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Abstract

In this article, we argue that community engagement forms an essential part of preservice
teachers’ preparation. A curriculum that includes authentic learning experiences in
communities complements and completes a purely theory-based curriculum. Community
engagement prepares undergraduate students for the reality of teaching in diverse
communities and takes them out of their comfort zones. However, this can only be achieved if
the students perceive community engagement as a valuable and integral part of their
professional development. We describe preservice teachers’ perceptions and reflections over
a 7-year period during which a community-based project was implemented in an existing
module and developed into a service learning module. The project was embedded as an
integral part of the module and enabled application of theory taught in the lecture hall. Data
were generated by means of a questionnaire in Year 1 and supplemented by portfolios,
reports, and reflections in subsequent years. New insights from analysis of the data every year
shaped the planning of each successive year. Findings indicate that students perceived
community engagement as not only beneficial, but an essential part of their professional
development before they start their teaching careers. Based on these findings, we recommend
that community engagement projects be included in teacher education programmes.

Keywords: community engagement, academic service learning, course design, impact study, reflective
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Introduction and Context of Study

One of the goals of higher education is to prepare students to participate in civic life (Iverson & James,
2010). Several studies attest to the importance of community engagement (CE) for student learning (Billig
& Eyler, 2003; Boyer, 1996; Kolb, 2014; Kolb & Kolb, 2005), claiming that students’ involvement in
communities enhances their commitment and prepares them emotionally and socially to make a
contribution to society. Service learning is defined by the Council on Higher Education in South Africa (CHE)
as an operational component of CE providing:

a structured learning experience that combines community service with preparation and
reflection. Students engaged in service learning provide community service in response to
community-identified concerns and learn about the context in which service is provided, the
connection between their service and their academic coursework, and their roles as citizens.
(CHE, 2011, p. 76)

Westheimer and Kahne (2004) pointed out that academic service learning is an approach that universities
can utilise to strengthen democracy through education. It also reflects a university’s commitment to its
local community. Service learning enhances citizenship, and develops and tests personal and social
responsibility (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004) which, as Iverson and James (2010) pointed out, seem to be
development goals particularly relevant for student teachers. Service learning “compels educators and
students to analyse educational issues in interdisciplinary ways and to consider not only the cognitive
development of students, but also other facets of students’ development” (Billig & Eyler, 2003, p. 27).
Students understand the world outside the lecture hall better when they are able to apply theory to
practice and learn through real-life experiences.

Universities were developing social responsibility and community awareness amongst students through
community service programmes long before the White Paper on South African Higher Education policy
(Department of Education, 1997) called upon them to do so. Over the last decade, a “scholarship of
engagement” was promoted across South African Higher Education in official documents such as the good
practice guide for managing the quality of service learning by the Higher Education Quality Committee
(HEQC, 2006, p. 10). Academic Service Learning (ASL) was one response to the call for engagement.

ASL, as described by Furco and Root (2010), incorporates a community engagement project within a credit-
bearing module to provide students with authentic contexts in which to apply theory while simultaneously
working with community partners to address identified needs. This enhances student learning and creates
a meaningful symbiotic relationship between the university and local communities (Vickers, Harris, &
McCarthy, 2004).

In this article, we explore perceptions of preservice teachers in their second year of study at a South African
university, about their service learning experience. The study covers a journey of 7 years, during which we
gradually incorporated a community engagement project into an existing undergraduate module. The
project formed part of the compulsory module Language across the Curriculum, which focused on
preparing students to teach any subject across the school curriculum through the medium of English. The
rationale for the development of the module was embedded within an ecological framework of teaching:
the student teacher needs to develop language skills to function well as an individual, in the classroom, the
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school context, and the wider community (Dippenaar & Peyper, 2011). It required students to apply their
knowledge of English as medium of instruction to identify and overcome communication barriers between
educators and learners in their future classrooms. Students were introduced to language diversity, which is
part of the South African teaching context, and were encouraged to look for alternative ways to
communicate with learners from various backgrounds and languages.

According to Gibbons (2002, p. 119), language is learnt most efficiently in meaningful, authentic contexts.
This was the aim of incorporating a service learning project in the module. Students had previously never
been exposed to the social diversity of the communities where they were likely to teach. Based on student
criticism of the module as being too theoretical, we wanted to provide students with an opportunity to
develop language skills in an authentic social setting (Van Rensburg, 2007) and chose to do this through
integrating academic service learning and language development. The preservice teachers were required to
complete a 7-hour service learning project, which was extended to 15 hours after the first year, and then to
30 hours, based on students' and community partners' feedback. Student numbers were large; most were
non-native speakers of English who would have to teach in that language, and most of their prospective
learners were very likely to be non-native speakers of English.

The project was conceptualised when a colleague in the university’s Social Welfare department, having
noticed that learners who are not native speakers of English struggled with it as the official language of
instruction, suggested Education students join her students to work in a local primary school. A partnership
was thus formed between the two faculties concerned, providing Education students with an authentic
context in which to apply theoretical knowledge, gain a better understanding of teaching, and develop civic
responsibility (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996, p. 222).

Not all the Education students could be accommodated on this project and an additional project at a
nearby prison was introduced. Students tutored prisoners who were enrolled for the final Grade 12
examination. Students visited the prison weekly to tutor prisoners in various learning areas. In both
projects, students had weekly scheduled sessions and were transported there and back by bus. Each group
consisted of 60 students.

The rest of the class were allowed to find their own projects, subject to approval by the lecturer. Students
worked mostly at children’s homes, aftercare centres, or outreach programmes during the July holidays.
Students had to identify a teaching and learning opportunity in a community where they would be able to
apply and practise the communication outcomes of the module. They were expected to engage with a local
community, assist learners with their homework, and develop their own English proficiency while teaching
these learners English through games and activities. They were given an authentic context for learning,
which would simultaneously expose them to many culturally and linguistically diverse populations in South
African communities (Boyle-Baise, 2002; Pessate-Schubert, Thomas, & Lehman, 2006).

After the first year, we conducted a survey to determine whether the students and communities perceived
the inclusion of the project as beneficial and whether the preservice teachers had attained the learning
outcomes of the module. We thought that it was essential to find out how students perceived the
experience because it was important that they considered it worthwhile and were enthusiastic about it if
learners were to benefit (Human-Vogel & Dippenaar, 2012). The study was adapted and repeated twice
over the next 7 years, based on our findings.

The research question addressed in this article is as follows:

* How do preservice teachers perceive community engagement initiatives with regard to their
own professional development?
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Theoretical Framework

Service learning was defined by Furco (2001) as a pedagogy that introduces meaningful, community based
interactions into academic programmes to enhance academic learning, civic and social responsibility,
career development, and personal self-efficacy. Both quantitative and qualitative international studies have
found that academic service learning has positive effects on academic performance, values, self-efficacy,
leadership, choice of service career, and plans to participate in service after college (Vogelsang, lkeda,
Gilmartin, & Keup, 2002, p. 16). Service learning improves teaching efficacy, commitment to teaching,
service ethic of teaching, acceptance of diversity, and intent to engage and utilise service learning in own
classrooms (Root, Callaghan, & Sepanski, 2002). This study is embedded in the work of Furco and Root
(2010) who indicated that students’ “academic, civic, personal, social, ethical, and vocational development”
are positively influenced by the introduction of service learning in a programme (p. 16). They identified four
of these domains as especially noteworthy, namely, academic achievement, improved student engagement
and learning, civic responsibility and citizenship, and enhanced personal and social skills (Furco & Root,
2010). These four categories form the theoretical framework we used to analyse student perceptions and
to determine whether the students thought community engagement positively impacted on their
professional development as teachers.

Research Methodology

All the students enrolled for the module participated in the quantitative study (Table 1, n = 1084). In 2008
and 2009, the quantitative study was not conducted due to time constraints. However, qualitative data
were analysed over a 7-year period to determine the perceptions of preservice teachers towards
community engagement projects and service learning as pedagogy. Clearance was obtained from the
faculty ethics committee, attesting to the stringent ethical considerations of the study.

Data collection (Table 1).

At the end of the first year of implementation (2007) all students and site managers or student supervisors
on sites of participating projects completed questionnaires on the viability and benefits of the projects.
Every student completed a questionnaire on his or her own perceptions of the project, using a Likert scale
of 1-4. These surveys were completed again at the end of 2010 and 2011.

Table 1: Summary of Data Collection

Year Quantitative data Qualitative data Participants Sample size Reason

2007 Questionnaires Portfolios, Students 333 Determine
reflections, final perceptions about
presentations value of project

2007 Questionnaires Site 299 Determine viability

supervisors of project

2010 Questionnaires Portfolios, Students 414 Determine
reflections, blogs, perceptions about
final presentations value of project

2011 Questionnaires Portfolios, Students 337 Determine
reflections, blogs, perceptions about
final presentations value of project

Qualitative data were gathered through the students’ portfolios, reflections, blogs, and final presentations.
Students compiled a portfolio of evidence on the project where they described their experiences in
reflections and field notes on every session. Lecturer and site manager or supervisor notes on learner
participation, attitudes, and involvement of learners during each intervention were included. Students
described their own, personal experiences during the project. From 2010, students also created blogs,
which they included in their portfolios of evidence. These formed part of their final assessment for the
module.
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The students’ perceptions were categorised according to the identified categories of Furco and Root
(2010). Their perceptions on improving their own English proficiency, their social responsibility, career
development as teachers, and their own personal growth, were identified and highlighted. Quantitative
data were analysed by the researchers and the Department of Statistics of the institution. Conclusions were
drawn to determine the students’ overall perceptions of the value of the service learning projects.

Results
Quantitative data: Questionnaires.

Results, end of 2007.

The following graphs (Figures 1, 2, and 3) show feedback received from site supervisors and students.
Information is presented on the same graph to compare the results of site managers or supervisors with
students. The first question addressed the extent to which the site manager and student thought the
project made a positive contribution to the organisation. The second question addressed the extent to
which the site manager and student thought the student contributed to the successful outcome of the
project. The next question determined the involvement of the student for the full duration of 7 hours for
the project.

Figure 1: Extent of Project’s Contribution to the Organisation
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As seen in Figure 1, both students and site supervisors clearly indicated a positive contribution by the
project, while the site supervisors indicated an exceptionally positive contribution. Figure 2 illustrates the
contribution by the students to the positive outcome of the project. Results were very similar and both
students and site supervisors clearly indicated a positive to exceptionally positive contribution.
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Figure 2: Extent of Student’s Contribution to the Outcome of the Project
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In answer to the question of whether students were actively involved in the project, almost all students and
site supervisors indicated a definite or even an exceptional involvement by the students (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Involvement of Student over the 7 Hours
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Following that, the site supervisors and students were asked whether they thought the project was a
success (Table 2). They were asked whether they would be prepared to establish a partnership with the
institution with a view to having students participate in future projects of a similar nature to that just
completed. In addition, they were asked if student hours at the organisation could be extended in future.
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Table 2: Students’ and Organisations’ Responses (2007)

Yes: Yes:
‘i
Question Institutions Students
1. Do you think the project was a success? 97% 99%
5 Would the |nst|t-ut|<.)n be able to form a long-term partnership 95% 98%
with your organisation?
3 x\(/)?::l;—j; students be able to work at the project for longer 95% 98%

As seen in Table 2, almost all the site supervisors and students evaluated the project as a success. A
similarly high percentage of site supervisors and students expressed their willingness to establish a long-
term partnership with the university to continue the project. Most of the site supervisors and students
indicated that students’ hours could be extended. Based on the feedback, hours were extended in the
following year.

Results, end of 2010.

At the end of 2010, questionnaires were completed by all students enrolled for the module (Table 1). About
80% of the students spoke Afrikaans or an indigenous African language as home language. Of these
students, 96.6% said they valued service learning as an important part of their professional development.

Table 3: Results from Questionnaires (2010)

Statement Agree
1. I improved my own English proficiency through the project. 62.3%
2. My own communication skills in English improved through working on their projects. 65.9%
3. My own speaking and listening skills improved. 79.4%
4. My own reading and writing skills improved. 65.7%
5. | learnt more about interacting with learners. 93.3%
6. | made a positive contribution in the learner’s life. 82.1%
7. My learner improved in his or her academic performance. 78.4%
8. My learner’s English proficiency improved. 66.4%
9. My learner gained emotionally by participating in the project. 67.1%
10. | My learner was happy to see me. 81.8%
11. | | benefited by taking part in this project. 82.1%
12. | The project made a difference to my professional development. 78.0%
13. | I made a difference to the community. 89.1%
14. | The project should continue in future. 88.9%

As seen in Table 3, students indicated they had improved their own English proficiency and communication
skills by working on their projects. Their own speaking and listening skills improved more than their reading
and writing skills, which could be because of their oral interactions with learners. This gave them
opportunities to use English in authentic contexts. The students indicated they learnt more about
interacting with learners, which is the essence of being a teacher, and made a positive contribution in their
learners’ lives. Although they indicated that their learners’ academic performance improved, they thought
that their learners’ English proficiency did not improve as much. Emotional development on the part of the
learners was not the main purpose of the projects, however, the students indicated their learners gained
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emotionally by participating in the project, which was an added benefit. A positive aspect was that the
students perceived that their learners were happy to see them, which made students feel valued as
teachers and motivated them to go to the projects regularly.

The overall conclusion was that students thought they benefited by taking part in this project and that the
project made a difference to their professional development. Students perceived that they made a
difference to the community and the project should continue in future. Based on the data, the number of
hours was increased to 30 hours. Although these findings are only based on students’ and site supervisors’
perceptions, and these constructs were not objectively measured, perceptions are important because
positive experiences promote deep learning (Biggs, 1989; Kolb, 2014).

Results, end of 2011.

Questionnaires were distributed after all students had completed their service learning projects for 2011.
They were requested to complete questionnaires anonymously and hand them back during their final
presentations. Most students had never tutored learners before, but some had worked in a disadvantaged
community. This questionnaire aimed to address questions by the lecturers after reflecting on the module
at the end of the previous year. The questionnaire dealt with four sections: the demographics of students,
students’ perspective of the CE project, their perceptions of the CE project on learners, and the influence of
the module on students’ professional development as teachers. In addition, the students were requested
to reflect on the module itself. Questions relevant to this article are posed in Table 3.

Table 4: Students’ Perceptions of the Service Learning Project (2011)

Statement Agree
1. | The project has inspired me to do more community work after the module has ended. 89.27%
2. | was able to apply this practical experience to my theory-based modules. 94.47%
3. My tutoring helped learners to improve academically in the subjects | tutored them. 94.09%
4. My tutoring helped learners to improve academically in their other subjects. 77.88%
5. | The project has inspired me to remain in the discipline of Education. 92.21%
6. | This project made me a better teacher. 92.70%
7. | The practical component helps me to understand how to teach. 99.02%

From the data it was deduced that the experience reinforced the students’ desire to be teachers and to
serve their communities. The practical experience they had gained provided them with the opportunity to
develop their teaching skills that their theory-based modules did not allow. The dichotomy between theory
and practice in teacher training is a problem which is well documented in the literature (Darling-Hammond,
2006) and service learning could be a way to address this. As seen in Table 3, most of the students
indicated that the project had inspired them and made better teachers of them.

Qualitative data.

Results, end of 2007

All participants were asked open-ended questions on what they considered to be the most important
suggestions for future projects. Students perceived the project as beneficial and enjoyable. Almost
unanimously, they reiterated their suggestion for longer hours in the communities. However, students
indicated they did not think they were prepared for the project beforehand and suggested that students
should receive more guidance. To address this, assessment criteria were refined and clear guidelines were
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put together for students. The Unit for Community Engagement at the university was contacted to assist
with emotional, logistical, and practical preparation of students before going out the following year. The
contact time was extended as suggested by students and site supervisors. Community partners and
previous students were invited to lectures to explain the context and requirements of projects. Many
students volunteered to do extra hours, or to assist new students in the following year. These students
received certificates of commendation for their positive contributions.

Results, end of 2010 and 2011

Student reflections showed that students still felt unsure about aspects of the project. One assignment
required students to gather evidence as proof of the learners’ progress. They could choose their own
research strategy because they were working across a wide spectrum of projects with varying learner
demographics and needs. Some students decided to do a pre- and post-test, while other students provided
a written report of their observations of the learner. As part of their portfolio, they had to submit a
baseline assessment and contextual description of their learners. This was in the form of an assignment and
included their observations of the social, cognitive, and communicative context of their learners. They had
to plan a strategy that would result in progress for the learner and had to include all worksheets, activities,
and results in the portfolio. The final items in the portfolio were a written report and each student’s own
reflections of the project. Lectures were adapted as time was allocated to discuss difficult situations that
students encountered. Examples, such as the language barriers experienced by students, were used to
show how theory could be applied. During lectures, students discussed theory on language barriers and
brainstormed solutions in their own contexts. In 2011 and 2012, contact time was increased to 30 hours,
based on student feedback.

From the preservice students’ reflections it was clear that it was a moving experience for them to work
closely with learners. Student comments include observations such as:

* I never knew this would be such a changing experience.

e My learner was always glad to see me and taught me much about other cultures.

* My experience was life changing. | feel all students should have this opportunity.

e |learnt a lot about myself. | had doubts whether | could make an impact, but now | know | can.

* | have learnt so much: about patience, to prepare properly and to communicate with learners.

From 2010 onwards, students created their own blogs, which were included in their portfolios of evidence.
These blog entries displayed similar experiences. Overall, they felt they were better motivated and
prepared for their teaching careers. Students felt that the project prepared them to think on their feet and
to be more aware of societal issues and cultural demands. Other comments included an awareness of
professional and academic growth as well as opportunities for reflection and planning. Students felt they
were given opportunities to get to know themselves as teachers and to reflect on life. They were given
opportunities to interact with other students and to plan activities and interactions with their learners.

Discussion of Findings

The findings are now discussed in terms of the four categories identified by Furco and Root (2010):
academic achievement, improved student engagement and learning, civic responsibility and citizenship,
and enhanced personal and social skills.
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Academic achievement.

As seen in Table 3, students thought their English proficiency improved through their participation in the
project. This could be because all the projects were completed through the medium of English. Although
students thought their speaking and listening skills improved more than their reading and writing skills,
they thought their overall English proficiency had improved through the project, which was the main aim of
the module. Students could code-switch to a learner’s mother tongue where possible, but used English for
any activities or worksheets. As suggested by Van Rensburg (2007), students develop language skills in a
social setting. Most of the students’ time was spent talking to learners and explaining learning materials.

Although no single intervention was necessarily the only reason for students’ academic improvement, the
students’ perceptions were that the project gave them more opportunities to use English in an authentic
context. Developing English language proficiency was mentioned in most of the students’ reflections and
final presentations. The assessment opportunities in the module, which included oral presentations and
portfolios, were relevant to the students. They were able to develop their English proficiency skills in a
meaningful and authentic context (Gibbons, 2002, p. 119). They prepared for sessions, wrote reflections,
and compiled portfolios—all additional opportunities to develop their own skills. However, the students
observed that they did not make enough of a difference in their learners’ English proficiency. They realised
that more than 30 hours of teaching would be needed to improve their learners’ language skills.

Preparedness as teachers.

When looking at the data over this period, it became clear that students themselves felt they were better
prepared for their future careers by working in diverse communities (lverson & James, 2010). It was
interesting that a very high percentage of students (93.3%) indicated that they learnt more about
interacting with learners, which is what teaching is all about (Freire, 1970; Gass, 2013; Korthagen, 2004). In
all instances, students indicated that community engagement formed an important part of their
preparation as teachers. Although emotional development on the part of the learners was not the main
purpose of the projects, students felt valued and motivated as they perceived that their learners were
progressing. This was verified in their pre- and post assessments of their learners. They became immersed
in their teaching and enjoyed it, which enhanced their development as teachers (Billig & Eyer, 2003). Most
students thought that the module inspired them to be better teachers and explain concepts more clearly to
learners. They were actively engaged in their own development and learned more by teaching others.

Civic responsibility and citizenship.

Students developed a sense of responsibility and awareness of social and civic responsibility, which is an
important benefit of service learning (lverson & James, 2010; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). They thought
they had a positive influence on the overall academic progress of their learners and that the experience
prepared them to be better teachers. This was illustrated by the number of students who volunteered to
work more than the allocated hours on their projects, and their suggestions of more hours. Students were
taken out of their comfort zones and had to spend hours away from campus yet, in their presentations,
they emphasised the contribution they made to their learners’ lives.

The students showed pride in their learners and identified with their progress. Some students found it
difficult to withdraw from the learners when the project was over because the learners were always so
happy to see them, which made it difficult for students to leave. They worried that the learners might feel
abandoned and might not be able to sustain their academic progress. This is a significant finding because it
reflects on the professional development and developed sense of responsibility of the preservice
teachers—similar to the findings of Root et al. (2002). One of the challenges identified was the need for
more guidance for both students and learners to prepare them for the temporary nature of the projects.
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Enhanced personal and social skills.

Most of the students thought they benefited by taking part in this project and that the project made a
difference to their personal and professional development. This resonates with research that shows civic
engagement is beneficial to all parties concerned (Boyer, 1996; Bringle & Hatcher, 2005; Furco, 1996;
Lazarus, Erasmus, Hendricks, Nduna, & Slamat, 2004). Most of the students indicated that they made a
difference to the community and that the project should continue in future. Results from the 2011 survey
show that the overall feeling of the students towards the CE project was positive, and that they wanted to
be actively involved in community outreach projects in the future. They were able to apply the theory of
their other modules to this experience and learnt to work cooperatively. Students were exposed to
teaching-learning situations in diverse contexts, which prepare them for the world of work. They felt valued
and experienced satisfaction from helping others in meaningful community engagement projects (Human-
Vogel & Dippenaar, 2012).

Challenges Experienced

Although service learning projects have a positive impact on students, there are risks that need to be
considered in implementing such an intervention. Any situation where students are taken off campus
involves risk, which needs to be addressed in the initial planning. The challenges experienced in the
curriculum design of the module are monitoring of students, logistics due to high student numbers, time
constraints (one lecture per week), and students’ mother tongue, which is generally not English. An
additional challenge is that students need to be prepared to teach learners who are not mother-tongue
speakers of English.

Good monitoring of students in the projects ensured that students and communities benefited. Successful
partnerships with community leaders, site supervisors, and peer student monitors are essential: the
lecturer cannot monitor each student individually. Transport and funding are challenges that most
community engagement project managers have to face. There are many benefits to implementing service
learning projects, but they need careful planning and support for students and staff by the institution.

A very important finding was that a service learning project should be sustainable and longitudinal.
Unfortunately, projects are often dependent on the enthusiasm of individual lecturers and projects are
therefore not embedded into the undergraduate programme but often seen as an “add on”. We argue that
academic service learning should be an important part of the preservice teachers’ curriculum. More
research is needed on how to embed academic service learning into programmes in a way that it could be
sustained and supported.

Conclusion

In this article we argued that it is beneficial to include an academic service learning project in the
curriculum of preservice teachers because it prepares them for the reality of the classroom. The findings
were discussed in terms of the four categories identified by Furco & Root (2010): academic achievement,
improved student engagement and learning, civic responsibility and citizenship, and enhanced personal and
social skills. In the service learning project completed by the preservice teachers, they perceived that their
academic development was enhanced as they were able to apply theory to practice. They had the
opportunity to develop language skills in a social setting and learned more by teaching others. From their
feedback, it was clear that they developed civic responsibility and citizenship. They developed personally
and socially by interacting with their learners and their peers in authentic contexts. By implementing ASL
projects as part of students’ learning experience, the theory of teaching taught in the lecture hall was made
relevant and authentic. Student participation in these projects impacted positively on teaching and
facilitation of the module. Module objectives were met through constant reflection in authentic contexts.
The lecturer was able to facilitate the development of practical skills relevant to the teaching profession
and future workplace. The university aims to educate students in community outreach. This project
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provides an excellent opportunity for students to reach the outcomes of their programme and learn more
about wider communities. It is therefore argued that service learning should form an integral part of the
undergraduate curriculum in every Faculty of Education. It provides an opportunity to the institution to
participate in academic scholarship while implementing service learning in teaching and learning. Although
the projects were perceived by the preservice teachers as impacting positively on their learners and their
communities, further research has to be conducted to verify the perceptions of the learners and
community partners on sustained benefits for all parties concerned. Service learning is a reciprocal
intervention where community partners and institutions work together to the benefit of students and
communities.
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