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Introduction 

 
Service learning is an approach whereby students provide assistance to a community-based agency 
and use their experiences to strengthen and deepen their understanding of the course material.  
Service learning has been conducted at Gavilan College for some time and been infused into over a 
dozen different courses.  The current study examines the potential effects of a sample of service 
learning courses on student success.   
 

 
Methods 

 
In order to better understand the effect of service learning on student success, service 
learning sections were compared against non-service learning sections of the matched 
courses offered in the past.  Student performance data from a sample of service learning 
courses was compared against data from matched courses offered prior to the infusion of the 
service learning approach.   
 
Student success and retention rates and grade point averages were obtained for select 
courses and their comparisons for the past six academic years.  The pre-comparison courses 
were matched to the post courses on instructor, time, and location.  GPA was calculated with 
the use of a 4 point scale.  Success rate is the proportion of students enrolled in a class at 
census who completed the class with a C or above.  Retention is the proportion of students 
proportion of students enrolled in a class at census who he received a grade of some kind. 
The data was collected from 38 sections with a total of 635 students (See Table 1 below).   In 
order to compare the student performance from pre and post intervention courses, a series 
of t-test were conducted.   
 
 
Table 1: Number of students comparison.   
Course  Title  # students

HIST 3  History of California 136

GUID 530   Job Readiness 202

AJ/CMUN/POLS/PSYC 6  Intro Conflict Resolution 297

Total  635
 
 

Findings 
 
Success and retention comparison  
Success rates from service learning courses were compared against success rates from previous 
sections without service learning requirements.  Table 2 shows decreases in success with the onset 
of service learning.   Table 3 showed a similar pattern with retention rate.  If fact when tested, 
courses that were pre-infusion of service learning had significantly lower (p=.013) retention rates as 
compared to those that used service learning.   
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Table 2: Mean comparison of success rates. 
Course  Pre (mean)  Post (mean) P‐value

HIST 3  .34 (38)  .34 (98) .953

GUID 530   .49 (162)  .45 (40) .624

AJ/CMUN/POLS/PSYC 6  .57 (65)  .47 (232) .178

Total  .49(265)  .44(370) .168

 
 
Table 3: Mean comparison of retention rates.   
Course  Pre (mean)  Post (mean) P‐value

HIST 3  .68 (38)  .65 (98) .732

GUID 530   .81 (162)  .75 (40) .443

AJ/CMUN/POLS/PSYC 6  .85 (65)  .73 (232) .037

Total  .80(265)  .71(370) .013*
* Significant at the p<.05 level.   

 
 
Grade Comparison 
The grades of students from service learning courses were compared against students’ grades from 
previous classes without service learning requirements.  The results indicated that all courses had a 
lower grade point mean after the infusion of service learning.  When combined together, these 
differences did not reach a significant level (p=.370) 
 
 
Table 4: Mean comparison of grade point.   
Course  Pre (mean)  Post (mean) P‐value

HIST 3  1.65 (38)  1.56 (98) .801

GUID 530   2.08 (162)  2.03 (40) .887

AJ/CMUN/POLS/PSYC 6  2.24 (65)  2.06 (232) .482

Total  2.07(265)  1.93(370) .370

 
 

Summary 
In an effort to examine the effectiveness of the service learning program, a comparison study 
was conducted on student performance.  Prior to a discussion of the results, some limitations 
of the data need to be acknowledged.  Firstly, the courses examined were only a sample of 
the total service learning courses offered.  Another area of potential weakness in this study 
was that it employed a historical comparison.  For example, the more recent courses may 
have qualitatively different students as compared to the pre-service learning courses.     
 
While acknowledging these limitations, the findings seem to agree student performance has 
dropped in this sample of service learning courses.  In fact, student retention was significantly 
lower in courses that infused service learning.   These differences, however, were not as 
pronounced in student grade comparisons.   
 
While student performance is an important outcome of the service learning approach, 
student personal, academic, and professional growth is emphasized.  Students are given the 
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opportunity to delve deeper into the content through their experiences, while serving and 
learning about their community.  Indeed, previous studies conducted by this office found that 
students reported gains in each of these areas (Service Learning Report, 2009).  Focus groups 
also confirmed these results.    
 
These differences are surprising and suggest the need for further study.  It may be that 
students who elect to participate in a service learning course are different from those who 
choose not to enroll in a course of this kind.  Or it may be that the additional requirements 
which are a part of the service learning course, are contributing to these differences.  Further 
study is needed to understand, why these self-reported changes are not translating into 
improved performance in the course.   
 
 


