In the classroom, in preparation for Empty Bowls, Teacher A coordinated 

different activities with the students. For example, she had the students draw what they 

thought a hungry person looked like. She was even able to incorporate this exercise on a 

day when she only saw her students for twenty-five minutes. The students spent less than 

five minutes doing a quick sketch in their sketchbooks of what they thought hunger 
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looked like. And, Teacher A remembered, “It was interesting because almost all of them 

drew an old guy with a big beard, holding a sign.” With that, they had conversations 

about stereotypes. In response, she asked questions like, “Can women be hungry, too, or 

children?”  

An important component to keep in mind with any service-learning project, as 

Teacher A acknowledged, is the recognition that “there is a fine line of not wanting to get 

too heavy and emotional with them [the students] but building that awareness.” Another 

example of Empty Bowls preparation occurred during Teacher A’s Friday classes, which 

were twenty-five minute class periods. The fourth grade students who were involved with 

Empty Bowls worked on various projects, such as promotional posters. If some students 

did not have time to finish their work during class, they requested to complete their tasks 

during recess or brought their own poster board from home.  

Teacher A wanted to take the students to the serving center that was benefiting 

from the Empty Bowls fundraiser, but it was hard to organize a field trip and it was too 

expensive. Therefore, Teacher A was able to bring the coordinator of the service center to 

the classroom. Also, by incorporating technology, such as YouTube videos that are 

readily available as learning tools, students were able to learn more about hunger and 

Empty Bowls.  

The name “Empty Bowls” was confusing to the students at first, Teacher A 

explained. But, with lengthy discussions, the students came to understand what the term 

meant. And, it was an interdisciplinary learning experience. For example, math had a 

natural fit into the project because the students would tally the statistics, especially after 

the event when they would calculate how much soup was sold and how much money was 

made. Subjects such as language arts and history were also integrated into the learning 

components.  
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The fourth graders were the only class in the school involved with Empty Bowls, 

and Teacher A used class time for the instruction. Other schools incorporated Empty 

Bowls in many different ways. Some used art club time, some students and teachers 

paired up with the elderly and made bowls together, and there was also an Alzheimer’s 

patient group who made bowls to donate.  

Teacher A’s students created Native American influenced bowls. She introduced 

the bowls, how they were utilitarian, and why so much time and care was spent on 

design. Having the art history element and making connections to student life at this point 

in the lesson was crucial. Because there were hundreds of bowls being produced, the 

students were more involved with the firing process than they were in past years. She 

would have students load the kiln and see the process through to the end. This also 

provided the opportunity to discuss science concepts when learning about glazing. 

Teacher A was still maintaining her regular curriculum, which is why it was considered 

to be service-learning. She wished to have more time with each class, because she only 

saw the students fifty minutes, two times a week, and then twenty-five minutes on 

Fridays, every other week. It was difficult to maintain a concept with the students, she 

said, “It’s like you get going and into something and then you don’t see them [the 

students] for a while.” 

One of Teacher A’s favorite moments of the year occurred when, 
 
connecting with the 4th grade teacher, who was the teacher of the year and a 
really amazing person. And, service-learning is our shared passion. Because 
research is a large part of 4th grade, she assigned hunger as the issue for the 
whole class. They learned about hunger by making books, videos, and writing 
songs. 

Not only was that class of students learning about hunger in the art classroom, but also in 

their homeroom, which provided a constant theme for the students to explore. For 
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example, in their homeroom class, the students changed the words from Queen’s “We 

Will Rock You” to “we will feed you.” Also, the students attended the Empty Bowls 

event and performed their song for the audience.  

Though Teacher A reflected positively on the event and got more in depth with 

service-learning than ever before, she would like to develop more ways for the students 

to share their education at the event. She thought the answer was collaborating with the 

grade level teachers. Teacher A stated, “It just happened to work last year that the 4th 

grade class was studying hunger. But there are tons of other service-learning things that 

we can use to collaborate a little more.”  

Teacher A said that she naturally evolved to be the coordinator of Empty Bowls. 

The district’s Visual Art Curriculum Specialist was a key player in collaborating and 

encouraging Teacher A to take the lead. Teacher A explained that she is the type of 

person that tends to get herself into leadership positions but does not really consider 

herself to be a leader. She went on to say: 
 
Some people think that I’m organized, but I’m not really, I just work extra, extra 
hard to get things done. If you come and see my supply closet, you’ll see how 
unorganized it is. I’d rather be a behind the scenes person. I’m not a good public 
speaker, I’m shy. But I grew so much during this process. 

Teacher A described herself as the type of person who did not want to delegate 

responsibility, simply because she did not want to burden people with tasks. But, this 

project forced her to be an active leader. She was constantly amazed by how people 

would not only do what she asked of them, but that they would do more. Once Teacher A 

realized it was ultimately important to model leadership skills for her students, she 

became more confident as a leader, acknowledging that it was “definitely a team effort.”  

Just as with any project implemented for the first time, there were many ideas that 

did not get addressed. For example, Teacher A and the Visual Art Curriculum Specialist 
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wanted to set dates for all the district art teachers to get together and make bowls. It 

would have been beneficial to have a teacher workshop where they assembled to practice 

different techniques and talk about other ways to tie in various aspects of learning.  

A multitude of relationships developed as a byproduct of collaboration. Teacher A 

kept approaching other people asking if they knew individuals who were knowledgeable 

in certain areas. Teacher A also approached her own school campus, parents, and 

families. After teaching at her school for a few years she had cultivated valuable 

relationships. Through those avenues, she received all the help needed. For example, 

there was a mom in the district who was a caterer. She volunteered to oversee the food 

served at the event. She knew things like how many pots and ladles were needed to 

accommodate a large number of people. This mother ended up working very closely with 

the manager of Chili’s, which created a team of people to organize the food. Also, this 

mother’s son was in high school and also volunteered at the event. Another mother at 

Teacher A’s school was a professional photographer who photographed the event. Her 

son was in third grade at the time, so he will get to be involved with Empty Bowls next 

year as a fourth grader. Through that connection, Teacher A also had a professional artist 

contact to bring in and talk with her class about photography. Many relationships grew, 

and the students got to see that happen. Teacher A explained, “that lesson alone was 

worth the whole experience.”  

Teacher A has incorporated other service-learning projects over the year, in 

addition to Empty Bowls. One of the more successful projects was her fifth grade grid-

drawing project. She wanted to incorporate many of the skills her students gained in 

math, because the fifth graders were still struggling with the measurement unit. Because 

the standardized end of the year T.A.K.S. tests (standardized tests for all students in 

Texas) were coming up, several of the teachers asked Teacher A to incorporate math into 



 44 

her lessons, to keep the students practicing these skills. The grid-drawings, which she did 

every year, presented the ideal opportunity to incorporate math skills (using terms such as 

scale) and do something new with service-learning.  

Teacher A valued her custodial staff and decided she wanted to show her 

appreciation through her students’ work. She took photos of each of the custodians in the 

school and then showed the pictures to her fifth graders. She started the lesson by asking 

her students, “Keeping our school beautiful, what does that mean to you?” The students 

then talked about the question among themselves. Some of the students shared with the 

class, “People being nice to each other.” Some other students responded by saying that, 

“The custodians help our school stay beautiful.” As they went through the photos, only 

two students knew the name of one of the custodians. A few students recognized some 

custodians but said they did not know them. From there, Teacher A let them talk about 

the people in the pictures and if they should know them and how they helped the school. 

There was a Custodial Appreciation Day assembly every year in the district, and 

Teacher A’s goal was to have the drawing projects completed for a “secret surprise” at 

the assembly. The project involved making giant grid portraits of the custodians and then 

surprising them with the artwork. The students worked in groups, cut the portraits into 

squares so each student could also work individually on a segment of the drawing, used 

warm and cool colors, introduced patterns, etc. Through that process, Teacher A saw that 

the students were much more interested in the gridding method than ever before. They 

finished within one third the time the project took in the past, because they were so 

engaged and accomplished focused work. Additionally, Teacher A stressed the fact that 

“it’s just such a simple thing that I always do anyway; like in the past I’ve done their self 

portraits or famous artwork, but changing it to be for someone else, they thought it was 

meaningful and exciting.”  
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The students were thrilled to present the artwork to the custodians at the 

assembly. Even though it was only a two or three day project, Teacher A saw the rewards 

through the whole year. The kids would come back to the classroom and tell her how 

they helped a custodian in the cafeteria that day, or how they were happy to know the 

custodians so that they could talk to them throughout the day. The project helped develop 

more relationships within the school community. At the beginning of the project, Teacher 

A could not believe that only two students knew a custodian’s name. This simple project 

enabled that to change. A project like this, says Teacher A, “It’s so heartwarming and so 

easy. So I feel like I need to come up with more projects like that. The Empty Bowls 

[project] was the opposite extreme, hugely rewarding, but totally took over my life.” 

Teacher A saw Empty Bowls benefit a lot of people. At first, she tried to build it 

organically with the kids, but she still started off the year with something in mind that she 

wanted to do. But really, she thought, “true service-learning is getting the kids to come up 

with a theme and growing that.” This is difficult to accomplish when a teacher is on a 

schedule, because it is hard to make the time to develop the project and to be able to rein 

in the students’ ideas. Teacher A added, “That is why it is important for a teacher to 

create some restraints, because the students can get lost if the concept is too big.” By 

giving students choices (and maybe even a free choice, so they can add their own idea), 

“a teacher can then allow the students to vote on a project as a class or grade level.”  

Several other teachers in Teacher A’s school also implemented service-learning 

into their class curriculum. A first grade teacher, who was a mentor of Teacher A, 

organized an animal fun run to support the local animal shelter. She brought several 

teachers together to organize the project, she had Teacher A design a promotional t-shirt, 

she had the physical education instructors organize the “running” portion of the event, 

and several parents got involved (for example, a dad led stretching exercises before the 
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run). She was able to teach her students about the animals and how they would be helping 

the animals in the shelter with the fundraiser.  

The same first grade teacher also started an environmental club at the school. It all 

started because one of her past students was very passionate about the environment. The 

student came to the teacher and asked if she could start an environmental club. They 

worked together to start the club, thinking that twenty or so students would be interested 

in joining; they now have a membership of fifty to sixty students.  

A third grade teacher in Teacher A’s school just finished her second year teaching 

and had never gardened before. However, she was interested in starting a garden with her 

students. They made gardening the theme that year and tied all the subject areas into this 

topic. Specifically, they developed ideas about the environment. Using the produce they 

grew from their garden, the class donated it to the city’s serving center, who accept 

donated fresh produce. Though they did not harvest a large amount of produce, Teacher 

A acknowledged that the “learning component is the most important part, because that 

will stick with the kids and they will hopefully continue that kind of mentality.” Working 

closely with the serving center, which is the entity that benefited from Empty Bowls, the 

third grade teacher aligned many lessons to what they are already doing; for example, the 

serving center had several community gardens on site, so instead of only handing out 

food, they taught families how to grow a garden.  

The Future of Service-Learning 

Over the years, Teacher A did not have the time or opportunity to educate her 

colleagues about service-learning. Her hope is for the administration to set aside time in 

the future to educate and encourage incorporating service-learning into classroom 

curriculum. For example, Teacher A’s school had “vertical teams,” and all of the 
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different academic subjects had teams. Teacher A stated that her desire for the future 

would be to “dedicate one of those teams to service-learning, which would require 

planning time and would inform more teachers.” Teacher A was concerned that “unless 

we [teachers] have the time then it [service-learning] probably will fall by the wayside 

because there are so many other things to think about.” This coming year, a third grade 

teacher and Teacher A have decided to collaborate on service-learning projects. Their 

hope is that once other teachers see what their students accomplish, then service-learning 

will be a more integral part of the school as a whole.  

 

Teacher B 

Background and Responsibilities 

Teacher B is a high school art teacher, working in a school with approximately 

2,650 students. Of those students, 28.1% are considered “economically disadvantaged” 

and 36.9% are labeled “at-risk” (http://www.roundrockisd.org/index.aspx?page=312). 

She recently took on the role as head of the art department in the school, which requires 

her to work closely with the other three art teachers. 

Teacher B worked in Corporate America for quite some time as a graphic 

designer in Houston, Texas. She described her experience to be a time of transition within 

the field of graphic design, and she and her husband were in a transition of their own, 

starting a family. As a new family, they moved to Austin, Texas where Teacher B worked 

in sales. She did inside sales and outside sales for an educational company. She soon 

discovered that the “materialism in sales” was not a good fit for her. Several negative 

experiences in business sales led her to become a teacher.  
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She had a degree in art, and got her certification through an alternative 

certification program that prepared her to teach. After one year of substitute teaching, she 

was hired to teach at the high school, where she is today, and has been teaching there for 

six years. When she got into teaching, she thought, “this is destiny, this is what I’m meant 

to do. I love the fact that every day and year is different. It’s not boring, it is exciting.” 

Similar to Teacher A, Teacher B was involved in service-learning and did not 

realize it at first. For the past two years she has been incorporating service-learning into 

the art curriculum. The first year, she did not realize she was working with service-

learning, she simply knew she was using art to reach out into the community. But, she 

soon realized that she was using service-learning after attending a district staff 

development presentation on the subject. After attending the presentation, she realized 

that serving others “is my passion, this is important to me, this is what I love.” After that, 

she made a conscious decision to include service-learning into her curriculum. 

After the staff development presentation she called the district’s Service-Learning 

Coordinator, who was eager to meet with her and discuss service-learning. He was “a 

wealth of information” for Teacher B; he explained the different opportunities that were 

out there and informed her of the funding that was available. From that discussion, 

Teacher B applied for a grant out of the Dallas, Texas area to fund her second service-

learning project.  

Teacher B grew up in a small town of two thousand people. She expressed that 

she was very used to people caring about each other. It was in this town that her interest 

in helping others evolved, she explained, “With this day and time, with the fast pace, you 

can’t forget where you grew up and where you were raised.” She went on to describe her 

connection to service-learning: “I don’t think it’s anything magical that happened, I just 

think that’s part of who I am, that’s what I love, and that’s what I feel.”   
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The Meaning of Service-Learning 

Overall, Teacher B explained service-learning to be, “all about giving back to 

your community and your area [art].” She found her passion was to help others, but also 

to incorporate art in some way. She revealed her passion to her students by being 

enthusiastic and excited about helping the community through art, and then the students 

got excited. Keeping that mentality helped her with the experience of organizing several 

service-learning projects.  

Challenges of Service-Learning 

Teacher B addressed the difficulty of conducting a field trip, as a high school 

teacher. The reality was that budget cuts affected many components in the school 

recently, field trips included. Over the years, Teacher B asked her students if field trips to 

museums on Saturdays would benefit them in their experiences in the art classroom, and 

her students indicated that it would help. Teacher B concluded that field trips would 

enhance their service-learning experiences, too. 

Teacher B did not know of any other academic departments doing service-

learning projects in her school, and she has not collaborated with other teachers on any 

such projects. Her campus is spread out over approximately eighty acres. The size alone 

presents a challenge. For example, Teacher B does not go to the main building every day 

because her classroom is not connected with it. The physical distance between teachers 

can present a challenge when collaborating. Teacher B added, “Also the fact that I’m still 

figuring out service-learning, I haven’t figured in a collaboration.” 

Service-Learning Projects 

Starting out as a new teacher approximately six years ago, Teacher B remembered 

that she felt there was something missing in her classroom. Within the past two years, she 
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found a way to fill the missing piece through service-learning. From the beginning of her 

teaching career, Teacher B knew she wanted to give back to the community around her, 

and she wanted to share that experience with her students. 

The first service-learning project that Teacher B did was two years ago when she 

was teaching Art 1 and Advanced Art 1, and was not familiar with the term “service-

learning.” Her advanced art students came from middle schools and had a desire to 

continue with their art in high school, and “they were very talented.” However, there was 

an unusual situation where another art teacher was leaving at the mid-year and the classes 

were going to be rearranged; Teacher B would no longer be able to teach the advanced art 

students. Because of this, she knew she wanted to do something very special with the 

advanced students before they left her classroom. She decided not to have a final exam 

that semester (as she usually does), but to create a service-learning project instead.  

Teacher B had been thinking about collaborating with the Dell Children’s 

Medical Center of Central Texas for some time, and had been in contact with a 

coordinator at the hospital. She then presented the project to her students: through 

collaboration, they were to create a coloring book for the patients in the hospital, and 

each student needed to draw an illustration that would then all be bound together. 

Some students finished their drawings in a day or two. Because Teacher B had 

designated four class periods to the lesson, several students asked to draw multiple 

illustrations. Students chose to draw a range of different themes. Several students chose 

to draw Christmas images, since the project took place in the winter months. Teacher B 

was encouraged to see several different themes coming together in one book, and said, 

“The book is appealing for both little boys and little girls. There’s something in the book 

for everyone. I’m so proud of my students.” The only requirement was for the students to 
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use a black marker to draw their illustrations, some students used thick marker, and some 

used thin. Every student showed their own personality through their drawing.  

Because the children receiving the coloring book were sick in some way, Teacher 

B took time in the lesson to have a conversation in class about the children in the hospital 

and what they were going through on a daily basis. Since this project took place around 

the holidays, the students became very sentimental and emotional and truly wanted to 

better a child’s day with their collaborative coloring book. One of Teacher B’s students in 

this particular class lost his mother to cancer that same year. It was during the project that 

his mother was ill, and he expressed to Teacher B that the project meant a lot to him.  

Since this was Teacher B’s first project working closely with an entity in the 

community, there were a few challenges along the way. For example, Teacher B found 

out well into the project that she needed to get permission from each of her student’s 

parents in order to allow their child’s work to be included in the book. Since the project 

was completed just before the holidays, when everyone left for winter break, Teacher B 

did not get permission from all the parents in time, so not all the students’ artwork was 

included in the book. Due to the delay in receiving the parent approval forms, the 

students had already left for the holiday break when the books were ready to be 

assembled. 

Another challenge, which is an issue in most schools, was making copies of the 

coloring books. At her high school, each teacher was given an allotted amount of copies 

per year, so she had to borrow copies from other teachers. Teacher B compiled and bound 

the books on her own.  

Due to the winter break, her students did not get to see the final coloring book 

when it was complete. The last piece of the project was delivering the bound coloring 

books to the hospital. About fifty books were printed, and Teacher B wanted student 
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volunteers to deliver them. However, none of her students were of driving age, so she had 

to get parent permission to drive the students to the Dell Children’s Medical Center.  

Teacher B reflected on the project: “Looking back, this was all a learning 

experience for me. And it didn’t cost me anything. I just had to ask other teachers for 

their copies.” There are things she would change in the future. For example, she could 

donate crayons to go along with the coloring books. Also, the coordinator that she was 

working with at Dell Children’s Medical Center lost contact with her along the way, and 

did not inform Teacher B of how the coloring books were received by the children. 

Teacher B expressed her hope that in the future, the community collaborator would be 

more proactive, and perhaps she would need to make that more clear in their 

communication at the start of the project. 

The second service-learning project she organized occurred the following spring. 

It was funded by a $500 grant. Upon receiving the grant, Teacher B decided how to 

incorporate service-learning into her curriculum. That year, Teacher B had Advanced 

Placement (A.P.) classes for the first time, which was a different student population from 

what she had previously. Most of those students were members of the National Art 

Honors Society (N.A.H.S.). Teacher B said, “I learned that I have to really tell my 

students what the assignment is, I have to have a clear vision,” which is how she 

approached the first project. With some guidance from the Service-Learning Coordinator, 

Teacher B decided to work with the Head Start program in the city.  

Teacher B met with the director of Head Start. Together, they looked at the 

facility, and decided that nothing much could be done because they were moving from 

this location the next year. But, they discovered other ideas of how they could 

collaborate. The teacher and the director talked about making laminated picture books, 

for example. From the meeting held with the director, Teacher B created an extensive list 
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of projects that her students could do, and she allowed the students to vote on the project. 

She explained how, before they voted, they needed to think about what was important to 

them and their lives. Because her students are in high school, Teacher B wanted to give 

them a voice in the decision-making process. 

Ultimately, the class decided to create t-shirts for the children at Head Start. For 

this project Teacher B ordered a silkscreen press, which she had not used for over twenty 

years. The silkscreen press was not delivered in a timely fashion, and her timeline was 

“getting eaten away.” While waiting for the press to be delivered, the students came up 

with t-shirt designs. Ultimately, they decided to use a dragon, since that was their school 

mascot. They came up with a “beautiful looking dragon,” got the inks, and finally got the 

silkscreen press just before spring break.  

In order to complete this project on time, she asked the students to meet at the 

school the weekend before spring break to work on the t-shirts. Her students were busy, 

some had jobs, and A.P. courses are hard work, but most of her students made the effort 

to meet on the weekend. They had ninety t-shirts to complete, and when they got the first 

shirt done, “everything went wrong.” The silkscreen tore. In a bind, Teacher B started to 

brainstorm with the students. The student president of N.A.H.S. came up with the idea to 

throw paint on the shirts, to create a splatter paint effect. All the students agreed it was a 

good idea. They experimented with color to see what combinations looked best, and they 

decided to use black paint on the yellow, blue, and green t-shirts. They got the paint on 

the t-shirts, then they had to lay the shirts all around the room to dry. Students would 

come and go to make a shirt, and there were some students not in the class that showed 

up to help. Teacher B reflected back to that moment: 
  
I looked around and I just thought, they did it, they accomplished it, they made it  
happen. And I’m so proud of them. But they didn’t get what the first group got.  
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They did what I asked of them because they’re great kids, but they didn’t get that  
feeling in their heart, nor did I. 

Another challenge arose. Teacher B faced a similar obstacle as in her first project. Head 

Start was only open during school hours, which made it hard for the students to go to the 

facility to hand out the t-shirts. But, it worked out for a few students to take the t-shirts to 

the Head Start facility on behalf of the entire class.  

Teacher B’s community partner at Head Start was very engaged and responsive. 

She sent the class a thank you note for making the t-shirts. The note was a big piece of 

paper with all the Head Start kids’ names on it, with a piece of yarn that each child had 

glued down. In the middle of the paper was a picture of the children in their shirts with 

two of Teacher B’s students sitting next to them. The director also wrote Teacher B an 

update, to let her know that the Head Start kids wore their t-shirts more than a couple 

times. They were children that needed clothing, and the colorful t-shirts fulfilled a need 

that day and beyond.  

Ultimately, Teacher B explained, “The t-shirts really weren’t the vision. We tried 

to make them as good looking as possible using the silkscreen paint and then added 

colored acrylic paint.” Even though the t-shirts turned out differently than the students 

had planned, Teacher B was glad to hear back from the director. Making that contact, 

“confirmed a sense of community that allowed someone to lend a hand to a neighbor.”  

After completing her second service-learning project, she took a moment to 

compare the overall experience with the first project. Upon reflection, Teacher B realized 

she needed to do more research on best practices and approaches to service-learning. She 

hoped to incorporate service-learning with her N.A.H.S. students again, and said, “I want 

to find something that we can all be passionate about.” She had no budget for the first 

service-learning project and she spent $250 on her second project, and she stressed that, 
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“you don’t have to have money for service-learning to work.” Though both projects were 

successful and challenging in different ways, Teacher B was partial to first project and 

the learning outcomes. 

The Future of Service-Learning 

When I asked Teacher B what she thought the art classroom and service-learning 

could do for the future of art education, she stated, “I definitely think it’s so valuable and 

I think that’s part of what’s lacking in the system today and in education in general.” 

Because many of today’s students are not experiencing the real world connection that 

service-learning provides, many “kids don’t have a concept, they don’t understand that it 

takes everybody to lift everybody.” All students “can make a difference” and “service-

learning is a place for teachers to provide those opportunities.”  

 

Teacher C 

Background and Responsibilities 

Teacher C has been an elementary school teacher for the past five years, at a 

school consisting of 862 students. Of those students, 56.4% are considered to be 

“economically disadvantaged” and 39.2% are listed as “at-risk” 

(http://www.roundrockisd.org/index.aspx?page=407). She has since resigned from her 

teaching position at the elementary level and is now teaching at The University of Texas 

at Austin. 

Teacher C received her undergraduate degree with an academic major in studio 

art and art history. Upon the completion of her degree, she was employed in health care 

for five years, “working on the business side of things, like writing for a newsletter and 

doing medical billing, and not using her art skills whatsoever.” She decided she wanted to 
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go back to school. Knowing that art production and art history were not specifically the 

areas of study she wanted to explore further, she decided to study art education. She had 

spent some time as a substitute teacher and realized she enjoyed the energy of the K-12 

environment (especially the structure of the schedule). Maintaining that interest, she 

completed her master’s degree in art education and went on to earn her Ph.D. in art 

education. Throughout that time, she spent most of her energy writing, and before she 

had ever taught an art class, she published four books. 

Embarking on the teaching field, Teacher C thought she wanted to teach at the 

high school level. Though she interviewed for high school teaching positions, she “ended 

up getting hired at an elementary, bilingual, Title 1 school, with a forty-five minute 

commute to and from work.” Though it was not what she had hoped for in the beginning, 

the elementary school turned out to be the right place for her.  

Two of the five years at her elementary school, Teacher C sat on the Service-

Learning Advisory Committee that the Service-Learning Coordinator organized in the 

school district. The committee was comprised of teachers, principals, administrators from 

the district office, and community representatives. Being a part of that committee was 

helpful to Teacher C because it was all about learning something new and then returning 

to the school to share that knowledge. According to Teacher C, there were definitely 

schools in the district that heavily pursued service-learning. Teacher C’s role on the 

Service-Learning Advisory Committee was to collect all the data for music and art 

throughout the district that showed what teachers were doing with service-learning for K-

12 students. The data she collected included great stories, and most of them offered 

information about service, but lacked aspects of learning. Teacher C stated, “It’s part of 

your job, as an art teacher, and certainly if you’re going to jump out and do things like 

service-learning, to be teaching everybody else constantly what you’re doing and why it’s 



 57 

important.” With that, Teacher C presented the data she gained through her research as an 

Advisory Committee member to several teachers in the district. She showed them what 

teachers were doing and gave examples of how to transform a service project into 

service-learning, which was often as simple as adding one more component to the lesson.  

The Service-Learning Advisory Committee was all about learning and 

understanding what was already happening in the district. A forum to talk about how 

teachers could incorporate service-learning into the classroom created a better 

understanding of the possibilities and limitations of this experience. Service-learning was 

already happening in after school clubs, like art clubs, and in special education 

environments. It was not in the core curriculum, however, which was why the committee 

existed, to find out how to change that.  

Teacher C’s motivation for incorporating service-learning into the art classroom 

relates to her life’s work. She elaborated on this by saying, “All my work within art, since 

my masters, has fallen under the big umbrella of social justice.” When she first started 

working on her master’s degree, she focused on women’s studies and gender studies, and 

obtained a gender studies certificate.  

When she landed in the elementary classroom, Teacher C explained that she 

subconsciously gravitated toward wanting to do something to promote social justice. 

Then, she became more conscious of social justice and worked toward including this idea 

in everything she taught, even if it was just a short art lesson. It has been only within the 

past three years, or so, that she has been thinking seriously about how social justice and 

service-learning go together: “It all fits in my path from my elementary studies to now.” 

She went on to say, “I think for me, I love service-learning because I get, personally, a lot 

of fulfillment out of whatever we’re doing, from the giving part. I didn’t have that as a 

student, so it’s new for me to really be doing service at all.” 
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The Meaning of Service-Learning 

For Teacher C, she explained that service-learning worked with older students but 

was “really special when done with younger students. This is true especially when 

teaching art, because the teacher sees all the students in the school, so they all get to 

participate.” And, service-learning gave them a new perspective about art: “It’s not about, 

does your picture fit that mold, does your art fit within that box of what you think it’s 

supposed to look like or what you think it’s supposed to be?” Teacher C explained 

service-learning to be: 
  
…an exciting way to understand art in a different way…. I still love the studio 
part, I love getting my hands dirty and all of that, and I love the art history part, 
but this [service-learning] I think it just brings art into the world to people who 
don’t really have it in their daily lives. And, with the elementary kids as well, I 
want it [art] to be more than making a clay bowl and making a painting, because 
[if that’s all it was] how many of those kids would sign up for middle school art? 
And that’s fine, they don’t need to if that’s not their thing. But maybe they go into 
band remembering something really special that they did in art, something in the 
community maybe that will help them nurture that service within them for their 
life. That’s what really gets me excited. As far as the learning part goes, with the 
academics, that’s great too. And that’s the part we have to push so everyone will 
let us do it [service-learning]. 

For those students who were not always strong in their academics or in art, service-

learning enabled them to be contributing members in their classroom, school, and 

community. And, service-learning was a great change for Teacher C curriculum-wise, 

which provided more in-depth projects and gave teachers a chance to collaborate, which 

brought a higher elevation to the arts.  

 Teacher C acknowledged the importance: 
  

For teachers to be able to identify service-learning and when it is happening in  
their classroom. Once teachers start incorporating service-learning into their  
curriculum on purpose, and the benefits are identifiable, then the administrators 
will be more supportive of service-learning and will potentially incorporate it into 
science and math, for example.  
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When planning for service-learning it was helpful to think about a technology 

component, a major project, and the bigger picture that related everything to student life. 

Service-learning provided an alternative, “instead of keeping students in the classroom 

doing worksheets, or whatever it is they are doing to prepare for the Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills [T.A.K.S.] tests.” Service-learning needed to be legitimized by 

using the term correctly, “Because the T.A.K.S. testing is there, and art teachers are the 

underdogs, in order to get our voices heard we have to prove that it [service-learning] 

makes a difference and there are connections to be made.” 

Challenges of Service-Learning 

Teacher C stated that, since service-learning is not a well-recognized term yet, not 

many teachers know what it is. Several teachers may be incorporating service-learning, or 

service-learning elements, into their curriculum and not even know it. Teacher C related, 

“I did not know at the time that one of my first experiences with service-learning was, in 

fact, considered service-learning. But I should have known.”  

Another challenge service-learning posed was the nature of getting involved with 

the community around the school, which could require field trips. Teacher C elaborated, 

“It’s really hard to take your elementary kids out into the field during the school year, but 

with middle and high [school] it’s a little bit easier because of their scheduling and 

because you don’t have as many kids and they are older.”  

Administrative support for service-learning could be a challenge, too, which was 

lacking for Teacher C in her school but was very strong in the district as a whole (partly 

due to the Service-Learning Coordinator and his advocacy). Teacher C’s frustration grew 

over the years, because she expressed an interest in talking to the faculty about service-
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learning during their all-faculty meetings, but her discussion of this topic was never 

added to the agenda. 

Service-Learning Projects 

The very first year at her elementary school (first year, first semester, in October), 

Teacher C had her initial service-learning experience. She was asked to meet with the 

counselors who, at this school, were very integrated into the emotional well-being and 

development of the students. The counselors came to Teacher C with an idea for Red 

Ribbon Week. Red Ribbon Week is a major project in the district and particularly in 

elementary schools. The counselors had a budget and decided to give the art teachers 

money to have the students make red ribbons to decorate the school. After speaking with 

the counselors, Teacher C did some research on Red Ribbon Week. From that research, 

she realized that decorating the school with red ribbons seemed like a disconnected 

activity for the students to do. The teachers and counselors were more excited about it 

than the students, and the students did not make the connection between making a red 

ribbon and the message “don’t do drugs.” With a hope to build a better understanding of 

Red Ribbon Week for her students, Teacher C contacted the local H-E-B grocery store. 

She went out and picked up 1,200 brown paper bags and brought them back to the school 

(at the time, 1,200 was the enrollment; Teacher C had 600 students and the other art 

teacher had 600). Every student decorated their own bag with Red Ribbon Week images 

and messages, such as “don’t do drugs” or “just say no.” Then, she took the bags back to 

the store and H-E-B used them just like any other grocery bags for customers. In class, 

Teacher C held conversations with the students about what the messages meant and how 

the student voices would be heard in the community. Teacher C talked with her students 

about how this project was giving them a voice, and that people in the community would 
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hear them through their art. For the next six weeks or so, students would report back to 

Teacher C about how they got a Red Ribbon Week bag from the grocery store. 

The second summer Teacher C worked in the district, she interviewed with the 

Service-Learning Coordinator to teach a summer service-learning class for at-risk middle 

school students, which focused on learning about and helping animals. She taught the 

summer class for two summers in a row. The summer class was specific to the district, 

and was partially funded by the Y.M.C.A. In the first summer, students worked with the 

local humane society; during the second summer they partnered with the county animal 

shelter. The class was not art-related but Teacher C incorporated many art projects into 

the course curriculum. They spent their time in the facilities cleaning, helping, and doing 

whatever the facility employees needed. For example, the students designed and made 

informative brochures for the facility to use and organized a donation drive. In these 

classes, the emotional connection from the students happened primarily in the moments 

when they spent time with the animals. It was an abstract concept for them until they 

could actually touch and see the animals in their living space and observe their living 

conditions.  

Teacher C was also a contributing teacher to Empty Bowls, held in the district for 

the first time in spring 2011. Teacher C organized an Empty Bowls curriculum for her 

fourth grade team. However, it was a difficult year to take on such a project. In January, 

state educational budget cuts impacted the campus and it was difficult for Teacher C to 

get time in the fourth grade classrooms to discuss the service-learning component of 

Empty Bowls. She even offered her lesson-planning period to do a service-learning 

lesson with fourth graders, but no one took her up on the offer. The lack of support was 

due to the T.A.K.S. tests, which were putting pressure on generalist teachers. Also, the 
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campus was being reduced, and it was a known fact that teachers would soon be let go. It 

was a hectic time for all teachers.  

Through all the obstacles, however, Teacher C was able to maintain focus and 

contribute to Empty Bowls. For example, she brought in a representative from the food 

bank who did a presentation to the entire fourth grade class and she had the T.A.G. 

(talented and gifted) students create informative videos that showed on their school news 

broadcast for two weeks. Every time Teacher C pulled out the clay to make bowls for 

Empty Bowls, the class would talk about the meaning of Empty Bowls. Unfortunately, at 

the end of the year, Teacher C was disappointed because she could still see the students 

struggling with making the connection between the bowl they created and what it was 

going to do or what it represented. Even after three months, Teacher C would have 

students ask her, “What do you mean, I don’t get to take my bowl home?”  

Reflecting back on the Empty Bowls experience, Teacher C thought the 

disconnect was there because not many of her students were able to attend the actual 

event. In order to fully realize the meaning, it was important to see how the bowls were 

being sold and to encounter all components of the event. If the students attended the final 

“meal,” Teacher C thought they would have then understood the concept more fully, 

which was important because the school planned to continue to be involved with the 

Empty Bowls events in the future. Unfortunately, the location of the event was too far 

from the students’ homes, and many of the family households have parents who work 

every day. Upon reflection, Teacher C thought it would be better for her students to have 

an event at their school or down the street from their school.  

Though she did not believe all students understood the true meaning behind 

Empty Bowls, several students did understand, of course. After the event, the students 

made banners to hang around the school that addressed how many bowls were sold, how 
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much money they raised, and how many families they fed. Overall, Empty Bowls worked 

as a district-wide collaborative effort, but she felt it was a bit lacking for her students. 

Specifically, most students got attached to the bowls they made and it was hard for them 

to understand that they were not making the bowls for themselves but for others to 

purchase. 

At the Empty Bowls event, more teachers from Teacher C’s school showed up 

than did the students. Most of the third grade team arrived to show their support. And, 

there were teachers from other grades, too. It was when Teacher C talked to the teachers 

at the event, that she suddenly saw that they understood the meaning of Empty Bowls. 

The teachers said, “I was not really sure I knew you were doing all of this all year.” 

Having her colleagues support the event by attending and inquiring about the impact it 

will have on the community added to the success of the first annual Empty Bowls event. 

The Future of Service-Learning 

“Service-learning is a great way to bring art education into a higher profile 

position within K-12.” Teacher C stated service-learning was definitely an underdog 

(though, it depended on each campus), and having a principal who supported the arts and 

service-learning could be a way to legitimize it academically and boost its presence. 

Teacher C thought there needed to be a system in place that would help to identify 

the students who have engaged in service-learning in the school district and their 

T.A.K.S. test scores. Then, that data should be compared to students who have not 

experienced service-learning. She explained, “If superintendents and principals do not 

have quantitative data that links to the T.A.K.S., then change will not happen.” 

In Teacher C’s school, the faculty had vertical teams, similar to the ones found in 

Teacher A’s school. Vertical teams consisted of groups containing a teacher from each 
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academic area, so all academics are represented in each group. Teacher C’s hope for 

service-learning was for one vertical team to focus on bringing service-learning to the 

school. Having time dedicated for teachers to devote their energy to service-learning 

would enable greater planning time. After those teachers established an instructional 

plan, each of those teachers on that team could go back to their grade levels and teach 

their fellow teachers the plan. Then, it would not be just art teachers (or, one teacher in a 

school) advocating for service-learning. 

Similarly, Teacher C expressed her hope for art education to have enough funding 

to keep the arts in schools. Teacher C has an interest in policy with art education in the 

state of Texas, and plans to serve on the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (T.E.K.S.) 

review committee for grades three through five. The T.E.K.S. are being re-written, and 

Teacher C plans to advocate for a service-learning component to be added. She 

elaborated, “By incorporating principles and elements of design, two-dimensional media, 

three-dimensional media, art history, contemporary culture in the arts, pop culture, 

technology and service-learning, art may be seen as a integral part of our educational 

system.”   

 

SERVICE-LEARNING COORDINATOR INTERVIEW 

Background and Responsibilities as Service-Learning Coordinator 

The Service-Learning Coordinator for the district offered an administrative 

perspective to my study, which was valuable in helping me to understand the realities of 

the ways schools operate, the hectic lives of teachers, and the importance of making time 

and setting aside funding to implement service-learning into the classroom. His 

background is in social work, in which he received his master’s degree, and he worked at 
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schools with at-risk, troubled students. The Coordinator told how he advanced in his 

career by aiding in developing programs and supervising others in their work. About four 

years ago, the position for the Service-Learning Coordinator came open. He found out the 

district wanted to build connections to the community by getting students and community 

partners involved using service-learning. He applied for the position, knowing some, but 

not a lot, about service-learning. He was hired soon thereafter. Over the last few years he 

grew into the job and gained a more complete sense of what service-learning is about and 

some of the challenges facing service-learning. Though his position was well-respected, 

made great impact, and advanced the district in community relations, his role as Service-

Learning Coordinator came to an end in August 2011, due to a lack of federal funding 

from Learn and Serve America. He commented: “During the last budget cycle, they made 

a decision to completely eliminate Learn and Serve America, which has supplied the 

support for my position.” He expressed that, “This elimination has implications for 

service-learning and what it will look like in the future.” Though, he confirmed, “it is not 

the end of service-learning, it will continue to carry forward through the teachers in the 

district.” 

When he started as the Service-Learning Coordinator in the district four years 

ago, service-learning was still a very new concept. Also, funds were abundant. For 

example, if a teacher in the district wanted to do a service-learning project, but lacked 

enough funds to do so, a teacher could apply for a grant worth $250-$1,000, and he could 

fund the project through Learn and Serve America’s support. Teachers did not have to go 

outside the district to the more competitive grant opportunities, but they could rely on the 

grant process in the district that was not competitive. In his first year, he had many 

teachers showing interest in securing a grant. But, since then he has had to do a lot more 

promotion for service-learning in order to encourage teachers to apply for funding.  
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Throughout his time as Service-Learning Coordinator, he was active in 

professional development. He taught individuals in the district about service-learning and 

gave out planning materials to encourage incorporating service-learning in the plans for 

the year. In addition to managing the Learn and Serve America grant, part of his 

responsibility was to apply for additional grants to fund the program in the district. Also, 

he developed a Service-Learning Advisory Council, which brought service-learning 

advocates throughout the district together to do strategic planning. He also did a lot of 

publicity and went into schools in order to be hands-on in helping to coordinate projects. 

Before his departure from the district, he worked with a team to develop a Wiki, an 

online resource for teachers in the district who want to continue incorporating service-

learning into their lesson plans. The district was unique because they had a full-time 

Service-Learning Coordinator, when most districts had part-time coordinators who split 

their efforts between a variety of duties. And, just a few years ago, the district had an 

abundance of grant funding from entities like Safe Schools Healthy Students, State Farm 

Youth Advisory Board, and Learn and Serve America. Thus, the district was in an 

enviable position; this has changed since then due to a decrease in funding, but 

“hopefully the leadership will continue to recognize the value” of service-learning.  

The Service-Learning Coordinator attended campuses and held presentations for 

the entire faculty, often fifteen minutes or longer, yet not all teachers have heard of 

service-learning. During his time as Service-Learning Coordinator, he was not able to 

speak to the entire district personnel as a whole. However, he had a sense of how many 

students throughout the district were involved in a service-learning activity of some kind. 

Every year he was required to compile a report that, in the past, showed 6,000-7,000 

students/year involved with service-learning in some capacity. He clarified that his 

findings were not black and white, that some of those students/teachers would not 
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classify certain projects as service-learning (and that not all teachers cited in his report 

gained a service-learning grant), but he included those examples in his reports. And, it 

was hard to say what the quality of certain projects really were and how these projects 

impacted the students.  

The Meaning of Service-Learning 

The Service-Learning Coordinator’s motivation for engaging in service-learning 

stemmed from his life philosophy. He believes that, “the more people can be empowered 

to change and influence positively their situations and communities, the better.” He went 

on to say, “I think that’s a completely social work value. What’s remarkable is to really 

see kids take that on and become empowered, and sometimes they can just do great 

things.”  

When he first heard of service-learning it was a “buzz term.” He used the term, 

and others around him were using it as a “glorified community service,” as community 

service in an educational context. Even when he was involved early on in some “real” 

service-learning, he did not have a clear sense of the definition. Today he understands 

service-learning to be, “about integrating hands-on service projects with academic 

objectives.”  

When he talked to people in the school district as the Service-Learning 

Coordinator, he had to be able to justify how service-learning was related to learning the 

objectives the school had in place. And similarly, when he talked to the principals of the 

schools, who were doing community service projects like canned food drives, he found 

himself asking them what learning could be going on, or how learning could be 

connected to the students bringing in canned foods. He stated, “I think still, a lot of 
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people use the term service-learning and don’t really have a clear definition.” He went on 

to say: 
 
I actually, in my own definition of service-learning, at times talk about the big 
tent version of service-learning. Where there is a continuum of quality and 
impact, depth. Some projects are really intensive, kids are really leading the way 
and others (other projects) are more short term kind of projects. But, I would like 
teachers to get under the big tent. And, obviously move toward higher quality as 
time allows. Take a little step and build more each year. 

If there was student reflection, some research conducted on the issues, then he counted it 

as service-learning. He thought service-learning could happen in almost any setting and it 

was ideal for there to be adequate time for the students to explore the project and enough 

time for teachers to plan successful lessons. 

 In the district, he found himself defining service-learning in two ways: as a 

strategy and as a program. For a while, he did not like calling it a program because he did 

not want it to fall by the wayside as another program in the district that teachers and 

principals may overlook. So, he shifted to defining service-learning as a strategy. But, 

later on when he was applying for grants, he realized that you cannot logically fund a 

strategy. Therefore, depending on the context, he described service-learning as a strategy 

and a program. 

Challenges of Service-Learning 

There were a number of challenges that service-learning faced in the school 

district. He thought that service-learning was legitimately facing obstacles, given the 

climate of education today. There is an emphasis on assessment and high stakes testing 

pressure on principals, teachers, and students, which takes away from the freedom 

teachers have to incorporate service-learning into their curriculum. His district has 

showed itself to be very directed toward academic excellence, as indicated by state 
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measures. There has been a disincentive for teachers and principals to do something new, 

different, and relevant for the students and the community. He explained, “Teachers must 

ask themselves, is service-learning really a good use of time in terms of testing? And, 

their answer must be justified to the principals.” 

Because these service-learning projects could become complicated and involved 

(simply by working with a community partner), and teachers had to teach what was 

required by the district/state, teachers may have a hard time taking on service-learning 

(the unfamiliar) and choose not to find the time to incorporate it into their curriculum. 

When teachers are faced with developing lesson plans, he stated, “sometimes you 

[teachers] sacrifice a little quality in order to do something that is practical that works.” 

He has seen some teachers not do a service-learning project because of all the work that 

goes into it, but with his help and the grants that could be provided, most teachers were 

likely to take on the challenge. 

 Another challenge that service-learning posed was that teachers may have been 

using service-learning in their classrooms, but they were not aware yet that they were 

doing so. He explained, “Service-learning is not yet a mainstream term in academics in 

Texas. It is much more an integral part of academics in other states.” That said, he is not 

surprised when teachers have not heard of service-learning. Often times, however, if he 

talked to teachers about service-learning, they came to realize that they were 

incorporating a service connection into their academic curriculum. 

One early example of a challenge for him was a fourth grade service-learning 

project. The class was working with a nursing home and there happened to be some 

turnover in staff, and the position of the activity director changed hands frequently. 

Because of the shifting staff members, complications arose when it came to waivers and 

consent. Ultimately, the teacher decided it was not worth the hassle to try to keep up with 
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the infrequency of communication at that particular nursing home. With this situation in 

mind, he stressed that, “If a teacher is going to take on service-learning, there need to be 

policies in place and a clear understanding of coordination and collaboration procedures, 

from the teacher and from the community entity.” 

Service-Learning Projects 

The Service-Learning Coordinator addressed the idea that service-learning could 

come in many forms. For instance, the district had a program that promoted peer 

assistance and leadership. In this program, high school students (as part of a course) 

traveled to an elementary school and mentored at-risk students. The high school students 

were trained specifically for this program. They were expected to journal and reflect on 

their experiences in order to gain academic credit. He explained that this type of program 

could be considered service-learning.  

One of the Service-Learning Coordinator’s favorite service-learning projects 

happened just days before President Barack Obama was inaugurated, and the district had 

a Martin Luther King, Jr. Day of Service. The day was part of the national service 

program; the idea was to make it a day on, not a day off—a day for service in honor of 

Dr. King. Several teachers and administrators in the district collaborated and created a 

project that connected with the social studies T.E.K.S. A multiracial group of senior 

citizens from the community were invited to meet with middle school students. The 

students used laptops and audio software to record interviews about the senior citizens’ 

memories of Texas history and civil rights experiences. All the recordings were then 

archived in the city’s public library, as well as the middle school library. He went on to 

say: 
 
The community members were so happy to be able to be there, invited into a 
school, and we had seventy students show up on a Monday holiday, with media 
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coverage. So that was one of my high points, because I feel like bridging the 
school and community through service-learning is a big piece of what it’s all 
about and it just makes perfect sense. 

A project such as this, building a bridge between retirees/seniors and students, whether 

the senior citizens come to schools or students go to nursing homes, brought history to 

life. 

The Future of Service-Learning 

In order for a future to exist in service-learning, he stated that “it starts with this 

understanding that we need service-learning more now than ever. We need kids who are 

problem solvers, engaged in the community, concerned and thinking about how they can 

help.” When thinking about the art education field in particular, he addressed the amount 

of art production that takes place in art classrooms. However, he states: 
  
I think the more kids can be creating their art with a purpose in line to help others,  
I think it’s a great different angle…. It’s such an easy bridge that doesn’t 
necessarily require field trips or money or anything that teachers aren’t already 
doing right now. 

There are many projects that an art teacher can incorporate into a service-learning 

curriculum. These can include such things as the creation of large murals that can 

beautify school campuses or using recycled materials to make art. Or, if every student in 

the district who is in an art class was to donate a piece of art to Meals on Wheels, and a 

piece of art was delivered with every meal, those students are then creating art with a 

purpose. It is crucial for kids to reflect about what they have learned, and about how it 

feels to be involved in the art donation process. 

His hope is for “service-learning to continue to percolate, with the reality that it 

may go underground every now and then.” Additionally, he expressed a desire that the 

state education system would become more flexible and open to service-learning 

programs. He went on to say: 
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A lot of times, it is a certain kind of teacher who will look to incorporate service- 
learning, and they are an exceptional group. And, there are other teachers who are  
trying to get by, or service-learning is just not for them, but hopefully in the future 
there will be more development of models to make it easier for teachers to 
incorporate service-learning into their classrooms.  

For teachers who are ready to learn more about service-learning and start incorporating it 

into their curriculum, he sees service-learning growing in the following places: 

International Baccalaureate Schools, Charter Schools, Private Schools, Higher Education, 

Alternative Education Schools, and in Career Technology Education.   

Although his position as the Service-Learning Coordinator in the district has 

come to an end, he will carry the support of service-learning with him to his new 

endeavors. Through the collaborative work and support with many teachers in the district, 

including the three teachers I have interviewed in this study, he is leaving a legacy that 

will enable service-learning to live on. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The three teachers interviewed all came from different backgrounds and taught at 

different schools within the same district, yet they maintained a similar outlook on how 

service-learning can enhance an art classroom. By visiting the experiences of these three 

teachers and learning about their challenges and successes, it is apparent that service-

learning can enhance an art curriculum in a way that enables students to interact with the 

community around them.  

With the commitment of the Service-Learning Coordinator, these three art 

teachers gained support and inspiration throughout their service-learning experiences. All 

teachers who incorporate service-learning into their curriculum need support. Now that 

the Service-Learning Coordinator will not be in place in this district in the coming year, 
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teachers must create a support system for themselves in order to maintain a strong 

service-learning presence in the school district. 

The teachers’ accounts of their experiences with service-learning are valuable 

when understanding the realities of being an art teacher. However, how were their 

students impacted by service-learning? Ultimately, the teachers see a need for students to 

experience the benefits of service-learning in the art classroom, but do the students 

actually realize the benefits of such programs? In the following chapter, I address ways in 

which the students of Teacher A and Teacher B responded to the service-learning 

experiences they encountered in the art classroom.  
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Chapter Five: Student Feedback and Classroom Observation 

STUDENT FEEDBACK AND CLASSROOM OBSERVATION 

Through a short questionnaire (Appendix B), I was able to gain feedback from 32 

of Teacher A’s students and 2 of Teacher B’s students. I did not receive student feedback 

from Teacher C because she is no longer an elementary art teacher. I gave the students a 

written questionnaire with the following questions for them to answer: What did you 

learn by doing this project? What do you want to improve in your community? And, what 

kind of art project would help to improve this? Is there anything else you want to say? By 

answering these questions, the students were able to express what they learned through 

the particular service-learning project that their teacher incorporated.  

Gaining student feedback enabled me to determine how service-learning did, in 

fact, impact the students of Teacher A and Teacher B. Throughout all interviews I 

conducted, each teacher had her own way of determining if her students gained from the 

service-learning project, but did the students’ responses reflect their teachers’ 

conclusions? 

Teacher A: Student Feedback and Classroom Observation 

Teacher A’s classroom was colorful, informative and organized. The walls were 

covered with posters, student work, teaching tools, art reproductions and other visuals. 

The teacher had several focal points to her room, all of which contained student works. 

The fifth grade class I observed was a group that participated in Empty Bowls the 

previous year as fourth graders. The day I observed, they were working on a new service-

learning project; they were drawing their initial coffee cup designs in order to make them 

later with clay for the school faculty and staff to use, instead of using styrofoam cups. 
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Throughout the duration of the class, the students were smiling and enjoying their time 

exploring different coffee cup designs their peers created. 

Just by being in the classroom, it seemed to me the students were keen on the idea 

of helping others and realized how service-learning has been a large part of their time in 

Teacher A’s art classroom. When completing the questionnaire for this study, most of the 

students reflected on their experience with Empty Bowls, though some thought about 

their current coffee cup project. No matter what project the students chose to reflect on, 

many had clear answers that expressed the goals and intentions that Teacher A had for 

her students. 

To the question, “What did you learn by doing this project?” the majority of 

student answers addressed the act of helping others. For example, a fifth grade student 

wrote, “That you shouldn’t just care about yourself only. Help other people.” Nearly the 

same amount of students indicated they learned about hunger in their community. A 

fourth grader wrote, “I learned that lots of people are going hungry.” And a small amount 

of students (about four students) responded that they learned something about art making 

and made the connection to the service-learning message. For example, a fourth grader 

wrote, “I learned that blue is a sad color and that even just in my city, there is a lot of kids 

and common people like us starving.” In addition to these responses, there were several 

that reflected the student feeling empowered with the knowledge that they were helping 

their community. A fifth grade student responded, “What I learned by doing the Empty 

Bowls project is that anybody can help the poor people… no matter what age.” These 

answers reflected the various outlooks that each students took from the service-learning 

projects in their art classroom. And, the majority of the fifth graders reflected on their 

experiences with Empty Bowls, from a year ago, which showed that the lessons impacted 

them still. 
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When asked, “What do you want to improve in your community? And, what kind 

of art project would help to improve this?” the students responded in various ways. The 

majority of the students (ten students) wanted to help eliminate hunger and provide 

shelter, six students desired to beautify their community with art and/or music, five 

students hoped to help the homeless community, four students wished to help animals, 

three students aimed to help the environment, three students intended to improve health 

and/or decrease diabetes, and one student aspired to stop bullying. Because of the breadth 

of student response, it can be determined that Teacher A is, in fact, including several 

service-learning projects (large and small) that address various issues throughout a given 

year. And, the ways in which the students would choose to help those causes through art 

were proactive and uninhibited. For example, “Help homes. Draw blueprints for houses.” 

And, “I want to save animals, people and save water. I would use clay and make the 

animal that I want to save to remind people about those things.” The school itself had 

several initiatives throughout the year, and those initiatives were also addressed in the 

student responses, such as diabetes awareness and putting a stop to bullying. 

Fourth Grade Student Feedback (14 students) 

The following student responses are documented exactly as the students wrote them on 

the questionnaire. 

What did you learn by doing this project? 

• There are lots of fun ways to help the community. 

• I learn that some people are hungry and no shelter. 

• By helping others to have enough food. 

• That millions of people are starving each and every day. 

• I learned that we have to take care of hunger. 
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• I learned that lots of people are going hungry. 

• I learned about how you can end hunger. 

• I learned that blue is a sad color and that even just in my city, there is a lot of 

kids and common people like us starving. 

• I learned about to end world hunger. 

• I think making bowls is fun and good for others. 

• I learned how many people go hungry and it is more people than I could 

imagine. 

• I learned that it is important to help the community. 

• Well, I think making bowls is going to be good for others who maybe need 

food, and we are giving a piece of art and giving hungry people food. 

• That the thought of hunger is sad but you can change peoples lives with 

helping them. 

What do you want to improve in your community? And, what kind of art project would 

help to improve this? 

• I think we should be more careful of wild life. 

o Help posters draw an animal and say how you could save it. 

• To save the earth. 

o The bowl we made. 

• Make it so nobody goes hungry. 

o Making clay bowls that way kids can eat out of something. 

• End hunger. 

o Empty Bowl project. 

• I want to make sure everyone has enough food. 
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o We could draw pictures about hunger and people can donate food for 

them. 

• Hunger. 

o We are doing an empty bowls project to help. 

• To get a cure for diabetes. 

o We can hang posters all over the school. 

• I want to improve in my community by not littering. 

o The empty bowl to show how sad it is. Also because then we could 

improve by giving empty bowls to people and maybe putting crackers 

and water in there. 

• Painting more. 

o The empty bowls project. 

• I want there to be less people who have diabetes. 

o More pictures around the world to make the world more beautiful. 

• The different kind of bullying not physical bullying but words. 

o A prevent bullying project. 

• Hunger. 

o We could have a food drive to help people who don’t have food to eat. 

• I think we could make our community more butiful by adding art everywhere. 

o We could plant colorful trees. 

• Hunger and help people to have shelter. 

o I would paint pictures and sell them and use the money to help poor 

people. 

Is there anything else you want to say? 

• I was surprised how many people that are hunger here in my city. 
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• To build a shelter for people who don’t have a home and then serving them 

with water and food like fruits. Even though if they don’t like it. 

• I heart Art. 

• I think it is good that my school and our community cares about helping 

hunger. 

• I think people could help the community everywhere. 

Fifth Grade Student Feedback (18 Students) 

The following student responses are documented exactly as the students wrote them on 

the questionnaire. 

What did you learn by doing this project? 

• What I learned by doing the Empty Bowls project is that anybody can help the 

poor people… no matter what age. 

• I learned that just doing or working with clay can make a difference. 

• That you shouldn’t just care about yourself only. Help other people. 

• That art can be used to make every day items. 

• I learned you could help someone or an environment. 

• I learned about how important it is to help people in need. 

• I learned that it makes a difference to help people. 

• I learned that one bowl can make a difference in helping the people that have 

no homes. 

• I learned that Starbucks is very helpful to the community. 

• I learned, every little bit helps. 
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• By doing the empty bowl project I learned that there are many children and 

adults who are hungry and need food. There are many people who are willing 

to help the people who are hungry. 

• In the Empty Bowl prodject I learned that not everyone has enough food all 

the time. 

• By doing the Empty Bowls project I learned that we can help the community 

by making art. 

• I learned that some people trust the Empty Bowls project to feed there family. 

• I learned that instead of just making art for yourself you should share it with 

other people. 

• I learned that it is always nice to help people. Also, that not everyone has food 

or bowls. 

• I learned that lots of teachers every day throw away disposable coffee cups. 

• I learned about generosity during the empty bowl project. 

What do you want to improve in your community? And, what kind of art project would 

help to improve this? 

• I want to save animals, people, and save water. 

o I would use clay and make the animal that I want to save to remind 

people about those things. 

• I want to end so many people not having shelter. 

o I would draw art for groceriestores like H-E-B in exchange for food 

stamps and other necessitys. 

• More free houses for poor people. 

o To raise money for poor people. 

• Help homeless. 
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o Draw blueprints for houses. 

• I would like more art work. 

o An art contest. 

• Making sure all animalls have a good home to live in. 

o Drawing pictures of animals and sell them. 

• I want to improve the environment. 

o Making clay coffee cups. 

• More people help homeless. 

o By feeding them. 

• I would like more art and music in local schools. 

o Artist donations in paintings, and instroments. 

• I want homless people to have enough water, during this drout. 

o Rapping pictures around a water bottle. 

• I would like to improve the children’s hospital near our community. 

o I think we can draw things and make things out of clay for the 

children’s hospital. We can bake cookies decorate them and sell them. 

• I would like to end world hunger. 

o The Empty Bowl prodject was really good and helped it a lot. Another 

one would be designing soup can and giving it to poor people. 

• In my community I would like to improve all the homeless people because we 

have a good life and they’re living on the streets. 

o An art project that would help it would be something like the Empty 

Bowls project. 

• Help less people be homeless. 

o By feeding homeless people. 
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• I want to prevent hunger. 

o By making dishes with clay and fill them with food. 

• I want to improve the playground here because it is boring. 

o A blueprint of a new playground. 

• I want to improve how many animals are adopted each day. 

o I could make pictures of dogs and cats to puswade people to adopt 

animals. 

• I would like to improve art and music. 

o An art and concert show. 

Teacher B: Student Feedback and Classroom Observation 

Teacher B’s classroom is expansive, with lots of storage. Her classroom is not 

attached to the main building, but is located in a fine arts wing that is accessible to the 

outdoors. Because the fine arts classrooms are all located together, I immediately felt a 

sense of community that enabled the students to retreat into the art world. Teacher B’s 

classroom has many windows and a large sliding door that allows her to open up an entire 

wall of her room, in order to move oversized works of art in and out or to simply open up 

the room for some fresh air. When I observed Teacher B’s classroom, she was teaching 

an Art I class about perspective. The students were engaged and maintained an interest in 

the project throughout the class period. The classroom environment was serious and on-

task, but the students were also allowed to incorporate some lighthearted jokes and casual 

conversation. Overall, the classroom environment was well organized, bright, task 

oriented, and fun. 

Several of Teacher B’s students that participated in her service-learning projects 

have graduated or are no longer in her art classes. Therefore, I was only able to gain 
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feedback from two of her students. Their input was invaluable, however, in helping me to 

understand the impact Teacher B has had on her students through the use of service-

learning.  

The two students that completed the questionnaire were not in the Art 1 class that 

I observed. Though I did not see their interactions, their interest in helping the 

community was apparent in their use of words. When asked, “What did you learn by 

doing this project?” the students responded in very different ways. One student focused 

on the technical use of art materials and the other student expressed the difference 

between individual and collaborative work. These two responses are vastly different, 

showing that Teacher B incorporated many learning moments into her curriculum. 

When asked, “What do you want to improve in your community? And, what kind 

of art project would help to improve this?” the two students had similar answers. They 

both expressed an interest in helping the environment and recycling. Their solutions also 

showed a similarity. One student suggested “decorating recycling bins” to “look like 

monsters or mythical creatures, in order to encourage people to recycle.” The other 

student suggested creating “posters or a mural, maybe decorate recycling bins… so that 

they’re more eyecatching.” Though their hopes for the community were aligned, they 

expressed themselves in different ways. 

When asked, “Is there anything else you want to say?” they both had responses 

that made relevant points when considering service-learning and how it is being 

incorporated in Teacher B’s classroom. One student said that, “community projects 

should be advertised more, both in and around school, because I feel that more kids 

would participate if they had more information.” The other student said, “I love creating 

things and making art and it’s wonderful when it actually helps people rather than sitting 

around, looking pretty.” Through these responses, it is clear these two students have a 
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socially aware sensibility, want to improve their community, and see the potential in their 

peers to do the same.   

High School Student Feedback (Two Students) 

The following student responses are documented exactly as the students wrote them on 

the questionnaire. 

What did you learn by doing this project? 

• How to use different tools, such as wax crystals and silicone, to create 

different effects. 

• I learned that, though working alone gives you more control over a project, 

working in a group cultivates creativity and you get more and better ideas. 

What do you want to improve in your community? And, what kind of art project would 

help to improve this? 

• Mostly the environment; cleaning up litter, or finding ways to make 

neighborhoods safer for both animals and people alike. 

o Maybe decorating recycling bins to, for example, look like monsters or 

mythical creatures, in order to encourage people to recycle. 

• I want to promote recycling and keeping trash contained, so the community is 

cleaner and greener. 

o Posters or a mural, maybe decorate recycling bins or trash cans so that 

they’re more eyecatching. 

Is there anything else you want to say? 

• I think community projects should be advertised more both in and around 

school, because I feel that more kids would participate if they had more 

information. 
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• I love creating things and making art and it’s wonderful when it actually helps 

people rather than just sitting around, looking pretty. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Though interviewing Teacher A and B was crucial to this study, gaining student 

feedback was necessary in securing a more full understanding of how service-learning 

can impact a student. These teachers incorporated service-learning with the intention of 

broadening the minds of their students and creating a more socially aware future 

generation. Did the teachers’ efforts reflect their good intentions?  

All the student responses reflected some aspect of service-learning that the 

teacher introduced, though some feedback was more thoughtful or detailed in its 

description. The students reflected on their experiences with service-learning, and most 

were truly innovative when expressing their ideas for improving their community.  

By giving this questionnaire to students, the service-learning experience was 

continued through reflection, an important step to any successful service-learning project. 

Answering questions that address what they learned through service-learning or what 

they want to do to further their experience, initiates and motivates reflection that 

promotes deeper thinking and analysis of themselves and their hopes for the community 

in which they live (Learning to Give, n.d.).   

All the students wrote answers to the questions: What do you want to improve in 

your community? And, what kind of art project would help to improve this? With this, all 

these students demonstrated that they not only continue to observe the community in 

which they live, but also identify a need that they feel empowered to help. Taylor and 

Ballengee-Morris (2004) stated, “Recognizing that as teachers, we not only teach, we 
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model a way of living; but also it is important that we address ways for discovering future 

service opportunities with our students” (p. 11). It could be concluded that Teacher A and 

B modeled their actions to reflect their passion for helping others. Also, by incorporating 

service-learning into their classrooms, their students now have a sense of social 

awareness and have ideas and personal motivations of their own that will fuel their 

actions in their community. 

In the next chapter, I conclude this study by reflecting on the origins of service-

learning and how Teacher A, B, C and the Service-Learning Coordinator are carrying on 

the rich possibility service-learning provides students. This is intended to bring a 

reflective conclusion to this study, and to open up ideas and initiate conversation 

surrounding the value and direction of service-learning within the art classroom for the 

future. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

CONCLUSION: WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN? 

Throughout this study, I paid special attention to all of my findings in connection 

with the central research question, Through conversations with public school art teachers 

who are currently integrating service-learning in their art classrooms, and observations 

of their instruction, how does service-learning impact their students? What resources 

exist that help create and sustain a successful service-learning curriculum? Starting at 

the origins of service-learning, it became clear to me that several of the same 

fundamental methods are still being used by teachers today. Stanton, Giles, and Cruz 

(1999) stated that the service-learning movements are known to have been started by 

individuals who valued connecting community service and education. Though Teacher A, 

B, and C had varying experience and understandings of service-learning, they all have 

instilled that same principle, of connecting the community to academics, into their 

everyday teachings.  

Through scholars such as Adejumo (2000, 2002), Furco (Jeffers, 2005), Gent 

(2009) and Cho (2006), I have come to understand service-learning to encompass many 

elements of education, and those elements are found in schools and in the community. 

Using case study methodology, I heard stories from teachers, read responses from 

students and observed students in the art classroom, all of which reflected the idea that 

service-learning is “reciprocal and mutually beneficial for both the community and the 

learner” (Adejumo, 2010, p. 23). Though the three teachers I have included in this study 

hold slightly different approaches to service-learning, they all shared the common ground 

of maintaining a reciprocal relationship between the community and the students. 

In order for teachers to implement these practices into their art curriculum, 

looking to resources that are geared toward teachers and learners is necessary in order to 
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stay updated and aware of the growth of service-learning. Resources such as Cathryn 

Berger Kaye’s book, The Complete Guide to Service Learning: Proven, Practical Ways 

to Engage Students in Civic Responsibility, Academic Curriculum, and Social Action, 

programs such as Empty Bowls, or initiatives such as Service Learning Texas, exist in 

order to help teachers and learners in their journey through service-learning. There are a 

multitude of aids that help guide teachers through the crucial elements of service-learning 

and address the ways in which service-learning can be implemented in order to promote 

social awareness among today’s youth.  

By conducting my research in one Central Texas independent school district, I 

maintained a limited study in order to gain an in-depth understanding of the school 

district’s atmosphere and approach to service-learning. The three teachers I employed in 

my study all met the following criteria: having at least one year of teaching experience, 

currently are teaching in a school or have taught in the last five years, willing to 

participate in my study, are all from the same independent school district, and were 

willing to share both positive and negative experiences with service-learning. And, 

though they shared those criteria, they all had a different story to tell.  

Teacher A credited her involvement with service-learning to her childhood friend, 

who solidified an impact on Teacher A’s life as they made arts and crafts together in the 

hospital as her friend battled leukemia. Teacher A described the process of service-

learning as starting with community service and then connecting with others beyond 

yourself, all while maintaining education as the central focus. Teacher B was instilled 

with a sense of caring for others at a young age, by observing the people in her small 

hometown. Using that foundation, she described service-learning to be all about giving 

back to a community and to art. Teacher C had an innate inclination toward social justice 

and has experienced fulfillment from helping others, which sparked her interest in 
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service-learning. She described service-learning as a way to bring “art into the world to 

people who don’t have it in their daily lives,” which also enables students to gain 

academic excellence in an alternative way. 

Several projects that are referenced in this study could be particularly useful for 

teachers who are just initiating their knowledge of service-learning. Teacher A’s motto of 

allowing the students to have a “voice and choice” in the service-learning project, will 

motivate and empower the students. Though Teacher A coordinated Empty Bowls for her 

entire community, an art teacher can incorporate Empty Bowls into their curriculum on a 

more basic level. For example, by addressing the issues of hunger in the world and in the 

local community with students, motivating the students to discuss the ways they could 

contribute to the fight against hunger, engaging in the Empty Bowls program by meeting 

the leaders or recipients involved and making bowls, and reflecting on the ways art made 

an impact on their community, students will be well on their way to engaging in service-

learning.  

An art teacher looking to create their own service-learning project that simply 

emulates doing a good deed, could look to Teacher B’s service-learning project that 

brightened the holidays for several children who were in the hospital over the holiday 

season. She asked each of her students to draw an illustration to include in a collaborative 

coloring book for the children at the local children’s medical center. Because each 

student contributed their own original page in the coloring book, when it was bound the 

students were able to take pride in the final collaborative project that was then distributed 

to the children at the medical center. 

For an art teacher who finds inspiration in service-learning projects that other 

teachers are implementing, they should look to Teacher C for inspiration. Teacher C was 

encouraged by school administrators to implement a project that would highlight Red 
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Ribbon Week. However, the project she was pitched did not seem adequate in 

communicating the message of Red Ribbon Week. So, she took it one step further by 

collecting paper bags from the local H-E-B grocery store. The students decorated the 

bags with messages and imagery that reflected the message of Red Ribbon Week, such as 

“don’t do drugs.” Once her students decorated the bags, Teacher C took the bags back to 

H-E-B where they distributed them to customers just as they would with any other 

grocery bag. Teacher C’s students then reflected on how their art gave them each a voice, 

and how they were impacting their community. 

Service-learning could pose some obstacles and difficulties when it comes to time 

limitations or commitments, community collaboration issues, or field trips, to name a 

few. Though Teacher A, B, and C all indicated they faced certain frustrations when 

implementing service-learning projects within their curriculum, they ultimately support 

service-learning and acknowledge its benefit to the field of art education. What is 

important to take away from their experiences is that careful planning and thinking 

thoughtfully through the possible obstacles are important when executing a successful 

service-learning project. The teachers involved in this study value the benefits service-

learning has on the educational process and the impact service-learning has on students’ 

understanding of social issues and the world in which they live.   

In this study, the Service-Learning Coordinator added to the dynamics of the 

school district and its advocacy for service-learning in general. Stemming from his 

background in social work, he maintained a life philosophy that all individuals should be 

empowered to positively change their communities. Through his position as the Service-

Learning Coordinator, he was able to apply that life philosophy to the meaning of 

service-learning, which he described as the integration of service projects with academic 

objectives. 
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By gaining student feedback from 34 students, I was able to decipher, to a useful 

extent, how Teacher A and Teacher B reached their students. The students responded to 

the questionnaire in ways that reflected Adejumo’s description of service-learning or the 

Eight K-12 Service-Learning Standards for Quality Practice—youth voice, diversity, 

reflection, progress monitoring, duration and intensity, link to curriculum, partnerships, 

and meaningful service (Learning to Give, n.d.). 

Through the teachers’ and the Service-Learning Coordinator’s stories about their 

understanding of service-learning, and through the student responses that reflected a 

social awareness, it could be concluded that the teachers’ students gained an 

understanding of the importance of helping others in their community. Additionally, the 

students also displayed a sense of the importance of art and the role it can play in a 

service-learning project.  

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This research provided me with a solid understanding of service-learning, and a 

challenge to undertake more research and exploration of this subject. To continue on with 

the study of service-learning, I would like to observe each of these teachers plan and 

implement a service-learning project. By including this component, the study would 

enable me to identify the similarities and differences between the teachers’ stories and 

my own observations of student engagements. I would like to answer the following 

questions in an objective way: How did the teacher problem solve? How did the teacher 

continue his or her service-learning education? How did the teacher interact with the 

students? And, how did the students respond in that moment? 
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I would also like to include a middle school in the study of service-learning. It 

would be beneficial to compare a middle school teacher’s feedback to that of the 

elementary and high school teachers. Additionally, I would like to see how middle school 

students who experienced service-learning would respond to the questionnaire. 

It would be ideal if a researcher could create a focus group, made up of students, 

in order to not only get feedback but also be able to interpret their expressions and see 

them interact with one another. By having the opportunity for a researcher to talk face-to-

face with the students who are involved in the service-learning project, the students 

would likely elaborate on their experiences and what they learned through this process. 

By broadening the study, a researcher could gain a fundamental understanding for 

the ways in which service-learning is implemented over a large area (state or portion of a 

state). Including another school district in the study would be beneficial in order to have a 

more broad sense of how service-learning is handled from district to district. For 

example, if a neighboring district does not have a Service-Learning Coordinator, a 

researcher might identify why that position is not in place. And, if there is not a Service-

Learning Coordinator: in what ways is service-learning present in the district, do the 

teachers get funding if they want to incorporate a service-learning project, and how are 

the teachers learning about service-learning? 

In order to gain further insight on the impact service-learning has on students, a 

researcher could interview parents and/or administrators. The parents are the individuals 

who see their children grow, develop, and evolve over time. Their input would be crucial 

when delving deeper into the impacts service-learning may have on a student. A study 

that includes the voice of an administrator can show another viewpoint, perspective, and 

opinion about service-learning. Ultimately, administrators regulate the mandates of a 

school and control decisions that are made. Including an administrator’s voice in the 
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study would offer a practical and realistic representation to the discussion of 

incorporating service-learning in the art classroom.        

Just as important as the teacher, student, parent, and administrator voice in a study 

on service-learning is the voice of the community that is served through service-learning. 

The researcher can gain a real-world understanding of the intricacies that go into working 

with a community partner. By observing and interviewing the leaders of community 

entities, such as Empty Bowls or Dell Children’s Medical Center (as were present in my 

study), the researcher can objectively report on the obstacles and successes that occur 

throughout a service-learning project. 

Overall, for future research, I would suggest shadowing an art teacher who is 

incorporating service-learning. By observing a service-learning project from start to 

finish, a researcher will be able to more specifically identify the crucial elements of a 

service-learning project, witness the obstacles that occur, and will get to see the students 

interact and respond to each other and to the service-learning endeavor. Also, by 

incorporating a focus group of students, the researcher will better understand the 

multidimensional elements of service-learning that the students most value and take with 

them in their daily lives. By further incorporating parents, administrators, and the 

community partners’ voices, a researcher will be able to address the various views of 

service-learning and the power it truly holds. 

 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

Visual art challenges society and has the power to make a difference in a 

community, no matter how large or small it may be. Art teachers hold the responsibility 

and privilege of revealing the intricacies of art in ways that enable their students to 
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interact with the social issues in the world today, and lead their students to becoming a 

civic-minded generation.  When conducting this study, I met teachers who went above 

and beyond their duties as art teachers in order to provide the best education for their 

students. They used service-learning to introduce issues that are important in their local 

community such as “hunger” and “animal rights.” The teachers gave their students the 

opportunity to have a voice and make a positive difference in the world, and their 

students were successful at doing so. 

Service-learning does not have to be daunting to someone who is unfamiliar with 

the term. A well-rounded understanding can be obtained through examining resources 

listed in this study and opening up a conversation with fellow teachers. It may be more 

enticing for teachers to think of service-learning as an option, an option that presents the 

opportunity for their students to build a relationship with the world around them. It is 

important for art teachers to realize that, through service-learning, the art classroom can 

be a venue for bettering the lives of their students and individuals in their surrounding 

community. 
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Appendix A: Sample Interview Questions for Teachers and 
Administrator 

Teacher Background and Service-Learning Foundation 

What is your educational background and how/why did you become an art teacher? 

When did you first learn about service-learning? 

I know that your district has a service-learning program, how involved are you and how 

does the program work? 

How do you define service-learning? Or, what does service-learning mean to you? 

Why are you (a current public school art teacher) utilizing service-learning in your 

classroom? 

What are your motivations for engaging in service-learning? 

What are your personal motivations? 

What are your professional motivations? 

What do you enjoy about service-learning? 

 

Curriculum Development and Resources 

How do you develop your service-learning curriculum?   

Are there key elements that must be in place in order for a service-learning curriculum to 

be successful? (Please explain, step-by-step, how you execute your curriculum, from 

beginning to end?)  

How do you approach teaching when you incorporate service-learning into your 

classroom?   

How do you prepare the students for this experience? (Signed agreement? Parent 

permission? Special training?) 

What kinds of service-learning projects have you done? 
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What are the primary sources you refer to as you are learning about, developing 

curriculum, and implementing service-learning into your classroom? (books, magazines, 

journals, etc.) 

What service-learning resources exist that are particularly helpful to art teachers? 

 

Programming Details 

As a teacher, how do you reach out to the community and build relationships? 

Do you ever take your students out into the community (like a field trip), to the site they 

are working with? How does that work?   

Do you think field trips are crucial to the service-learning experience? Or, how do you 

think the curriculum could be impactful without going out into the field? 

 

Difficulties 

What difficulties arise when using service-learning in your art curriculum? 

What has been successful and/or unsuccessful? Why do you feel some projects did not 

work? 

What issues arise with service-learning that are particularly concerning to you? (Liability 

issues? Potential mature content?) 

What do you perceive to be the biggest obstacles you face in carrying out service-

learning in your classroom? 

 

Support and Collaboration 

Does your school as a whole incorporate service-learning? If so, how? If not, why not? 

What teachers (by subject) or programs in your school implement service-learning into 

their curriculum? 
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What kind of support or response do you get from the administration when it comes to 

incorporating service-learning into the curriculum? 

Is it a common practice for teachers in the district/school to incorporate service-learning 

into their curriculum? 

In order to incorporate service-learning into your curriculum, are there guidelines that 

you must follow? What are they? (District regulations, etc.) 

How do you work with the Service-Learning Coordinator in your district? 

How do you think having a service-learning coordinator in your district motivates 

teachers to incorporate service-learning into their curriculum? 

 

Art Education 

How do you feel service-learning will benefit the field of art education and beyond?  

How do you think service-learning impacts the overall educational experience in the art 

classroom? 

What do you enjoy about teaching art? 

 

Student Response 

How have you seen service-learning impact the classroom environment? 

How have you seen service-learning make an impact on a student’s overall educational 

experience, positive or negative? 
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Appendix B: Student Questionnaire 

Directions: 

Please write a response to each question. Do not include your name. 

1. What did you learn by doing this project? 

 

 

 

 

2. What do you want to improve in your community? 

 

 

 

 

What kind of art project would help to improve this? 

 

 

 

 

3. Is there anything else you want to say?  
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