
Service-Learning 
and the Framework for 21st Century Learning 
 
What is the “Framework for 21st Century Learning?” 
The Framework for 21st Century Learning is a unified, collective vision, developed by over 170 
educational stakeholders, that can be used to strengthen American education. The Framework 
focuses on six key areas: core subjects, 21st century content, learning and thinking skills, ICT 
literacy, life skills, and 21st century assessments. 
 
How does service-learning support this Framework? 
Service-learning is an educational strategy that involves students in meaningful service to their 
schools and/or to society, while engaging them in some form of reflection and/or study related to 
the service. Well designed service-learning projects connect with, reinforce, enrich, and 
enhance what students learn in the classroom by providing them with opportunities to apply 
classroom content and skills to address real-world problems. 
 
High quality service-learning projects are characterized by eight elements:  

• Meaningful service – Service-learning actively engages participants in meaningful and 
personally relevant service activities. 

• Links to the curriculum – Service-learning is intentionally used as an instructional 
strategy to meet learning goals and/or content standards. 

• Reflection – Service-learning incorporates multiple challenging reflection activities that 
are ongoing and that prompt deep thinking and analysis about oneself and one’s 
relationship to society. 

• Diversity – Service-learning promotes understanding of diversity and mutual respect 
among all participants. 

• Youth Voice – Service-learning provides youth with a strong voice in planning, 
implementing, and evaluating service-learning experiences with guidance from adults. 

• Partnerships – Service-learning partnerships are collaborative, mutually beneficial, and 
address community needs. 

• Progress Monitoring – Service-learning engages participants in an ongoing process to 
assess the quality of implementation and progress toward meeting specified goals, and 
uses results for improvement and sustainability. 

• Duration/Intensity – Service-learning has sufficient duration and intensity to address 
community needs and meet specified outcomes. 

 

 



 
Framework for 21st Century Learning Ways in which Service-Learning 

Enriches and Enhances this Area 

1. Core Subjects  
• English, reading, language arts 
• Mathematics 
• Science 
• Social Studies (civics, government, 

economics, history, geography) 
• Global Languages 
• Art 

(1) High quality service-learning projects are 
naturally connected to and reinforce 
classroom content and skills. 

(2) Service-learning projects give students 
opportunities to make their learning 
practical as they apply what they are 
learning in the classroom to real-world 
issues. 

(3) Research shows that students involved in 
high quality service-learning projects show: 
- moderate to strong gains on student 

achievement tests in language arts, 
reading, math, and social studies 

- Greater improvement in overall 
academic performance than students 
learning in the traditional way. 

 

2. 21st Century Content 
a. Global Awareness 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
b. Financial, economic, business and 

entrepreneurial literacy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(1) Depending on nature of the issue 

addressed by the service-learning project 
(e.g., world hunger or the civil war in 
Darfur) students engage in background 
research related to the issue, thus 
increasing awareness of that issue. 

(2) Service-learning involves youth from 
diverse backgrounds in working together to 
identify an issue, then designing and 
implementing a project to address that 
issue.  

(3) Research shows that students involved in 
high quality service-learning projects that 
involve them in working with individuals 
from other cultural backgrounds show 
gains: 
- in interpersonal skills (teamwork) 
- in their awareness of and appreciation 

for diversity 
 
(4) Depending on the nature of the service-

learning project, students may be engaged 
in activities that enable them to learn these 
skills by practicing them (e.g., an “Empty 
Bowls” project where they design and sell a 
product, with profits going a charity 
designated by the students). 

(5) Students can also be involved in Youth 
Philanthropy programs in which they raise 
and/or manage funds and make “grants” to 
other students and teachers for service-
learning projects designed to meet 
community needs. 



 
c. Civic Literacy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
d.  Health and Wellness Awareness 
 

 
(6) The skills associated with good citizenship 

must not only be learned, they must also 
be practiced. Service-learning gives 
students opportunities to apply civic 
knowledge and skills as they address real-
world issues in their school and/or 
community.  

(7) Research shows that students engaged in 
high quality service-learning projects 
develop a greater sense of 
school/community awareness and civic and 
social responsibility. 

 
(8) When youth select topics related to health 

and wellness issues, either in their school 
(e.g., problems related to bullying or 
smoking or substance abuse) or in their 
community (e.g., air or water pollution), 
connect these issues with what they are 
learning in the classroom, they have 
opportunities to become advocates for 
health and wellness issues in their school 
and community. 

(9) Research shows that students engaged in 
high quality service-learning projects:  
- Are less likely to engage in “risky 

behaviors” (e.g., substance abuse) and 
- Are more likely to be advocates for 

healthy lifestyles and behaviors 
 

3. Learning and Thinking Skills 
a. Critical Thinking/Problem Solving 

 
 
 
 
 
 

b. Communication Skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

c. Creativity and Innovative Skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(1) As youth go through the process of 

selecting a topic for their service-learning 
project and then designing and 
implementing it, then reflecting critically on 
what they accomplished, they are 
developing and practicing these skills. 

 
(2) Many service-learning projects offer 

students opportunities to develop their oral 
and/or written communications skills 
through presentations to peers, local 
officials, letters to legislators, and other 
adults, during and following completion of 
the project. 

 
(3) There is no “right” way to do service-

learning. Each service-learning project is 
unique. While the issue being addressed 
may be the same, students in different 
settings bring their own unique 
perspectives and use their own creativity to 
address the issue in different ways (student 
voice and choice).  

 



 
d. Collaboration Skills 

 
 
 
 

e. Information and Media Literacy Skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

f. Contextual Learning Skills 
 
 

 
 

 
(4) As students work together to select, 

design, and implement their service-
learning project, they develop and practice 
teamwork skills. 

 
(5) Background research for service-learning 

projects often requires students to use 
appropriate technology. 

(6) Service-learning projects may also offer 
students opportunities to make 
presentations involving the use of 
technology for peers and community 
groups. 

(7) Post-project presentations often involve 
using a variety of media – both oral and 
written. 

 
(8) The topics for service-learning projects 

grow out of issues/concerns students bring 
with them to class. By connecting these 
naturally with classroom content and skills, 
the teacher helps make learning relevant.  

(9) Research shows that students engaged in 
high quality service-learning programs are 
more engaged in their learning and 
become more engaged in school than 
students who learn in the traditional way. 
Through their involvement in service-
learning, students answer the age-old 
question “Why do I have to know this?” for 
themselves. 

 

4.  ICT Literacy (1) Background research for service-learning 
for service-learning projects often requires 
students to use appropriate technology. 

(2) Service-learning projects also offer 
students many opportunities to utilize 
technology in the preparation and 
presentation of information about their 
projects to a wide range of public groups. 

 

5.  Life Skills (1) Service-learning gives students real 
opportunities to develop and practice 
effective leadership skills, including 
- Performance character – diligence, 

self-direction, a positive work ethic, and 
self-discipline, and 

- Moral character – caring, respect, 
responsibility. 

(2) Research shows that students engaged in 
high quality service-learning  
- Become more self-directed 

 
 



- Develop personal and interpersonal 
skills, and 

- Become more responsible 
 

6.  21st Century Assessments (1) Service-learning lends itself naturally to a 
wide range of authentic assessments that 
focus on student competence (not what 
they have memorized, but on what they are 
able to do with what they have learned). 
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