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Traditional vs. Critical Service-Learning: 
Engaging the Literature to Differentiate Two Models 

Tania D. Mitchell 
Stanford University 

There is an emerging body of literature advocating a “critical” approach to community service learning 
with an explicit social justice aim. A social change orientation, working to redistribute power, and devel-
oping authentic relationships are most often cited in the literature as points of departure from tradition-
al service-learning. This literature review unpacks these distinguishing elements. 

A growing segment of the service-learning litera-
ture in higher education assumes that community ser-
vice linked to classroom learning is inherently con-
nected to concerns of social justice (Delve, Mintz, & 
Stewart, 1990; Jacoby, 1996; Rosenberger, 2000; 
Wade, 2000; 2001; Warren, 1998). At the same time, 
there is an emerging body 
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ical thinking skills than their non-service-learning 
counterparts (Astin & Sax, 1998; Densmore, 2000; 
Eyler & Giles, 1999; Kezar, 2002; Markus, 
Howard, & King, 1993). Due largely to this evi-
dence, service-learning has emerged on college and 
university campuses as an effective practice to 
enhance student learning and development. But 
some authors assert that, “to suggest that all forms 
of community service equally develop an ethic of 
care, a flowering of a mature identity, and advance 
our understanding of community is misleading” 
(Neururer & Rhoads, 1998, p. 329). 

There are examples in the literature where com-
munity service learning is criticized, labeled as 
charity or “forced volunteerism,” critiqued for rein-
forcing established hierarchies, and deemed pater-
nalistic (Boyle-Baise, 1998; Cooks, Scharrer & 
Paredes, 2004; Cruz, 1990; Forbes, Garber, 
Kensinger, & Slagter, 1999; Ginwright & 
Cammarota, 2002; Levinson, 1990; McBride, Brav, 
Menon, & Sherraden, 2006; Pompa, 2002; Sleeter, 
2000). Pompa (2002) explains her reservation: 

Unless facilitated with great care and con-
sciousness, “service” can unwittingly become 
an exercise in patronization. In a society 
replete with hierarchical structures and patriar-
chal philosophies, service-learning’s potential 
danger is for it to become the very thing it 
seeks to eschew. (p. 68) 

Robinson (2000a) concurs, boldly stating that ser-
vice-learning as a depoliticized practice becomes a 
“glorified welfare system” (p. 607). Without the 
exercise of care and consciousness, drawing atten-
tion to root causes of social problems, and involv-
ing students in actions and initiatives addressing 
root causes, service-learning may have no impact 
beyond students’ good feelings. In fact, a service-
learning experience that does not pay attention to 
those issues and concerns may involve students in 
the community in a way that perpetuates inequali-
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Figure 1. 
Traditional vs. Critical Service-Learning 

While individual change and student development 
are desired outcomes of traditional and critical ser-
vice-learning, critical service-learning pedagogy bal-
ances the student outcomes with an emphasis on 
social change. This requires rethinking the types of 
service activities in which students are engaged, as 
well as organizing projects and assignments that 
challenge students to investigate and understand the 
root causes of social problems and the courses of 
action necessary to challenge and change the struc-
tures that perpetuate those problems. 

Social change efforts “[address] tremendous 
inequalities and fundamental social challenges by 
creating structures and conditions that promote 
equality, autonomy, cooperation, and sustainabili-
ty” (Langseth & Troppe, 1997, p. 37). Service-
learning practitioners who want to move toward 
critical service-learning must find ways to organize 

community projects and work that will allow ser-
vice-learners to critically analyze their work in the 
community. Educators using a critical service-
learning pedagogy must support students in under-
standing the consequences of service alongside the 
possibilities—the ways service can make a differ-
ence as well as those ways it can perpetuate sys-
tems of inequality. O’Grady (2000) reminds us, 
“Responding to individual human needs is impor-
tant, but if the social policies that create these 
needs is not also understood and addressed, then 
the cycle of dependence remains” (p. 13). 

Rhoads (1998) offers some of the “big ques-
tions” that guide a critical service-learning 
approach: “Why do we have significant economic 
gaps between different racial groups? Why do 
women continue to face economic and social 
inequities? Why does the richest country on earth 
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have such a serious problem with homelessness?” 
(p. 45). If service-learning programs aren’t asking 
these questions or encouraging students to investi-
gate the links between “those served” and institu-
tional structures and policies, service-learning stu-
dents may never move beyond “band-aid” service 
and toward action geared to the eradication of the 
cycles of dependence and oppression (Levinson, 
1990; O’Grady, 2000; Walker, 2000). 

Critical service-learning pedagogy fosters a crit-
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learning pedagogy engages community partners 
actively to create and define the service-learning 
experience. Marullo and Edwards (2000) offer 
principles that should guide a service-learning 
approach with aims of social justice. In particular, 
the contention that “the resources of the communi-
ty should be developed and expanded as a top pri-
ority (taking precedence over the enrichment or 
gains experienced by the volunteers)” speaks to a 
service experience with a social change orientation 
(Marullo & Edwards, 2000, p. 907). 

The Classroom Component 

A critical service-learning pedagogy asks stu-
dents to use what is happening in the classroom— 
the readings, discussion, writing assignments and 
other activities—to reflect on their service in the 
context of larger social issues. “Such a vision is 
compatible with liberatory forms of pedagogy in 
which a goal of education is to challenge students 
to become knowledgeable of the social, political, 
and economic forces that have shaped their lives 
and the lives of others” (Rhoads, 1998, p. 41). 

Students must be encouraged to reflect on the 
structural causes and concerns that necessitate their 
service (Eby, 1998; Roschelle et al., 2000). 
Marullo and Edwards (2000) caution, “If students’ 
causal explanation of a social problem such as 
poverty, illiteracy, or homelessness points to flaws 
or weaknesses in individuals’ characteristics, it is 
quite likely that they have missed entirely the 
social justice dimension of the problem” (p. 903). 
Dialogue, reflections, and writing assignments can 
encourage the analysis that allows students to 
understand real world concerns and the systemic 
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not ‘irrelevant’” (p. 241). A social change orienta-
tion allows critical service-learning programs to 
look beyond immediate challenges to more com-
prehensive issues of our communities (Téllez, 
2000). A critical service-learning pedagogy moves 
beyond simply doing service in connection to a 
course’s academic content to challenging students 
to articulate their own visions for a more just soci-
ety and investigate and contemplate actions that 
propel society toward those visions. 

Working to Redistribute Power 

Traditional service-learning programs seldom 
acknowledge the power differences inherent in ser-
vice-learning experiences. Lori Pompa (2002) dis-
cusses the undergirding power issues in the tradi-
tional service-learning approach: 

If I “do for” you, “serve” you, “give to” you— 
that creates a connection in which I have the 
resources, the abilities, the power, and you are 
on the receiving end. It can be—while benign 
in intent—ironically disempowering to the 
receiver, granting further power to the giver. 
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Is service learning willing to participate in the 
unveiling and problematizing of the present 
reality of our society and to respond to the dif-
ficult, complex issues of inequity, oppression, 
and domination? Is service learning willing to 
make less-privileged people subjects and not 
objects? (p. 32) 

Hayes and Cuban (1997) introduce “border peda-
gogy” as a means to enable individuals to think more 
deeply about power relations and their experiences 
with privilege and oppression. “Border crossing 
serves as a metaphor for how people might gain a 
more critical perspective on the forms of domination 
inherent in their own histories, knowledge, and prac-
tices, and learn to value alternative forms of knowl-
edge” (Hayes & Cuban, p. 75). 

The very real power differentials in service-
learning relationships must be exposed in order to 
be critically analyzed and possibly changed 
(Varlotta, 1997b). Butin (2005) concurs, under-
standing service-learning pedagogy as “fundamen-
tally an attempt to reframe relations of power” (p. 
x). A critical service-learning pedagogy not only 
acknowledges the imbalance of power in the ser-
vice relationship, but seeks to challenge the imbal-
ance and redistribute power through the ways that 
service-learning experiences are both planned and 
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expected to show gratitude and appreciation for the 
service being provided. As a supervisor, the commu-
nity member may be in a position of providing direc-
tion to the service-learner, telling the individual (or 
several individuals) where to go, what to do, and how 
to do specific tasks. As supervisors, community 
members are sometimes asked to provide orientation 
and job training, verify service hours, and meet with 
students to give feedback and assess the students’ser-
vice. Finally, as teacher, we sometimes ask commu-
nity members to be their most vulnerable. The ser-
vice-learning experience asks that community mem-
bers teach us (and/or our students) what it means to 
be in their particular circumstance (be it homeless, 
“at-risk”, elderly, or illiterate). 

Preparation for the service experience and the 
varied roles students and community members will 
be challenged to fill must be clearly conveyed in a 
critical service-learning pedagogy. All participants 
must be informed and willing to engage in these 
service relationships if authenticity is to be devel-
oped. Susan Cipolle (2004) warns that “students 
are often unprepared for the service learning expe-
rience” and points specifically to a lack of knowl-
edge or understanding about the people served as a 
factor of student unpreparedness (p. 20). In my 
experience, students involved in service-learning 
either have not had the opportunity nor taken the 
time to explore the communities that surround the 
college or university campus. It is important to pro-
vide that opportunity for students, to give them a 
chance to learn about and understand the commu-
nity in which they will be working. But, this lack of 
knowledge is also true for the service site. Service 
agencies are often unprepared for service-learning 
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Long-term partnerships, where faculty and high-
er education institutions are engaged with the com-
munity, should be the goal of critical service-learn-
ing. A commitment to community development 
that is sustained and maintained benefits all stake-
holders in a critical service-learning experience 
and goes a long way toward developing authentici-
ty (Marullo & Edwards, 2000). A campus commit-
ment to partnership can funnel financial resources 
into a community, generate interest in and attention 
to issues facing the community, and break down 
town-gown barriers. Further, a long-term partner-
ship builds knowledge as the institution becomes 
more invested and involved in the community. This 
benefits the service-learning relationship as cam-
pus and community work together to define and 
develop critical service-learning experiences that 
effectively respond to community needs by utiliz-
ing the experience, expertise, and resources of the 
community, departments (programs or schools), 
faculty, university staff, and students. Campuses 
and communities can do more, through developed 
and authentic partnerships where trust is built and 
agendas shared, to implement programs, policies, 
and interventions that address root causes, trans-
form communities, and lead to sustainable change. 

The Classroom Component 

In the critical service-learning classroom, devel-
oping authentic faculty and student relationships 
provides a model for engagement in the communi-
ty. This is achieved by a commitment to dialogue, 
developing self-awareness, critical reflection, and 
building solidarity. 

Authenticity in relationships is dependent on dia-
logue and connection. Sustained and meaningful fac-
ulty and student exchanges are necessary to engage “in 
a cr
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require all of us for change to occur. 
Service-learning, Rhoads (1997) contends, is an 

experience “that brings students into a direct and 
significant relationship with others, and thus chal-
lenges students to consider a variety of significant 
issues about the self, such as a code to live by” (p. 
36). The critical service-learning experience forged 
with authentic relationships, challenges students to 
confront stereotypes and generalizations and leads 
to the development of a more caring self (Rhoads). 
Through these relationships, service-learning prac-
titioners hope that students will feel compelled to 
pursue further action on the issues they encounter 
in the service experience. At the same time, how-
ever, Bickford and Reynolds (2002) remind us, 
“Avoiding superficial encounters begins with the 
recognition, already in place among service-learn-
ing advocates, that one assignment, one semester, 
is not enough” (p. 234). Authentic relationships 
depend on a commitment to one another that 
extends beyond the last day of class. 

Conclusion 

In this review of a critical service-learning peda-
gogy, I have indicated that a social change orienta-
tion, working to redistribute power, and developing 
authentic relationships are the elements most cited in 
the literature to differentiate the practice from tradi-
tional service-learning models. Pompa (2002) sum-
marizes the critical service-learning approach as 
“becoming conscientious of and able to critique 
social systems, motivating participants to analyze 
what they experience, while inspiring them to take 
action and make change” (p. 75). Marullo (1999) 
predicts that a critical service-learning pedagogy 
will produce future activists and leaders committed 
to social justice. Critical service-learning advocates 
see the potential to transform generations and ulti-
mately society through carefully implemented ser-
vice-learning experiences. 

While the intentionality of a critical service-learn-
ing approach may be difficult to implement within 
the borders of institutions and a society that do not 
necessarily invite social change, the promise of this 
approach and the ethical obligations of the pedagogy 
require this be the next direction of service-learning 
programs. Schulz (2007) reminds us that “social jus-
tice cannot activate itself. Rather, it takes the con-
certed effort of interdependent stakeholders (com-
munity members, students, and instructors) to trans-
form social justice theory into service-learning prac-
tice” (p. 34). Developing experiences with greater 
attention to equality and shared power between all 
participants in the service experience and challeng-
ing students to analyze the interplay of power, priv-
ilege, and oppression at the service placement and in 

their experience in that placement will ensure that a 
critical service-learning pedagogy questions and 
problematizes the status quo. 
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