
Prof. dr. Marjolein Zweekhorst
dr. Sarju Sing Rai
Evert van Grol, MSc

Training & Inspiration Session
Community Service Learning



PART 1
1. Introduction to Community Service Learning (CSL)

2. (some) theoretical background on service learning 

3. Experiences with CSL in the Netherlands 

PART 2
1. Design a CSL Course

2. Some elements to take into account if you plan a course with CSL

3. Service learning tools – Aurora Service learning Toolbox

4. Discussion in break-out rooms

Overview of today’s session
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PART 1
Introduction to CSL & examples 
from VU



• (Community) Service Learning (SL) is a form of education. 

• In SL, students use their academic skills to contribute to address society issues. 

• Students work in close collaboration with a society partner. 

• Continuous reflection by the student is key to the learning outcome of the 
student. 

• Reciprocity (co-creation / co-production) between the society partner and the 
academic partner is conditional for CSL.

Introduction to service learning 
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WHAT IS COMMUNITY SERVICE LEARNING?

Student 
Academic 

Skills 

Societal partner
Societal challenges

Lecturer
Interactive approaches

Reflection

Reciprocity



Theoretical background 

Kolb
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COMMUNITY SERVICE LEARNING @ THE VU



BROADER MIND

The VU Amsterdam wants to offer its 
students the opportunity to develop more 
broadly, from an academic, personal and 
social perspective: to equip students to be 
successful and play a meaningful part in 
this world.

=> Various projects that contribute to this aim !
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BROADER MIND FOR STUDENTS’: 
COMMUNITY SERVICE LEARNING

With Community Service Learning, students use 
their academic knowledge and skills to contribute 
to solving societal problems. By doing so, students 
are closely working together with societal 
partners. Reciprocity of CSL in academic reflection
before, during and after the educational activity.
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VIDEO – Community Service Learning at VU Amsterdam
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EXAMPLES OF CSL FROM VU AMSTERDAM

• Gezondheid in de stad

• Analysis of Governmental Policies 
(AGP)
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GEZONDHEID 
IN DE STAD
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Course

• First and second year students 
Gezondheidswetenschappen & Gezondheid en Leven 
• 8 weeks course 
• Elective course
• 60 students
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ASSIGNMENTS    
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COMMUNITY PARTNER 
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• Setting up a social project on welfare, care or liveability in a team for a commissionar
• Apply qualitative research methods to complex social issues 
• Integrate academic knowledge with social practice to formulate realistic

recommendations
• Reflect on:

• 1) on the research process and outcomes
• 2) on the group process and within it both one's own functioning and that of individual group

members 
• 3) on your role as a health scientist in society 

• Communicate findings at the appropriate level to academic, managerial and societal
stakeholders respectively

COURSE AIMS
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• Week 1: case preparation, meeting with client, lecture on research in and with 
society, formulating the research questions in subgroups

• Week 2 - 4: data collection, training sessions in qualitative data collection, weekly 
peer review meetings, reflection on the role as an academic and professional in the 
field of health

• Week 4-7 : data analysis training sessions in coding qualitative data, writing report 
(continue weekly peer review meetings and reflection)

• Week 8 presentation of the results to the client and report

THE COURSE. 
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POSTERS. 
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Analysis of 
Governmental 
Policy (AGP)
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Course
• First year students 

Management Policy Analysis 
and Entrepreneurship in the 
Health and Life Sciences 
master students

• 8 weeks course

• Compulsory course

• 120 plus students
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Aim of the course
• Aims to train students in providing policy 

advice for a complex social issue on the 
basis of interdisciplinary research.

• Theoretical part and Practical part (CSL)

• Practical part:
• community partner (commissioner) 

provide topic
• Students do research on the topic
• Students write policy advisory report on 

the topic for community partner
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Method
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Partner & topics
Over 12 community partners/commissioners

Topics like:
• Loneliness at times of COVID-19
• Digital Inclusion
• Food
• Youth engagement 
• Urban Agriculture
• Community sustainability
• Resilience in the community
• Disability and Inclusion
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Outcome

• Meaningful and effective teaching

• Developed skills and competence to tackle societal issues
• Developed sense of fulfilment and civic responsibility

• Explore the problems in the society in a deeper way
• Got ideas and solutions to address societal issues

AGP
Teacher

AGP
Student

Community
Partner
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PILOT STUDIES WITHIN THEMES

Community Based Care

Smoke Free Campus Digital Inclusion 

Sustainability Loneliness

Inclusive Mobility 

Sustainability
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LONELINESS IN AMSTERDAM NIEUW WEST

Identification of the issue 

Giving back

Doing Research

New opportunities 
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Tell us what you think

⇒Do you think Universities should collaborate with the 
community?

⇒Do you think community collaboration will be beneficial to 
your students?

⇒Would community collaboration be beneficial to you?
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PART 2
Designing a course with CSL & 
Resources



- Aim of the course
- Background of the students 
- Time schedule / duration of the course
- SL activity

Design a course with CSL



Tijsma, G., Hilverda, F., Scheffelaar, A., Alders, S., Schoonmade, L., Blignaut, N., & Zweekhorst, M. (2020). Becoming productive
21st century citizens: A systematic review uncovering design principles for integrating community service learning into higher
education courses. Educational Research, 62(4), 390-413. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2020.1836987



Review geertje



Course objectives related to CSL based on level of Student experience 

1) Gaining insights in complex community and/or social issues

(2) Enhancing social skills and problem-solving competences

(3) Transferring classroom knowledge to the ‘real world’ 

(4) Reflecting on a person’s own values and skills



Review geertje



Establish relationship with community partner: forms

Community
partner1

Community
partner2

Different departments in University



Establish relationship with community partner

Or location or issue based

Community
partner1

Community
partner2

Community
partner3 Central office in a University



Review geertje



Align course objectives and format:  disciplinary based SL

- Theoretical component

- Practical component (putting theory into practice)

- Students are trained to address this question

problem research implementation



Example of discipline- based 
SL ; Law clinic

- Students are trained in course work 
to provide legal advice 

- In the law clinic communities can 
hand in their law questions, students 
aim to address the questions

=> Students are trained in all the 
aspects.



Overall: 

- Most important ‘uncertainty’ is limited. 
- Students have the (basics of) required skills and competences 

needed or are trained in these during the course
- Involvement of community can be limited. (does not have to 

be!)



Align course objectives and format: problem based or 
project based SL => transdisciplinarity 

Transdisciplinarity as societal problem solving 
Transdisciplinarity is ‘a new form of learning and problem-solving involving co-operation between 
different parts of society and science in order to meet complex challenges of society. Transdisciplinary 
research starts from tangible, real-world problems. Solutions are devised in collaboration with multiple 
stakeholders’ (Klein et al. 2001: 7). 



Review geertje





Designing a course: Reflection  

• "Reflection is a careful examination and bringing 
together of ideas to create new insight through 
ongoing cycles of expression and re/evaluation" -
Marshall – 20191

• Reflection is seen as a tool to promote and structure 
learning through experience. However, reflection itself 
is also seen as a skill to be trained.

1Marshall - 2019 - The concept of reflection_ a systematic review and thematic synthesis across professional contexts



Depending on the exact goal of the CSL experience, the exact type and form of reflection needs to 
be determined, as reflection can occur in different dimensions (iterative/vertical).

form Person(s) involved Level of depth

Written Individual Reflection 

Verbal Group Critial reflection

Reflexivity



Difference between reflection / reflexivity (Chilvers 2015)

Reflection means that “attention extends to the full range of whatever are held to be broadly salient 
attributes of the object in question” (p. 226), implying deep serious consideration of alternatives, 
unintended consequences, and so on. 

Reflexivity involves the self-awareness and self-reflection that comes from recognizing that attributes 
of the subject (e.g., the governance actors and mediators shaping public dialogue, including 
participants themselves) construct and condition the object (i.e., the particular science, technology, 
or issue in question). 

• Chilvers, J., & Kearnes, M. (Eds.). (2015). Remaking participation: Science, environment and emergent 
publics. Routledge.

• Chilvers, J., & Kearnes, M. (2020). Remaking participation in science and democracy. Science, Technology, & 
Human Values, 45(3), 347-380.



Other elements to 
take into account



Student  preparation may include 
training in 
• communication skills 
• conflict-resolution skills 
• providing contextual information 
• and practical information with regard to developing 

plans and project management 



Assessment and evaluation

• Grade the learning that students demonstrate

• Learned form community experience

• learned form theoretical component (reading, lecturers, assignments , etc.

• Assess the level of application of theory into practice

• Assess the quality of the reflection  



Think in your situation/context :

- What is the level and experience of students?

- What are the possibilities with respect to community 
partnerships? 

- What is the ‘service’ needed? (and how can it be 
addressed? Disciplinairy SL/ problem/ project based CSL)

- What reflection tools suits this context? 



EXAMPLES LONELINESS



Learning modules/tools
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QUESTIONS
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