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Public Health & Service-Learning 
Service-learning is a teaching approach in K-12, higher education, and community-based settings that can be 
used to support and promote public health organizations and initiatives, enhance public health professional 
education, teach about issues of health and wellness to students and communities, and can be used as a health 
intervention to promote health and prevent disease. This resource gives an overview of service-learning and 
provides a list of resources and research on service-learning and public health. 

What is Service-Learning? 
Service-learning is a teaching and learning strategy that integrates meaningful community service with 
instruction and reflection to enrich the learning experience, teach civic responsibility, and strengthen 
communities. As students participate in service projects, actively meeting the needs of their communities, they 
develop practical skills, critical thinking, self-esteem, and a sense of civic responsibility which can last a 
lifetime. This is accomplished by combining service tasks with structured opportunities that bridge the gap 
between the classroom and the larger world.   

With service-learning, students: 
• 	 Connect academic subjects to the real word 
• 	 Meet real community needs 
• 	 Grow as leaders, decision makers, and problem solvers 
• 	 Gain a deeper understanding of themselves and the world around them 
• 	 Develop as active members of society 

But students aren’t the only ones that benefit. An essential aspect of service-learning is that the student, the 
community, and public health organization all benefit from the partnership. Here are just a few of possible 
benefits: 

• 	 The opportunity to expand your mission and reach out (without substantially increasing costs) by 
engaging a cadre of competent, motivated young people. 

• 	 New energy, ideas, and enthusiasm as well as specialized skills that young people can bring to your 
organization. 

• 	 Increased public support and visibility as students become ambassadors for public health and 
wellness issues. 

• 	 New partnerships and resources. 
• 	 A new generation of volunteers and future public health advocates. 

Service-learning and public health can intersect in several different ways: 
• 	 Service-learning can be a component in public health professional education. Examples: Students in 

a pharmacy course may provide vaccine and post-care information at a flu clinic. Nursing student 
volunteers at a cancer hospice gain experience in providing companionship and support the 
terminally ill. MPH candidates might answer calls to teen sex advice line, providing information on 
sexuality and sexual health. 

• 	 Service-learning is used to support public health organizations. Examples: Computer science 
students may help develop a website for a local women’s health center. High school students in a 



Spanish class can develop, deliver, and evaluate a brochure targeted to the Spanish-speaking 
immigrant community to make them aware of health services available. 

• 	 Service-learning is used as a health intervention. Example: Service-learning has been shown 
to be an effective tool against teen sexual risk-taking, pregnancy, and STDs. 

• 	 Public Health organizations play the role of community partners in                                                             
service-learning by teaming up with schools, universities, and other community-based 
organizations to meet shared goals and initiatives, like lowering childhood diabetes rates in 
a community, providing healthy nutritious food in a local soup kitchen, or increasing health 
literacy. 

6 Steps to Building Partnerships for Service-Learning 
1. 	 Identify potential partners. Contact your local schools or universities to see if there is a 

service-learning coordinator or program or community service efforts already in existence. 
If not, see if you can speak with teachers and administrators to explain your program and 
determine if your partnership could provide a curriculum-driven, hands-on educational 
opportunity that could benefit students. 

2. 	 Identify organization or community needs. Identify needs at your organization or in the local 
community and work with students and educators to see how they could fulfill those needs 
while meeting academic objectives. 

3. 	 Determine individuals who will serve as primary liaisons in the planning and 
implementation process.These individuals should include members of public health 
profession or organization, students, and educators. 

4. 	 Negotiate and agree upon roles and expectations.Pledge the time to work with and 
understand the academic and practical needs of teachers and students who will benefit from 
gaining the knowledge your resource can provide. Discuss the roles and expectations for the 
preservation organizations, students, and schools/educators.  

5. 	 Determine best method for on-going communication and evaluation. 
6. 	 Periodically, redesign relationships based on changing needs and circumstances 
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For more information 
Campus Compact 
www.compact.org 

Community-Campus Partnerships for Health 
http://depts.washington.edu/ccph/ 

ETR Associates 
www.etr.org 

Learn and Serve America’s National Service-Learning Clearinghouse 
www.servicelearning.org 
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