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Academic service learning is a way 
for students to gain an understanding 
of specific course objectives by 
working for a short time “in the 
field.”    Though seemingly similar, 
service learning is not an internship, 
which is typically a semester long 
experience.  Service learning is more 
typically a short term experience 
conducting work with a non-profit, 
government agency, or less frequently, 
a business whereas an internship 
is a course credit in and of itself.   
Service learning projects, on the 
other hand, are usually conducted as 
one required component of a college 
course.  Service learning as a course 
component is typically expressed as 
a required number of hours to be 
working with an external organization.  
My own requirements are somewhere 
in the range of 12-15 hours.

Service learning is a way for college 
students to work off campus with 
a partner outside the university 
that benefits the community as a 

whole, the student, and the course. 
Different levels of service exist: 
from simply helping out in daily 
office, administrative, and technical 
needs of the organization, to 
hands on experience with clientele 
of the organization, to devising 
and conducting projects for or in 
coordination with the organization.   
While providing administrative help is 
key to the success of an organization, 
project based learning is typically the 
best way to achieve the main objective 
of service leaning: to learn by doing.  
In terms of sustainability, hands on 
work that creates a better world 
gives students a much more concrete 
understanding of the interdisciplinary 
and collaborative nature of 
sustainability.  

There are various ways to specify 
a service leaning experience, but 
they all boil down to the same 
general principles, as stated by the 
Environmental Protection Agency: 
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The main elements of academic 
service learning are that it meets 
needs of a community, fosters civic 
responsibility, and integrates with 
course content including reflection 
time as part of the course, as 
described below.  Of these elements, 
some instructors, courses, and 
university programs will focus on one 
more than others.  Here I lay out a 
brief summation of each element.

Meets the needs of a Community

“Community” itself is broadly 
defined.  A set of school children in 
a low income housing complex is 
one community that can be served, 
an entire city is another, the planet 
itself the largest.  The scale of the 
“community” should be chosen to 
best match the learning objective and 
available resources of the course. 

For sustainability as a general goal, 
the scale of “community” is typically 
large; building a more sustainable 
society means thinking about ways 
to reduce carbon emissions within a 
city, country, or planetary level, reduce 
inequalities, and provide sustenance 
and health for future generations.   All 
of these can happen at the global, 
national, or local levels.  Service 
learning projects are conducted at 
the local level, trying to help meet 
some local need.   Since social equity 
is one central tenet of sustainability, 
“need” is typically something a 
group of people or local community 
cannot provide for itself such as 
food, water, clean air, medicine, and 
education.  However, “need” can also 
be something a community desires, 
but is not provided by the present 
government or economic system.  For 
example, Austin as a city includes 
many people that believe an urban 
forest is not only pleasant to be in, but 
necessary to bank carbon.  However, 
the local city government does not 
have the time or resources to give out 
trees to anyone who wants to plant 
them.  Two non-profit groups fill that 
niche in Austin: TreeFolks and the 
Austin Parks Foundation.  Students 
who work to plant trees, educate 
people about urban forests, or care 
for particular plots of forested land, 
are able to help meet that communal 
need.  

Service learning, then, gets students 
working to meet local community 
needs and create a more sustainable 
plant.  They teach students to “think 
global, act local.”  

Fosters Civic Responsibility

The whole point of service learning 
is to get students involved on the 
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based on their research and creativity, 
fostered a clear sense of responsibility 
on their part.  Though they may not 
have planted trees, they planted ideas, 
and knew those ideas were important 
for their community. 

Integrates with Course Content

This last component is central to the 
use of service learning in classes.  For 
academic service learning, courses 
in which service learning counts 
as part of the grade for the course, 
linking the service project to course 
objectives is an absolute must.  This 
means matching course concepts for 
your section with student action and 
time for reflection. Without integrating 
specific course concepts or learning 
objectives into the projects students 
work on, the students are simply 
doing volunteer work.  There is clearly 
nothing wrong with volunteer work 
in and of itself, and it does indeed 
foster a sense of civic responsibility. 
However, the point to using service 
learning as a course requirement is 
to create opportunities for service 
learning, and that means learning 
course objectives or concepts by doing.  

Hear–do–write/talk = learning.  It is this 
learning loop that differentiates service 
learning from volunteerism.  Service 
learning is integrally tied to the desired 
learning outcomes of the course, and 
service learning projects are chosen 
to let students actively experience and 
engage with course concepts.

An abbreviated list of course 
objectives from one of my own courses 
can illustrate the idea.  Three of the 
course objectives are: understanding 
the relationship between urbanization 
and the major environmental 
problems; understanding the basic 

Service Learning for Sustainability

realm can create a more sustainable 
lifestyle, they will have learned little 
of civic responsibility.  This is the 
weakness of accepting administrative 
help as service learning.  If students 
only remain in an office doing 
paperwork, they see little change. 

However, this does not mean students 
should never engage in office work 
as service learning.  For example, 
if students work with a marketing 
department to create a real-life 
marketing campaign, for example, 
they are still engaging in a kind of 
civic activity: trying to change people’s 
behavior towards a more sustainable 
way of doing things through 
marketing.  One semester some of my 
students helped create educational 
materials designed to convince 
homeowners to reduce water use.  
The project director was very clear 
that materials developed by students 
would be used in the campaign and 
students knew their materials would 
reach a wide audience. Knowing they 
would have an impact on water use, 

ground with groups and projects that 
seek to help the community.  Almost 
by definition, then, service learning 
fosters civic responsibility.

For example, a university that seeks 
to be very involved in their local 
community might have students work 
on projects that clean up waste in the 
area, help build shelters of various 
sorts, help feed people, or work in 
low-income education centers.  The 
institutional goal - the university 
wants to get its students involved in 
local communities - centers on the 
“needs of a community” and “fosters 
civic responsibility.  Here, the desires 
of the university (civic responsibility) 
match the needs of the community 
(low income areas, neighborhoods full 
of trash, etc).

The time students spend in the field 
should illustrate that they can create 
some kind of change to a more 
sustainable lifestyle by working with 
others.  If they do not see and learn 
that working with others in the civic 
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Digging and planting gardens for 
low-income disabled people in low-
income neighborhoods in Austin.  
The “food desert” of the inners 
city really appealed to several 
students, and they chose to help 
a local NGO plant gardens for 
people in that desert.  This project 
illustrates our discussions about 
corporate food production and 
social class inequalities.  Last year 
several students chose to help 
build and maintain a garden in a 
larger project meant to cultivate 
more local farming across the 
entire city.  This group of students 
wrote and spoke passionately 
about the reduction in carbon that 
could be achieved with a larger 
scale network of such farms city 
wide in our big urban areas, but 
just as passionately about the 
social justice component of getting 
healthy food to people for less 
money.

spectrum, so you and your students 
have a lot of options!

For example, here is a short list of 
various project students have done 
for two of my courses that relate their 
action to the humans-environment-
urban nexus:

Detailed research on the use of 
energy and water in the local area. 
The research was used to construct 
communications (print and web) 
for a large conservation program 
currently being conducted by a 
local NGO as part of a large grant.  
The students did the research, 
designed the materials, then 
wrote about the actual facts they 
found, how those relate to the 
urban-environment-humans 
nexus, and how they should shape 
public policy over water use in an 
increasingly arid part of Texas.

concepts of ecology and the human-
environment nexus; and knowing the 
roles and activities of local non-profits 
related to environmental policy. 

Since two of my goals are to illustrate 
how environmental problems manifest 
in our local communities, (cities 
in particular), and show how non-
profits in the urban community work 
to address these problems, I have 
students work with a non-profit for 
12-15 hours during the semester.  The 
students work on a specific project 
the non-profit is conducting.  The 
project has some kind of connection 
to the human-environment-urban 
nexus, which can be broadly defined.  
My main requirements for service 
learning are that the students work 
on an actual project (they are not 
allowed to do administrative work, 
fundraising, etc.) and that the project 
itself have some direct relevance to 
environmental issues in Austin.  Once 
the project is completed, the students 
write a paper on their non-profit, their 
project, how that project relates to 
course material, and what they believe 
they learned from it.  The students 
then make short group presentations 
of their project to the class.  This 
creates a hear-do-write/talk loop, 
where the fieldwork becomes central 
to the learning loop.

When choosing to use service learning 
in a course, the professor can decide 
exactly what range is appropriate 
for his or her own course.  We 
need not limit ourselves other than 
to make sure the project directly 
relates to some goal or objective 
of the course, and we are free to 
define the boundaries of the project 
as necessary. That is the nice thing 
about service learning: there are 
many people and groups working on 
sustainability initiatives, all across the 
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the course objective related to 
understanding ecosystems and 
human modification of ecosystems.

Thus, the kinds of projects we can 
use for service learning can be wide-
ranging.  The key element is to tie the 
project into course objectives, and that 
means building time for reflection into 
the syllabus.  Reflection does not just 
mean thinking about what you did, it 
means thinking about what you did 
that illustrates some course objective.  

There are various ways to do this, 
including assigning a substantial 
paper over the course project detailing 
exactly how their project related to 
one of the things we discussed in 
class.  The reflection component 
might include something like this from 
my own syllabus:

Application of your experience
Grade percentage: 40 percent. 

Essay 
This is where you get to think about 
your project and relate it back to 
larger concepts of the course. 
Please include a couple of pages 
addressing the following questions:

1. Given your work on the project, 
what effect did your work 
have on the problem (that 
is, how did it help solve the 
problem or address the effects 
of the problem)?  What kind 
of effect  did you have (was it 
based on individual change or 
group change? Policy change 
or dealing with the effects of 
present policy?)

2. Did your work address the 
material, the ideal, or some 
deeper mix?  How?  Again, 
relate this back to what we 

Working on waste policy with a local 
non-profit. 
One year several students worked 
on a project with this group that 
led some major local high-tech 
companies to change their waste 
systems, and begin to recycle 
computer parts rather than 
dump them in Asia.  The project 
illustrated the course concept of 
industrialization, consumerism and 
social inequalities.

Rehabilitating badly used lands or 
parcels in the urban area with native 
species. 
Another kind of project many 
students enjoy is really “getting 
their hands dirty” by rehabilitating 
badly used lands or parcels in the 
urban area with native species 
and stone work in order to retain 
water (again, a key need in a 
drought-prone area) for that parcel 
or the watershed of local creeks.  
That project fit in very well with 
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did and how that relates to one or 
more specific course objectives.  In 
this way, the “hear-do-talk” loop 
creates a much deeper knowledge 
and understanding of the issues and 
solutions involved with sustainability.

Conclusion

Service learning for sustainability is 
a way to do all three things service 
learning does so well: teach course 
concepts, help out local communities, 
and reinforce academic concepts with 
on-the-ground active learning.

Used properly, service learning is 
active learning at its best.  Students 
hear and talk about concepts in class, 
they work on a specific project that 
addresses or illustrates one of those 
concepts or course objectives, and 
then reflect upon their action by tying 
it to course concepts.  The “hear-do-
talk” loop allows students to learn first 
hand how to address issues related 
to sustainability, in a structured 
manner that can lead to more active 
community engagement in the future.  
Some of my students have gone on 
to later work with the non-profit they 
conducted service learning with, and 
many more have told us that seeing 
how their actions affected other 
people, the city, and the planet gave 
them a sense that sustainability is a 
goal we can reach, rather than simply 
an idea we can preach.

talked about in class – the 
treadmills, ideals, policies, etc.

3. Did your work give you a sense 
of personal satisfaction?  Why 
or why not?  (Discuss anything 
you did during your service 
work that made a particular 
impression on you).  What 
might you suggest to the 
non-profit for future work that 
would either increase or create 
greater personal satisfaction 
for future volunteers?  Did your 
work on this project give you 
any ideas about whether you 
might want to do this kind of 
work for a career?

4. What other possible policies 
might be useful in addressing 
this issue?  Given your work 
with the non-profit, how might 
government policy be created 
to either deal with the same 
issue, work with the non-profit, 
or somehow help address the 
issue?

Student Presentations
1. Student presentations to their 

fellow students, using multi-
media sources and explaining 
#2 above.

2. Student presentations 
to symposia, academic 
gatherings, etc.

3. Tables and poster 
presentations at events such 
as Earth Day, where students 
can talk with each other or the 
public outside of the classroom

4. A short 10- minute video 
presentation of the project and 
#1 and #2 above

There are other ways instructors 
will think of that allow students to 
reflect on their experience, but the 
whole point is to get them explaining 
to themselves and others what they 
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