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Developing Civic-Mindedness in Middle- and 
High-School Students Using Service-Learning

James Hopper, Sheila Stowers, Christy J. Brinkley, 
Olivia Smith & David Saarnio, Ph.D. 



What is the goal? 

“The goal of education is not to increase the 
amount of knowledge but to create the 
possibilities for a child to invent and discover, 
to create men who are capable of doing new 
things.” 

-Jean Piaget

 



Service-Learning
● Service-Learning improves:

○ Academic Achievement
○ Attendance 
○ Attitudes toward self, school, 

and learning
○ Behavior
○ Civic engagement
○ Social skills

(Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011; 
Conway, Amel & Gerwein, 2009; 
Scalise, Douskey, & Stacy, 2018)

● Generalizability
○ Across educational levels
○ Regardless of academic 

measures used (objective or 
subjective) 

● Additional Research Needed 
○ RCT’s 
○ K-12 students 
○ Using objective measures

(Conway, Amel & Gerwein, 2009; 
Yorio & Ye, 2012)



Civic Mindedness
Using service-learning to increase student civic engagement in their 
communities is effective (Kellshaw, Lazarus, & Miner, 2009). Additionally, 
students get the opportunity to practice problem solving, collaboration, and 
applied learning. 

In spite of the sometimes singular focus on high stakes testing, teachers are 
using service-learning to increase civic-mindedness and are finding success 
both inside their classroom and in their communities (Ponder, Veldt, & 
Lewis-Ferrell, 2011).  



Service-learning + STEM = Increased Civic Mindedness

● Project Based Learning (PBL) is common in a variety of 
classrooms and a great place to start

● Service-learning (SL) goes beyond PBL
○ Real Clients
○ Real Problems 
○ Real Chance for Failure and Success
○ Student Choice
○ Student Responsibility 
○ Student Reflection
○ Sophisticated Technology 



What does this look like? 
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Participants
● 73 Students 

○ 29 Middle school 
■ Mean age 11.2

○ 44 High school 
■ Mean age 16.5

Notes: Rural, Title I schools, Delta Region 



Data Collection Methods
● Surveys

○ 73 end-of-year surveys were 
administered to students

■ measured perceived impact 
of EAST

● Focus Groups
○ 12 focus groups

■ 8 high school
■ 4 middle school



Survey Results: Perceived impact of EAST on civic mindedness



Focus Group Responses
● Over 30 positive references were made to the community across focus 

groups
○ 18 of these references were mentioned outside of the question 

“What did you learn about your community from being in EAST?”
● These “Community” references focused on 2 main themes:

○ Community involvement
■ The students working with the community
■ The community working with the students

○ Community awareness
■ The students becoming aware of problems in the community

 



Sample Community Involvement Responses

● Focus Group Question: “What was your favorite part of being in 
EAST?”
○ “Community outreach, helping to solve the problems” – HS student
○ “You get to help others and your community” – HS student
○ “It’s easy to find ways to help the community” – MS student
○ “Helping the community and school”–MS student



Sample Community Awareness Responses

● Focus Group Question: “What did you learn about your community from being in 
EAST?”
○ “There are a lot more problems in the community than you think” – HS student
○ “A lot of problems that need fixed” – HS student
○ “We are more aware of the community’s problems than before” – MS student
○ “There’s more to fix than we think”–MS student



In Their Words

“I’ve always been a part of the community, but 
EAST taught me how to partake in the 
community to make changes for the better.” 

– H.S. Student

 



In Conclusion
Researchers, we need your assistance in furthering this line of 

research. 

● 25,000 students in grades 2-12 using technology to solve problems in 
their communities. 

● Evaluation of program in general 
● Follow up studies focused on quantitative outcome measures
● International Association for Research on Service-Learning & 

Community Engagement Conference ( Oct 23-25, Albuquerque, NM)



In Conclusion
Teachers/Administrators, challenge your students and teachers to 

spend some time engaged in service-learning. 

● Start small, pilot the program
● Find a teacher that is willing to try something new in their classroom
● Suggest one client, one problem, pitch multiple solutions, select one 

winning pitch and then implement as a class
● Give students and the teacher a chance to reflect and share 
● Work with local and national groups, EAST, 4-H, CNCS. National 

Youth Service Council, 
● National Service-learning Conference April 14-16, 2019 (NYLC.org) 
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Arkansas State’s Office of Behavioral Research and Evaluation can be reached at OBRE@astate.edu. 
EAST can be reached at EASTinfo@EASTstaff.org, or www.EASTinitiative.org.  

James Hopper can be reached at James@EASTstaff.org or 501-371-5029.

@theEASTinitiative fb.me/EASTinitiative @EASTinitiative
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