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The reasons for and benefits of service learning are a source for constant scrutiny.  As with any theory that enters an academic field, it is questioned for its validity and usefulness. Although this form of learning, which consists of entering into the local community to write for, about, and with the community, is commonly used in other academic arenas such as anthropology and medicine, the addition of this educational form to a traditionally sterile learning environment has caused experts in the field to question the level of benefits, if any, the students as well as the community will receive. 
While those who oppose the benefits feel students are likely to take on a noblesse oblige perspective and neither their education nor the community will benefit, the advocates tout the observed benefits to the student’s intellect and the community groups that they work with. 
The university setting, particularly certain “core” areas such as English, history, and math, have received a certain level of distinction that required and permitted a separation-both physical and mental-from the surrounding community and society. The commonly referred to image of an ivory tower is still alive and thriving today, although it is being ? in certain fields. The level of normal discourse that occurs is placed upon a pedestal and compared to the perceived abnormal discourse taking place in surrounding communities, the university conversation is perpetuated as the perceived one. As Ellen Cushman states, “Because university representatives tend to esteem their own brand of knowledge more than popular forms of knowledge, they deepen the schism between universities and communities” (826). This viewpoint can then lead students to feel that their intellects are superior and by working with the community, they would simply be doing them a favor rather than receiving any form of reciprocal, mutually beneficial 
educational pursuit. Cushman states, “One limitation of service learning courses can be students’ perceptions of themselves as imparting to the poor and undereducated their greater knowledge and skills” (823). This critique is also mirrored by Ann Ruggles Gere and her colleagues in Cushman’s articles. They noted that, “their students often entered seeing themselves as ‘liberal saviors’ and that the structure of tutoring had the potential to enhance the students’ vision of the ‘savior’ role” (823).  

What, other than the idea of an advanced normal discourse, can perpetuate this criticism? The very places the students are entering to gain their educational experience. Following the idea of writing for, about, and with the community, typical locales for service learning projects are nonprofit agencies and community centers. These are typically associated with, among other things, charity work, and this can produce the feeling of moral and intellectual superiority since the students are being inundated with the level of conversation mentioned above as well as realizing they are not seeking the services that the patrons of these agencies are, and therefore, the students somehow have an upper hand and the people working or utilizing the community services should be appreciative of student aid. Laura Julier discusses this issue:

The rhetoric of sending students “out” into “the” community may, in some settings and course designs, confirm for students an insider-outsider understanding of academic purposes, and replicate condescending models of charity and missionary work that do more to undermine than to advance the goals of multicultural education and social transformation (142).

Overall, this concern of an insider-outsider perspective is a very valid concern. The purpose and intention of service learning is to provide a unique way to teach students the importance of writing along with incorporating unique learning experiences that will 

benefit the average student far beyond simply learning the constructs of writing an essay. But for service learning to be effective and considered successful, it must be a mutually beneficial experience, and the community that is being written about, for, and with must be benefited and teach the students as well. If reciprocal benefits do not ensue, the previously mentioned criticism occurs, but advocates of service learning state that with careful planning and preparation by the instructor, this calamity can be avoided.


So how can instructors accomplish this? The course must be carefully planned with the kind of service outcomes anticipated, supervised, and evaluated before, during, and after a service learning project. The emphasis must be on praxis, as discussed by Julier,  is “the movement back and forth between action and reflection, is a key component of service learning pedagogy” (134). One way to do this is to engage students in a number of questions about the meaning of the service as well as have them question what benefits and lessons they may be learning along the way. When students begin to critically analyze their means of attaining education and the constructs of the social structure (or whatever the focus of their project is), then their service learning experience will most likely be a success and benefits will ensue for everyone involved.

If done properly, the benefits are immense. Initially, the former held beliefs, or dichotomies, of insiders vs. outsiders, normal vs. abnormal discourse, expert vs. novice can be destroyed. The community agencies that the students are working with are benefited as well. For example, flyers can be written that advertise the available services of a community agency, giving the overworked staff some much needed assistance. Finally, just the benefits seen among students make this academic endeavor worthwhile. The ability to think critically and see things from multiple perspectives occurs. Attributes such as tolerance, leadership, confidence to make a difference, and perceptions of social problems also increases among participants. In addition, according to ? Dean, “researchers discovered significant positive correlations between service and student outcomes in all three areas they measured: civic responsibility, academic attainment, and life skills” (4). It has also been shown that while these skills and lessons are attained while the project is actually occurring, the participants carry these lessons into their post-collegiate years.

Service learning experiments can be very successful, or likewise, produce discouraging effects. The predisposition toward keeping students of English isolated in a classroom and away from a discourse with the community at large can be the precursor to some of the less than desirable results, but when successfully planned and observed, along with the right preparation for the students so they can be aware of the goals of the service, the benefits can be immense, and benefit the students, the instructor, and the community.

