Elements of Good Practice in Community Service: From Charity to Advocacy

Community Service (or more precise term, “Service Learning”
) is recommended as one of the five essential learning experiences in the Curriculum Reform (CDC, 2002). It is also advocated as key strategy in promoting positive values among students in Moral and Civic Education
. The Curriculum Development Council recognized that the real-life, authentic nature of community service would provide valuable Life-wide Learning opportunities for our students to develop civic responsibility and empathy. According to recent survey, around 80% of schools (80.5% primary; 93% secondary) organizes community service activities for their students
. Despite the relatively high percentage, like other life-wide learning activities, there are some concerns from educators regarding the quality of student learning in the unique experience (Wong, 2004; 李榮安 2003) -Do our students learn anything in community service?

In summary, some concerns and criticisms on the schools’ current practices are listed as follows (Wong, 2004):

1. Too charity-focused

2. Avoidance to political aspects

3. Lack of real perspective transformation and in-depth reflection

4. Lack of links/ integration between academic subjects and service

5. Clarifying the working partnerships between schools and NGOs/ service agencies, without indoctrination.

1. ‘What to Learn in Community Service?’
Wong’s observation holds some waters in terms of his assessment on the current school practices in Community Service and in his research paper, he argued for an advocacy model that integrates with the formal subject curriculum would yield better impact in learning. His zealous appeal of ‘learn more’ has indeed inspire our thoughts on how far Community Service could do in terms of deepening students learning. However, in order to strike the balance correctly, we need to go back to the fundamental line – i.e. Community Service itself is already the learning objective. Such bottom line could lead to a whole list of possible learning goals for students, such as ‘learning how to serve’, ‘learning where could I serve, both now and then…’, and ‘learning why to serve’ in our community. As the CDC’s BECG Booklet 6 cited, in a long run the experience is often “the seedbed of our future society leaders” (p10). Building on this point, charity-focused practice should not be unfairly counted as shortfall, but instead it is the core of Community Service in school curriculum. I think that most schools are grasping this subtle point quite well by focusing directly on civil responsibilities and life-long habits of caring and participating charitable/community activities. From there onwards, related positive priority values
 behind Community Service, such as caring, respects, responsibility, would effectively cultivated alongside. This type of learning-by-doing mode may not seem logical enough for constructivists; for them, the whole process from ‘action to attitudes’ sounds like magic that bypasses solid conceptual building. In fact, according to our anecdotal evidence with a number of schools, is that conceptual building happened mostly later, as reinforcement
, either in the form of organized reflection, or even reflection after months of community service experience. Such so-called ‘reinforcement’ often includes drawing very simple conceptual inference from their observation about the needs of the social aspects and their feelings upon these needs (CDC 2002, p10). The actual desirable impact or transformation usually rests on their positive attitudes towards community service in the future (Skinners, , Gagne ). 

Other than positioning ‘learning to serve’ as the core objective, as many practitioners recognized, Community Service in fact opens the door to the multi-faceted learning we want for our students, depends on individual programme design. According to a survey of 79,000 schools in United States, the most popular reason for promoting Community Service was to enable their students to become active members of the community (53%) (National Centre for Education Statistics, 1999). [See Table below]



Fig1

	Reason for promoting Community Service
	Percentage (%)

	To help students become more active members of the community
	53

	To increase student knowledge and understanding of the community
	51

	To meet real community needs and/or foster relationships between the school and surrounding community
	48

	To encourage student altruism or caring for others
	46

	To improve student personal and social development
	26

	To teach critical thinking and problem solving skills
	19

	To increase career awareness and exposure among students
	18

	To improve student participation in and attitudes toward school
	16

	To improve student achievement in core academic subjects
	12

	To reduce student involvement in risk behaviors
	10


The finding shows the multiplicity of areas that would benefit students in their learning throughout the ‘learn to serve’ process. It could be summarized as three categories
: [See diagram below]

(1) Curriculum-based knowledge - about the community that links with the school curriculum content (e.g. General Studies on caring elderly)

(2) Issue-based Knowledge – about the related social issues/ scenarios (including problems, strengths or controversies…)

(3) Action-based knowledge (e.g. organizing a variety show for elderly)

We could also observe that students could cultivate effectively attitudes (e.g. attitude towards schools) and generic skills (e.g. problem solving, communication) in Community Service. Finally, the positioning of ‘Learn to serve’ in the center is crucial both conceptually and practically, so that our priority could be much clearer and teachers’ effort would not be diffused. 

Fig 2: Learning in Community Service Experience








2. Could We Avoid Politics in Community Service?

“On 28thMarch, 2004, over 200 service-learning supporters participated in first-ever Service-Learning Advocacy Track at the 2004 National Service-Learning Conference in Orlando, Florida. The track was an in-depth series of workshops designed to prepare service-learning supporters (including students) to become effective policy advocates for service learning. The contents include how to write influential letters, organizing campaigns, etc.” ( )
There are some research commented that most schools in Hong Kong avoid political aspects during community service and this explained the popularity of the Charity Approach in service learning (Wong, 2004). It is often argued that deeper learning could occur if students were challenged to take a more active role in pursuing social justice and betterment of the environment, or in his terms, an advocacy approach towards Community Service. Social actions in real life issues are undoubtedly powerful in terms of its impact on young people but the question is that to what extent and in what capacities do our schools could possibly promote Community Service through advocacy model?

It is worth pointing out that most of these concepts of ‘social actions’ in education are adopted from overseas, especially U.S., of which they belong to mainstream liberal/ social democratic movements. However, Hong Kong has a very different cultural/ political profile, in both systemic and historical sense. In this sense, the total transfer of the idea of promoting social actions (e.g. Service Learning Advocacy Track in US, see quotation above) would remain questionable. Secondly, the Advocacy Approach for social justice should only be implemented when there were issues that really require social actions, out of the concrete service learning experience and this ‘urge for further actions’ should come from students, not from the teachers or organizations, which may have pre-meditated plans. There are also some concerns that the approach may encourage students to make pre-matured judgment and to launch hasty actions, from ‘snap shot’ observation, and /or interviewing several people.  In avoiding this danger, teachers would need more time and intense mediation to carry out in-depth studies and to evolve consensual decision about what exactly the actions
 should be with their students. This is often proved not feasible within the tight curriculum schedule, which is usually firmly fixed in advance. Perhaps, the above concerns explain why most schools took the basic way to promote Community Service and concentrated their effort in cultivating positive culture of charity and serving among students and at the same time, when appropriate organized voluntary extra-curricular groups/societies for in-depth interest development. The issue is more about quality assurance of Community Service and feasibility, rather than any deliberate avoidance of politics by schools.

3. How deep should students reflect?

The depth of reflection depends on the following three key variables: Learners’ capability, time spent and the ‘degree of disorienting dilemmas’. Learners’ capability in applying critical thinking in the situation is more than just skill acquisition/ application. It touches the dual/ multiple nature of student role as observer, inquirer and at the same time as server. To be a good observer and a good inquirer, students need to have sufficient related experience and training in sensitizing their senses and enhancing their appetite of knowing new/ ‘interesting’ things (i.e. degree of curiosity). This capability is proved to be very difficult even among adults
 or teachers. (e.g. One enthusiastic principal recognized the problem among her staff and students. So as in the continuous staff development, she took the ‘train the trainer’ approach to ask small groups of teachers to walk along different trails in Hong Kong and required participants to observe carefully/ insightfully on their way and encouraged them to ‘search’ their feelings or immediate response upon these observations and briefly recorded in notebooks/ tapes, either in drawing, words…and these teachers run similar training activities with their students). It was sometimes known as a form of ‘Experiential-Reflective Intelligence’
 (Perkin, 1995), which refers to the abilities to draw direct, context-specific knowledge out from a concrete experience and at the same time shows capacities to take a mental step back and observe our own effort/ actions to achieve a goal. 

The ‘Learner’s capability’, together with the other two variables usually interact with each other to shape the quality of reflection of the service learning experience. ‘Degree of disorienting dilemmas’ refers to the extent of controversial issue or reality confronted towards students, which would probably cause cognitive dissonance and self-sustainable, multi-perspective debates. However, even for highly controversial issue, assisted interpretation should be needed for ‘novice reflectors’ to enable appreciation of the complexity behind socio-political issues. It is always easy to criticize the quality of reflection without taking the contextual variables into consideration:

· How long is the ‘exposure’, preparation or /and the reflection itself? 

· How old are the participants and what is their prior experience in Community Service? 

· How controversial or significant are the issues emerged that would make great impact on participating students which leads to deep reflection and personal transformation of attitudes?

Most teachers know perfectly well that reflection should not stop at the level of sharing feelings and experiences, and should move towards deeper thinking and exploration on the root cause of the service needs and emerged issues. However, they would be equally aware of the danger of pushing the reflection ‘too far down the road’ from just ‘snap shot’ service learning experience.

4. What is the Orthodox Approach to Community Service?

Many educators advocate that Community Service should be integrated into the formal curriculum. The benefits of integration are indeed very clear. For example,

· Widening participation

· High stake

· More emphasis on learning

· More structured resource organization (both human and physical)

However, like other key reform elements, the implementation of Community Service has to be unarguably school-based. With different ethos, traditions and other contexts, schools would have to make professional judgment in positioning Community Service under the curriculum framework. Leadership needs to identify their strengths and create some favorable conditions before ‘jumping into the water’. Schools may also need to decide in which way they could ‘try out’ service learning, most probably in a ‘heretic’ but much simpler version to experiment. According to numerous experiences in conducting educational change worldwide, schools would take years, rather than months to reach certain level of quality and stability. Furthermore, even if the service learning is well integrated into the academic subject curriculum
, there may be a problem of assessment. Strong assessment system is sometimes argued to yield better motivation, but at the same time it may also encourage students to adopt a ‘double standard approach’ towards individual tasks that carry more marks in the service learning experience. For example, in a variety show entertainment show for elderly, if the write-up of the end report/ reflection carries 40 marks and collaboration only 10, the overall pattern of student behaviors would skew towards individualistic and lower level of engagement during the visit, since how you write the report/ reflection would matter more. On top of this problem, it may also sound contradictory in terms of the purpose that Community Service’s aim is to nurture long-term, whole-hearted values on civil responsibility and empathy, but strange enough in some extreme cases, it relies solely on extrinsic rewards to motivate students, irrespective to students’ real feeling towards it. My reflective question is that whether the inclusion of assessment would encourage hypocrisy? After all, integrating Service Learning into the formal curriculum and assessment always raises these debates, the rule of thumbs for educators is again about striking the right balance between intrinsic and extrinsic drive.  

A Framework of Good Practices: From Charity to Social Advocacy
‘In what way do schools implement Community Service?’ A framework of different types of good practices is constructed for schools/ teachers to make reference/ adopt flexibly in their own contexts. Over here, we proposed three level (or ‘types’) of good practice in Service Learning, depending on the pre-set purpose:

· The First Layer of good practice – Charity-oriented Approach to Community Service

· The Second Layer of good practice – Social inquiry Approach to Community Service

· The Third Layer of good practice – Social advocacy Approach to Community Service

The chosen word ‘level’ is used, which mainly refers to the ‘level of difficulty’ and ‘resources demands’ in organizing the Community Service. In a sense, higher levels require more favorable conditions to make things happened. The lower-level approach works well in large-scale campaigns/ programmes. During planning, teachers should consider factors such as purpose, intention/ learning objectives, age group, curriculum links/ entry points and existing partnership networks. The framework used the six elements identified by Eyler & Giles (1999) and some other key themes identified by Wong (Wong, 2004), namely:

· Placement quality

· Application 

· Reflection (written and discussion)

· Diversity

· Community voice

· Perspective Transformation

· Engagement and curiosity

The charity-oriented approach refers to school practice that enables students to become responsible citizens. The approach is strong in encouraging personal contribution via direct participation. Although the potential of student reflection is limited, the beauty of the approach is its effectiveness and simplicity (e.g. MCE & LWL website for organizational details). It usually happens in larger-scale and expected more teacher-directed mediation in pedagogy. Since it possesses more control for teachers, it is found to be suitable in lower age groups or starters in community service learning. 

The Social inquiry approach is more in-depth in terms of student learning and service. The aim is to enable students to become reflective learners (and citizens). It requires high degree of critical thinking skills to reflect on the multi-perspectives of the identified issue out of the service learning experience (e.g. problem of elderly). Its strength is to encourage students to reflect on the root of social realities. Deeper reflection often starts off by questions such as ‘Would our service really help the issue in a long term?’ ‘What causes this pain-sticking social need, then?’ The approach could be integrated into formal curriculum as ‘project learning’ in General Studies/ Integrated Humanities/ Liberal Studies or other KLAs, when appropriate. The experience is usually taking a period of time both for service and exploration. Teachers are most often viewed as facilitator in students’ journey of ‘guided discovery’.

The social advocacy approach, mostly recommended by liberal education in the field, has its place to inspire teachers that learning with a strong, real-life social purpose to change the environment we live in, is indeed very powerful. Besides requiring strong commitment and effort from teachers and students, it also touches the most sensitive issue of the ‘perceived role of students’ in the mainstream political discourse. Teachers also have to be fully engaged and skillfully steered the project in order to avoid creating ‘false hopes’ or ‘over-expectation’ on issues when it turns out to be disappointing outcomes. In this approach, teachers usually expected to be collaborators/ critical friends in the process. Some schools may find that the approach is most suitable with older, experienced students and it should be better not to apply indiscriminately in every single service learning activities, otherwise it could offset schools’ key social role as ‘places for learning’, and towards becoming social advocacy services in the society. Students and teachers should also bear in mind that social actions do not necessarily mean high profile political acts, such as complaint letter to the Chief Executive. The social actions could well be as simple as setting up an interest group at schools as extra-curricular activities to serve the target communities in a long run, to recruit new enthusiasts, and to monitor the recent development of the identified social issue. 

The three-layered framework coincides with Gagne’s hierarchical conditions of learning. It starts with a ‘stimuli-response’, ‘learning-by-doing’ approach with simple conceptual reinforcement and reflection (1st Layer) and then it come to a more complicated inquiry approach with higher order reflection and conceptual building on the issues encountered (2nd Layer) (). Finally, it applies an emancipatory approach to yield strong personal transformation on learners’ world-view (3rd Layer). The layers of good practice are in ascending hierarchy: before one learner enters for service of inquiry approach, it would be best to undergo service experience in 1st layer (charity approach).

Fig 3: Framework of Good Practices in Community Service (Draft)

	
	1st Layer of Good Practice
	2nd Layer of Good Practice
	3rd Layer of Good Practice

	Nature of ‘service’ 
	Charity-oriented experience

‘Service to serve more’
	Social inquiry experience; 

‘Service to know more’
	Social advocacy experience

‘Service to act more’

	Learning aims
	A reflection on individual responsibility as citizens/ members of the community

(To become a responsible citizen)
	A systematic consideration of social problems/ issues

(To become a reflective citizen)
	An emphasis on socio-political actions to challenge/review the existing systems and values.

(To become an active citizen)

	Perspective Transformation
	Individual-focused mindset (i.e. ‘Me’)
	More Issue-based thinking (i.e. ‘Issue and me’)
	More system-focused thinking (i.e. ‘Systems and me’)

	Placement quality
	Usually ‘One-shot’ service with reflections on the process. 

Limited community impact
	A period of personal/ group involvement, often with some real-life impacts 
	Long-term personal/ group commitment with continuous social actions as social change agents

	Application

[Curriculum Links]
	With careful guidance and planning, students apply what they know or learned from the academic curriculum/ classroom (e.g. knowledge on elderly & welfare); though the ‘wash-back’ effect of the service experience into the classroom is less emphasized, maybe only discussed generally in debriefing sessions. (suitable for lower forms)
	Students connect effectively the service work and the knowledge gained in classroom and community contexts, usually under names or guises of academic projects, research, liberal/ general studies or social inquiries. Personal actions and applications are thoroughly discussed as individual action plans/ pledges.
	Besides the essential nature of social inquiry, students are doing the service with the capacity/ intention of creating further actions on the socio-political systems through continuous citizen advocacy (e.g. letters to follow up issues, peaceful lobbying, conflict resolutions in the community). 

	Engagement and Curiosity
	The major ‘hook’ of this approach is to let student to ‘feel special’ about the event and the service, by motivating students with a clear sense of aim and mission (What, How and Why) – ‘passion to care/serve’. Unnecessary repeat activities (e.g. selling flags) could be viewed a version of exploitation. Other strategies could be applied to engage and motivate students (e.g. awards, choice, responsibilities).
	To engage student in service learning experience under the social inquiry approach, the emphasis should be on ‘passion to know/ explore more through service’. Interactivity to identify different needs and voice is the main motivational drive of the participants. Like any project learning, choice, voice and responsibility are the spirit of good practice.
	Students, now as ‘social change agents’, engage in the activity through self-regulation and monitoring. With teachers’ facilitation, they are usually committed and develop sense of ownership (or even authorship) upon the matter. Emotional ties are easily observed among the participants. Teachers should act like critical friends who are dare to ask ‘good’ questions in the right time to avoid falling into ‘the trap of  sentimentalism’ during the process.

	Reflection
	Reflecting the experience on what they learned and observed through their service; often lead to positive   personal attitude changes (or feelings) towards community service. Less emphasis on concept building around the issue.
	Reflecting the experience critically in terms of multiple perspectives, dilemmas, values and the service itself; often lead to ‘multi-perspective’ cognitive style to analyse the issues and its disorienting dilemmas.
	Reflections are often not confine to the task of handling multiple perspectives/ views and develop new understanding, but also challenge individual/ group to take new appropriate actions that aims to make the environment/ systems better, may be at government policy level.

	Diversity in partnership
	More emphasis on partnering with different agencies (e.g. NGOs) in the community sector for charitable purposes. The relationship is best described as together with the service agencies, students serve the community (e.g. elderly). However, in order to eliminate the risk of indoctrination from outside partners, teachers play an important role of protect the ‘learners’ agenda’ when coming across agendas imposed from outside agencies.  
	No longer merely with service agencies, students are tended to focus on people with different backgrounds and value systems. The relationships between the students (as subjects) and the community (as serving objects) would become blurred and more interactive. Indoctrination is less likely to be happened since the agenda of the outside agencies are included as part of community voice in the social inquiry process. 
	The experience stressed the reflexivity in the whole partnership process as a vehicle to build social trust and justice. The role of ‘student’ in this sensitive socio-political context is critically explored – e.g. “As students, to what extent should we pursue the case/ issue?” Options of potential partners are also considered (e.g. parents, voluntary agencies). In some way, the mentioned ‘learners’ agenda’ is determined by the students and teachers together, in terms of forming an empowered social voice. 

	Community voice
	Quite often, it focuses on a particular social need, rather than ‘community voice’ and it would lead towards a unilateral, semi-prescribed list of citizen responsibilities (e.g. Clean HK, Elderly care). This ‘nice and neat’ approach is often applied in most government-led campaigns. 
	Appreciating different voice and needs from sectors (including authorities) is a key feature to develop a quality ‘multi-perspective service learning’ experience. Students are often required to be explicit and critical in the conflicts between different interest groups in a social issue related to the service. 
	The experience would not only help students critically & independently assess different voices and interests, they were able to examine the issue more holistically with discernment (e.g. existence of so-called ‘silent voice’, economical implications, media pressure) and help to suggest appropriate actions for social betterment.


Generally speaking, the need of nurturing our students to become responsible, reflective and active citizens is unquestionable. Each approach (or layer) is essential to students’ whole-person development towards good citizenship during their formal education. It would be desirable if too much emphasis on social advocacy that may cause possible deficiency in social cohesion and trust in our future society. On the other hand, with too much stress on charity and without the backup of reflective minds and appropriate social actions, our future society would be generally short of self-improvement determination and drive. 









Whole school Planning for Community Service

Whether incorporating the three approaches into a single programme or infusing the into the existing school subject curriculum (i.e. KLAs), our students certainly need to be entitled to certain level of exposures to different kinds of Community Service experience before they leave schools. According to the framework above, it is suggested that most students need a broad base of charity-oriented experience in Community Service and at the same time, schools should offer sufficient provisions of inquiry-oriented and advocacy-oriented learning opportunities, either through extended projects, extra-curricular activities or interest groups (e.g. social concern society), especially at senior forms. In addition, whole school planning is needed to ensure quality in student learning and organization efficiency. Partnerships with appropriate organizations always proved to be crucial in the success of Community Service implementation. Through Community Service experience, many research shows that student’s self-efficacy are enhanced, such that they will be more confidence in facing the socio-political complexity in later life.











‘Through contact with different sectors, students would develop interest or expertise in certain areas which are aspiring to them, and at the same time feel committed to help society to improve those areas, e.g. medicine, tourism, housing, social welfare. This is often the seedbed of our future society leaders.’ (CDC, BECG Bk 6, 2002)
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Fig 5: Pyramid of Community Service in School Curriculum





Fig 4: Community Service and Citizenship Education
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It refers to the learning that associated with the actions involved in the service or the preparation of the service (e.g. problem-solving skills, knowledge applied in logistics).
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It refers the learning that is in line with the requirements of the formal subject curriculum. (e.g. Caring Elderly, Our Local Community in GS, in Integrated Humanities, English KLA…)
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� Compared with 57% of public schools in US claimed to offer community service opportunities (US Department of Education, 1999)





� Priority values are listed in the Learning to Learn document (CDC, 2001)


� Students’ attention is mostly on the procedural knowledge (or ‘here-and –now’) of the service or the ‘contexts’ of the service.


� LWL Website: � HYPERLINK "http://cd1.emb.hkedcity.net/cd/lwl/net_cs/frontpage.htm" ��http://cd1.emb.hkedcity.net/cd/lwl/net_cs/frontpage.htm� (Experience among network schools in Community Service)


� The quality of social actions are often judged by (a) the degree of consensus, (b) the degree of appropriateness, and (c) levels of expectation on real impact/ response, (d) legality and safety. – It is not an exhaustive list.


� In ethnographic tradition, ‘Participant Observation’ is one of the most sophisticated research strategies in sociology and anthropology. The researcher, as the ‘tool’ of the research, needs to be skilful in playing two roles at the same time – researcher and participant.


� A hybrid form. Three dimensions of Intelligences advocated by Perkins: Neural Intelligence, Experiential Intelligence and Reflective Intelligence. 


� For example, Primary General Studies, Integrated Humanities, Liberal Studies or Cross-KLA projects.





� The term, “Community Service” refers as service offered to the communities, usually outside the subject’s own institution. It was used in most Curriculum Reform documents in Hong Kong. Although it does not emphasize learning as the goal, it is generally understood that community service in school curriculum naturally implies a degree of experiential learning and reflections. ‘Service Learning’, a notion which is quite popular in America, on the other hand, refers to the learning emerged from any service experience, including in-school service opportunities, e.g. being a school prefect/ peer mentor. However, for the sake of convenience, the two notions should be regarded as interchangeable.





� It is often asked how to explain the difference between ‘Moral and Civic Education’ (MCE) and ‘Community Service’ in the contexts of the Five Essential Experiences in the Reform, since both would help students’ value education. In short, most MCE activities aim primarily to develop students’ positive moral values and citizenship and they mostly include class period in a variety of guises (e.g. Life Education, MCE, Personal and Social Education), Morning Assemblies, theme-based talks, immersed part of KLA lessons and specific ECA/ LWL activities (CDI, 2003). The learning objectives of these activities are very clear to both teachers and students. On the other hand, Community Service itself is already the primary objective of its activities – to serve the community. However, through the experience of service, students would have opportunities to learn (a) related values and attitudes, (b) related issues, (c) participatory citizenship, as secondary learning goals. 











