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ABSTRACT
This paper considers the applicability and adaptability of service-
learning pedagogy to online and distance education teaching 
environments. More specifically, it looks at the community-embedded 
learning model (CEL), which asks distance students to conduct 
service projects in their local communities, as manifested in a 
project undertaken by online graduate students in the library science 
programme at Appalachian State University, a mid-sized university 
in the United States of America. For this assignment, students, who 
are located throughout the state of North Carolina and surrounding 
areas, performed service work in libraries located within their own 
communities and neighbourhoods, coming together to discuss their 
experiences in regular synchronous course meetings conducted 
online. In addition to describing this project, this paper will offer 
analysis of student reflections, describing what students perceived 
as challenging, important and rewarding about the experience. 
Through this study, the researchers highlight the potential value of 
community-embedded learning experiences for classes conducted 
in online environments.

Introduction

Service-learning has long been a mainstay in the field of library and information science. It 
most often takes the form of internships that are offered late in a student’s graduate pro-
gramme of study (Most, 2011), but instructors have also implemented it in course-specific 
assignments as well. For example, instructors have described their students providing tech-
nology training to the community (Albertson & Whitaker, 2011), redesigning library spaces 
(Gerrish, 2006), developing websites for public libraries (Elmborg et al., 2001) and stocking the 
library of a local gaol (Pierce, 2006). Given the success of service-learning pedagogy in the 
library science field and the move that many programmes are making to entirely online offer-
ings, some instructors have begun to experiment with e-service learning assignments, which 
require their distance education students to complete service projects either entirely online 
or within their local communities. This paper will describe one such assignment, in which 
students in the Masters of Library Science programme at Appalachian State University in Boone, 
North Carolina completed a collection development project for their local libraries as part of 
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the requirements of an online course. The researchers, who served as instructors for this course, 
also present an analysis of student reflections, describing students’ perceptions of the experi-
ence and the benefits they gleaned through participation.

Literature review

It has become well established that, when carefully planned and thoughtfully executed, 
service-learning pedagogy brings enormous benefits for students, positively impacting their 
academic success, sense of moral development and social responsibility, capacity for the 
practical application of knowledge and ability to think critically (Eyler, Giles, Stenson, & Gray, 
2001). It is not surprising, then, that instructors working in distance education programmes 
have sought to make use of this pedagogy that has worked so well in more traditional set-
tings. The convenience of online learning combined with the opportunity for practical appli-
cation can and does make for an enticing and effective learning experience (Bennett & Green, 
2001; Waldner & Hunter, 2008). In e-service learning assignments, some distance students 
complete both coursework and service work online, while others participate in service activ-
ities in their home communities while accessing the related coursework online (Strait & 
Sauer, 2004). In either case, this type of pedagogy brings with it a specific set of challenges 
from both the instructor and the student perspective.

For the instructor, e-service learning assignments require a considerable time investment 
to respond appropriately to individual students involved in unique projects and situations 
(Guthrie & McCracken, 2010a). Further, instructors must devote time to developing and 
maintaining connections with agencies and students, often helping students through the 
process of identifying and approaching community partners who are comfortable with vir-
tual or independent volunteers (Eudey, 2012). For students, especially those whose service 
projects involve some type of collaboration, it can sometimes prove difficult to accomplish 
team goals because of differing work schedules and personal obligations (Waldner & Hunter, 
2008). Also, it has been suggested that a high level of self-direction and motivation is required 
of students in e-service learning courses, making them a possible challenge for students 
who need a high degree of structure and guidance to succeed in the classroom (Killian, 
2004).

Despite these challenges, instructors working in the field of library and information sci-
ence have reported successful forays into both types of e-service learning: service projects 
conducted entirely online and those completed in students’ home communities. With regard 
to entirely online ventures, Agosto, Abels, Mon, and Harris (2009) discuss a project in which 
students were asked to perform librarian duties for the Internet Public Library, while Sanchez 
(2009) writes about a project anchored in Second Life, in which students helped to host 
virtual events for non-profit agencies. On the other hand, Kazmer (2005) describes the CEL, 
in which students who are taking online courses perform service activities in their home 
communities. In the discussion of this model, the development of which involved multiple 
interviews with 47 library science graduate distance learning students, Kazmer (2005) 
acknowledges that students, particularly adult distance learning students, draw from their 
course content, online community and face-to-face communities to inform their learning. 
Thus, in the CEL model, students interact with course content via the context of the com-
munity in which they live and work, and they share their experiences and developing per-
spectives with peers in their online learning communities (Kazmer, 2005). Kazmer notes that 
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the CEL model for online learning has the potential to serve as a more varied, meaningful 
learning experience for students when compared to more traditional modes of instruction. 
However, the author also offers a warning, suggesting that the immediate, experiential les-
sons students learn in their service placements may limit the value they place on their peers’ 
experiences and the content instructors wish to foreground in the classroom.

Studying a distance learning library science course that utilised the CEL model, Most 
(2011) examines whether student work reflects the concerns raised by Kazmer (2005) regard-
ing the students’ tendency to focus so intently on their embedded service experience that 
they ignore or devalue classroom content not directly related to their particular experience. 
Most confirms Kazmer’s concerns and concludes with suggestions that modifications be 
made to assignments, such as asking students to discuss their projects with the class and 
respond to each other’s work, to encourage them to become more receptive to all class 
content and responsive to the views and experiences of peers in their online learning 
communities.

CEL assignment and research questions

The Masters of Library Science programme at Appalachian State University in a south-eastern 
United States town currently conducts all of its courses entirely online, enrolling students 
from across the state as well as surrounding areas. In one of the first courses students take 
in this programme, Collection Development and Management (CDM), students are asked 
to complete an extensive service-learning project based on the CEL. When designing this 
assignment, as with all e-service learning assignments, we first considered the course goals 
and how students might be able to meet these goals within their local communities. We 
decided to have students select a library located within their own geographic area, and 
analyse a portion of its non-fiction collection, helping the professional librarians with whom 
they are working to revitalise it by producing two lists: one including items for potential 
purchase and another with titles to be considered for deselection. Before crafting these lists, 
students perform a community analysis to understand the needs of their library’s patrons 
and analyse their library’s collection development policy to familiarise themselves with the 
library’s stated mission and collection goals. The community analysis asks students to provide 
a general overview of the community served by their service-learning library. Students are 
then asked to examine the library’s own infrastructure, including services, resources, staff 
and culture. Finally, students are directed to discuss the implications of their findings on the 
library’s collection. Students also write weekly journal entries reflecting on their experience, 
complete class readings and discuss their experiences in synchronous, online class meetings 
throughout the semester.

The development of this project presented some challenges due to the fact that these 
students were learning from a distance and being asked to work locally. In order to mitigate 
some of the challenges of sending students to conduct service-learning in communities and 
libraries where we wouldn’t be able to provide direct supervision, we made sure to create a 
very scaffolded group of assignments. This scaffolding approach was developed so that we 
could check in with students as they moved throughout the experience. This confirmed to 
us that each student was ready to move forward to the next step of the project as well as 
ensuring that they were doing quality work at their library sites.
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As instructors teaching the CDM course, the researchers were interested in what chal-
lenges, logistical and otherwise, students might be encountering as they worked through 
the service-learning process as distance education students. We also wanted to understand 
what benefits the experience had to offer from the student perspective. Finally, we wanted 
to discern whether students were developing the ‘tunnel vision’ that Kazmer (2005) and 
Most (2011) identify as a danger in community-embedded projects such as this one, or 
whether instructors’ use of relevant class readings and discussions enabled students to fully 
connect with both the academic theory presented in class and the experiences of their peers.

Methods

To answer our questions, the researchers collected and anonymised the weekly journals and 
final reflection papers of students completing the service-learning project over the course 
of a one-year period (22 students in 2013–2014). The researchers initially coded these reflec-
tions individually, using an inductive approach in order to allow themes to emerge organi-
cally from the data instead of determining them in advance. After the initial round of coding, 
the researchers met to compare results and agree on significant themes. Emerging themes 
included the importance of conducting research on a given community before providing 
service, the support and sense of community provided by class discussion and related read-
ings and, finally, a more nuanced understanding of what a career in librarianship entails.  
A second round of coding followed this initial session, after which the researchers again met 
to resolve any differences in assigned codes as well as to interpret and analyse the data.

Findings

Importance of community context

The first step in the multi-part project asked students to complete a community analysis for 
which they researched census data, interviewed teachers, administrators and librarians, and 
generally explored the needs of those people who are potential patrons of the libraries in 
which they worked. Almost every student took the time to report on this particular aspect 
of the assignment in their reflections, commenting on how important it was to learn about 
the community they would be working in before actually doing any work that would affect 
the citizens of that community. Strikingly, even students who were working in communities 
they had lived and worked in for years reported on the value of this portion of the assign-
ment. According to one such student:

I have been very busy collecting data to put into my Community Analysis. . . . I have discovered 
several things that I didn’t know. I knew that [my county] has a small minority population; 
however, I never realized how small it actually was until I saw it on paper. Our school has 530 
students of which only 24 are African American. I was also surprised to discover that only 36 
of our students are considered Hispanic. Twenty-two students fell into the ‘two or more race’ 
category. This essentially means that we have eighty-two minority students. Percentage wise 
this means that roughly 15% of our student body is made up of minorities. This statistic more 
than any other has really struck me.

In other instances, students did not necessarily gain new knowledge, but had previous 
knowledge confirmed or put into greater context by their work on the community analysis. 
One student, for example, who was a teacher in the school he wrote about, remarked on 
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how his perception of the difficult home situations faced by many of his students was con-
firmed and heightened by looking at the ‘differences in income and education levels’ in his 
home community as compared to those in the surrounding counties and the state. Several 
students commented on how important it was to have this increased understanding of a 
community before making decisions about the resources the local library would be providing 
to its citizens. One student summed it up this way: 

It would be impossible to know the needs of the library ‘community’ without, at the very least, 
some basic analysis of the community makeup. I found the community analysis portion of the 
service learning project to be the most helpful portion because the thorough knowledge base 
that it gave me of my patrons and their needs helped to inform every decision that I made from 
there on out.

Relevance of readings and discussion

Another theme that surfaced repeatedly in the data concerned the helpfulness of the course 
readings and in-class discussions. One student wrote, for example:

I found that readings truly complimented the component that we were working on at that 
give [sic] time; for example, when we read the Selection Theory pdf we were getting ready to 
begin working on our acquisition list. Having these readings beforehand allowed me to begin 
thinking about what I was going to be doing in the library and being formulating any questions 
that I had about the given task at hand. In addition to the classroom readings, the classroom 
discussions allowed me to see other viewpoints, help reinforce the information learned, and 
begin thinking about the information in other ways. I feel that without these readings and 
classroom discussions, I would not have had the understanding that I did about completing 
the deselection and selection processes.

Another student, having made similar remarks, added: ‘It’s as if my brain had all these random 
puzzle pieces floating around, and now, I feel like the puzzle is slowly being put together as 
a result of our discussions and readings.’ These responses indicate that the course readings 
and discussions helped students to synthesise and absorb all of the information they were 
receiving about the many disparate factors involved in collection development. As a result, 
they did not simply accept and seek to emulate everything they saw their partner librarians 
doing as the best practice. Instead, they were able to articulate questions and critiques 
regarding the practices they encountered in their partner libraries.

Finding that her school lacked a current collection development policy, for example, one 
student wrote: ‘The policy seems to have been put in place in the late 1980’s and has not 
been updated since that time. While it does give general guidelines for the management of 
library collections, it does have some problems. Many discussions in [this course] have made 
me realise the importance of a collection management policy and its place in the library.’ 
Prepared through readings and discussions with an understanding of the theory of collection 
development as well as how that theory is put into practice in schools across the state, this 
student was able to view her library’s policy with a critical eye and provide useful feedback 
to the librarian and school administration. Interestingly, some students went even further, 
beginning to question and critique elements of the library that were only tangentially related 
to collection development. For example, one student reflected on her media centre’s budget: 
‘I am taken aback by the idea that the budget is causing the librarian at my service learning 
school to facilitate guided reading groups instead of implementing a flexible schedule which 
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would allow her time to collaborate with the teachers. There has to be another way. So, my 
question is what is the better alternative to this situation I have encountered?’

Developing a deeper understanding of the field

Many students’ comments indicated that the service-learning project helped them to come 
to a more complete understanding of the nature of librarianship, a career for which they 
had just begun to prepare in earnest. In the words of one student: ‘I realise now that I had 
only a vague idea of what it is, exactly, that school librarians do. Throughout the semester, 
every assignment has helped with my (rather steep) learning curve.’ Another student wrote: 

I never thought that library/ media coordinators had easy jobs, but I never realized how complex 
it is to develop a collection. You can’t just go buy random books and hope for the best. You have 
to consider your audience, the cost, the quality, and about fifty other things that I have found to 
be a little overwhelming. And forget about trying to randomly search online for a book. There 
is a method to that too. I think if I am being honest, I thought you just bought books. I never 
considered all the leg work that goes into choosing a book.

Significantly, this deeper understanding of librarianship caused several students to pause 
for reflection on whether or not the career they have selected is actually a good fit for them. 
One student wrote, for example: 

I was able to listen to a story time being held for a 2nd grade class, and just loved how engaged 
and excited they were during their time in the media centre. It really reinforced for me the rea-
soning of why I chose this path for myself.

Another student had this to say: 
I was very worried early on that I might have made the wrong decision choosing this programme 
to further my education. I really wasn’t sure that the day to day business of a library was going 
to be for me. My concerns were allayed once we started the process of working with our partner 
librarians.

While these confirmations of students’ career choices are certainly comforting from an 
instructors’ point of view, some students learned a different, but equally important lesson – 
that librarianship, or certain areas of the profession, at least, were not as appealing to them 
as they had once imagined. One such student explained: 

Also this week I learned that I have very little desire to work in a public library as a librarian. . . . . 
I do not like the lack of control these librarians have. Every aspect of the job has been broken 
down and a different person/group takes charge of that aspect. I understand this need because 
the library is part of a system, but it is not for me! I want to be essential in choosing the books 
under my roof. I want to be a part of why a book is no longer in my collection.

For some students, their perception of librarianship changed and grew not only as a direct 
result of the collection development project, but because the positive relationships they 
had forged with their partner librarians had opened the doors to new opportunities outside 
the scope of the project. For example, one student wrote that she was invited to join her 
school’s Media and Technology Advisory Committee (MTAC) because of the good work that 
she had done on the collection development project:

Something pretty cool happened today at school - from working with my school librarian I 
was asked to join the MTAC committee at my school. I usually don’t get asked to be on these 
‘important’ committees since I’m the art teacher and technically just a teacher assistant. MTAC 
had its first meeting today and I was able to get a feel for what it is like. . . . I was really shocked 
to see on the agenda for the meeting that we would be discussing developing a CDP [collection 
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development policy] for the school’s library and that our librarian is forming a committee of 
teachers to make selections for developing the 500s section of nonfiction in the library. I was 
listed as a resource on both of the agenda items. I am excited that our librarian is putting so 
much trust in me and using the work that I’m doing to improve our library.

In other cases, students were asked to help out in other ways, such as with the school book 
fair, for example. One particular student noted that ‘it was a way I could give back to the 
librarian, who has assisted me quite a bit this semester.’ Experiences like serving on the MTAC 
or other committees, helping with book fair or assisting with book checkout may not be 
directly related to the collection development course; however, these activities helped stu-
dents to develop a fuller understanding of the many and varied roles librarians perform by 
providing them with some valuable first-hand experience in some of these duties.

Limitations and further study

One limitation of this study concerns the fact that the students initially handed in the reflec-
tions and essays examined here as part of a course. Although they were encouraged to write 
honestly and authentically about their experiences, students may have felt pressured to 
speak positively about the service-learning assignment and/or to minimise any frustration 
they may have encountered in order to please the instructors. Students did rate the method 
of instruction used in the course highly (with an average rating of 4.5 out of 5 for this element 
on anonymous end-of-course evaluations), which correlates well with the positive responses 
provided in the writing samples analysed. Nonetheless, in the future, collecting additional 
data after the course has ended, including a detailed survey, focus group or interviews, might 
be helpful in delving more deeply into student perceptions and responses.

Furthermore, based on the population enrolled in the MLS programme at Appalachian 
State University, the sample for this study consisted largely of non-traditional students under-
taking a graduate degree in library science while working full time. The specificity of this 
population, in addition to the small sample size, limits the potential to generalise on the 
basis of these findings. It is worth noting though, that while they do not necessarily employ 
the language of ‘community-embedded learning,’ teachers in multiple disciplines have begun 
to experiment successfully with assignments that ask students in online courses to undertake 
service-learning projects in their local communities. The literature includes references to 
courses in e-learning design (Fasso & Knight, 2015), advanced nursing (Downes, Connor, & 
Howett, 2014; Fairchild, 2012), business (Hervani, Helms, Rutti, LaBonte, & Sarkarat, 2015) 
and social justice and leadership (Guthrie & McCracken, 2010b). Research that looks at how 
community-embedded learning works across disciplines and diverse student populations 
could be very useful to instructors considering the implementation of a similar pedagogical 
strategy.

Finally, from our perspective as course instructors who conducted synchronous meetings 
frequently throughout the semester, we observed that the immediate and spontaneous 
nature of these conversations are conducive to productive discussions with students about 
their service-learning experience and offer opportunities for sharing knowledge as well as 
peer bonding. However, because we did not record, transcribe and code the synchronous 
meetings for this course, we cannot draw substantive conclusions about the effectiveness 
of synchronous meetings or student response to them. In the future, such data collection 
and analysis would be helpful to ascertain student response to assignments, as would studies 
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that compare various means of communication – specifically synchronous versus asynchro-
nous – in order to determine which work best for helping students to truly engage with their 
peers’ experiences would be helpful to instructors who are assigning e-service-learning or 
CEL projects.

Conclusions and implications

The overwhelming majority (20 of 22) students indicated that they felt the CEL project was 
beneficial to their learning of course content and concepts. The researchers learned that 
students had very few problems finding a service site and that they tended to develop 
positive relationships with their partner librarians which often led to opportunities to learn 
and collaborate outside of the boundaries of the service-learning project. Further, though 
we had feared that students might develop a narrow, limited view of collection development, 
accepting the methods of their partner librarian – whether good or bad – as the professional 
norm, the data suggests that course readings and frequent small group and whole class 
discussions helped the students to develop a nuanced and complex understanding of the 
collection development process, one that empowered them to objectively view the practices 
of their partner libraries. Not only did students develop a more sophisticated understanding 
of collection development, they also deepened their understanding of what it means to 
work in the profession and reflected on whether this career would ultimately be a good fit 
for them. Finally, we learned that one of the most time-consuming early pieces of the mul-
ti-part assignment, the community analysis, was valuable to all students, even those who 
had been living and working in their service communities for years. In fact, based on student 
feedback, it appears that this preparatory piece of the larger assignment – asking students 
to turn an objective eye on the community they are preparing to serve – was a crucial factor 
in the CEL project’s overall success.

Based on this information, the researchers conclude that the benefits of this particular 
community-embedded project outweigh the challenges that can come with conducting 
service work locally as a requirement for an online course. We will run the course in much 
the same way in the future, building on this initial success. Small modifications will include 
increasing the number and frequency of class conversations and providing students with 
some guiding questions to assist them in their small group and written reflections. We will 
also do our best to keep class sizes manageable (12–15 graduate students per class) because 
success depends on each student contributing to class conversations and the instructor’s 
ability to respond to each stage of the students’ projects in a timely manner.

More generally, this study has led us to the conclusion that community-embedded 
 learning is more than just a way to solve the logistical hurdle of incorporating service- 
learning into distance education courses. In fact, when a CEL assignment is fully integrated 
into course content and used as a cornerstone for crucial conversations, the feared tendency 
towards tunnel vision drops away and students’ eyes are opened to a fuller range of 
 perspectives and experiences, making them more thoughtful, self-aware practitioners upon 
graduation. 
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