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Abstract 
While prior research on service-learning has established the benefits for participating college and university 
students, more recent research has attempted to explore the value of service-learning projects for the recipients of 
the service-learning projects, typically public-school students. This study endeavors to extend this research to a 
special subset of this population by examining the outcome of a 6-week service-learning project in an alternative 
educational setting for juvenile offenders. 

This service-learning project involved teams of four to five university business school students presenting a life 
skills curriculum to two classrooms of students who have been adjudicated through the juvenile courts. We 
administered an optional questionnaire to all participating students as a pretest and posttest, asking about their 
knowledge and skills in career readiness. We found statistically significant increases in ratings from pretest to 
posttest. Analyzed individually, all 28 items showed statistically significant improvements from pretest to 
posttest. Scales created from the items were also statistically significant, with the greatest change in items 
measuring Goals. We interpret these findings as an indication that adjudicated youth have a substantial need and 
interest in career information and training. 
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1. Introduction 
Research suggests that certain at-risk student populations assigned to nontraditional academic settings feel more 
comfortable and are, therefore, more motivated to attend school. As specialized educational environments, 
alternative high schools provide higher levels of teacher interaction and environments geared to the special needs 
of this population (Hawkins & Wall, 1980; Raywid, 1983). According to Ingersoll and Leboeuf (1997), the goal 
is to provide educational instruction to students that are often unable to succeed in traditional academic settings. 
Consequently, such schools are being used to teach juvenile offenders (Gottfredson, 1987; Arnove & Strout, 
1980). According to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (2001), often such schools are 
able to achieve the twin aims of segregating disruptive students from classrooms as well as holding the youth 
responsible for their actions. 

The number of juvenile offenders who may benefit from specialized educational environments and teaching 
methodologies is significant. According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation (2017), over 680,000 juveniles 
were arrested in 2016 and according to the National Center for Juvenile Justice; juvenile courts processed 
approximately 850,000 cases (Hockenberry & Puzzanchera, 2018). As a response to the complex issues 
surrounding juvenile justice issues, the Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2014 National Report notes “the juvenile 
justice system must react to the law-violating behaviors of youth in a manner that not only protects the 
community and holds youth accountable but also enhances youth’s ability to live productively and responsibly in 
the community” (Sickmund & Puzzanchera, 2014, p. 3). Hence the need to develop an array of pedagogical 
approaches to serve this population, including skills relevant to future employment. 

While alternative schools vary in their programming and approach, there is minimal research into the benefits 
provided by service learning, if any, to the communities of at-risk juvenile youth and offenders. Furthermore, 
research on the benefits of service-learning programs involving at-risk youth, such as low-income or delinquent 
youth, is scant.  
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2. Literature Review 
Abundant evidence supports the proposition that service learning in colleges and universities has the potential for 
providing transformational learning experiences to participating college and university students. Leveraging the 
power of experiential education, critical reflection and direct engagement with community needs, service 
learning is seen as a powerful tool for integrated learning by college students (Beatty, 2010; Jacoby, 1996). The 
Clearinghouse at National Youth Service Council (2016) describes service learning as “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” (https://gsn.nylc.org/clearinghouse).  

Programs employing a service learning approach have witnessed positive results for growth in interpersonal 
communication skills and other leadership behaviors (Foli, et al., 2014), and in some cases, a sense of calling 
(Park, 2009; Dickerson, et al., 2017). Moreover, such courses have “been determined to positively impact a 
variety of academic and nonacademic outcomes, including writing skills, critical thinking and problem-solving 
skills, interpersonal skills, leadership abilities and commitment to activism and civic responsibility” (Arthur & 
Valentine, 2018, p. 1; see also Moely & Ilustra, 2014; A. Astin & H. Astin, 2000; Astin et al., 2000). 

While more recent research also describes the benefits of service learning to community organizations and the 
characteristics of successful of university-nonprofit service learning partnerships, the program benefits for 
community participants received scant attention until recently (Cruz & Giles, 2000; Tryon & Stoecker, 2009, 
etc.). However, beginning in the late 1990's, researchers turned to discovering how service learning programs 
impact community participants and not just the community organizations involved (Gray, et al., 2000; Schmidt & 
Robby, 2002; Helm-Stevens, Dickerson & Fall, 2019; Helm-Stevens, et al, 2014). 

2.1 Critical Service Learning Philosophy Applied to Service Learning with Juvenile Offenders 

At about the same time, scholars began reporting on service learning programs involving youth and young adult 
offenders adjudicated through the courts (Davidson et al., 2010; Hinck et al., 2013; Tilton, 2013; Gould et al., 
2015; Arthur & Valentine, 2018). In contrast to traditional service learning programs, these service learning 
efforts are founded on a critical service learning philosophy which frames service learning as a mechanism for 
students to reconsider their assumptions and perception of the “other” as well as critical reflection regarding the 
deeper social structures that create the social justice issues faced by those individuals (Mitchell, 2008; 
Gruenewald, 2003). Hinck et al. (2013) explain that “…firsthand experience [inside detention institutions] can 
become an important way to shape an audience’s sensitivity for processing arguments calling for social change 
regarding the prison-industrial complex … and prepare the public for a critical examination of incarceration 
policy …” (p. 40). 

In addition to the benefits to college students engaged in critical service learning programs behind bars, a 
number of observers have contended that higher education programs in prisons prepare inmates for successful 
transitions back into society and advocate for a participatory model of collaboration between educators and 
correctional officials (see, e.g., Gould et al., 2015). Further, researchers suggest that service learning programs 
including both college students and inmates may reduce recidivism in juvenile and young adult offenders by 
transforming their identity from criminals to law-abiding citizens who have paid the price for their offenses, 
pointing to studies of the benefits of prison vocational training and post-secondary programs (Fox, 2016; Hinck 
et al., 2013; Lagemann, 2016; see also, Clinkinbeard & Zohra, 2012). 

2.2 Empirical Studies of Service Learning with Juvenile Offenders 

Three significant studies examining the effect of service learning on juvenile and young adult offenders have 
been conducted by Hinck et al. (2013), Davidson et al. (2010) and Arthur and Valentine (2018). 

Hinck et al. (2013) describe two service learning programs conducted by a university at correctional facilities in 
Michigan. The first program examined involved 133 undergraduate and graduate students who interacted with 
incarcerated young adults, either through judging a debate/speech competition or by conducting a public 
speaking workshop. Researchers found that college students’ perceptions of prisoners became significantly more 
positive, improved their understanding of concepts learned in speech class, increased their acceptance of the 
proposition that increasing prisoners’ skills improve their chances for becoming productive members of the 
community, and made them more likely to volunteer after the service learning class was completed. The second 
study involved between 15 and 18 graduate students who worked on either interpersonal communication skills or 
public speaking skills with inmates. Students in this program also developed positive attitudes toward prisoners 
and reported that they believed the program had a beneficial impact on the prisoners. 

Davidson et al. (2010) describes the Michigan State University Adolescent Diversion Project (“ADP”), its 
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history, and a qualitative study with ADP students. The program partnered MSU undergraduate students in a 
service learning course who were trained in and delivered a hybrid of child advocacy and behavioral 
interventions with juveniles referred by the Intake Division of the Juvenile Court rather than process them 
through standard sentencing protocols. Young adults participating in ADP experienced recidivism rates half of 
those youth who were managed through usual treatment or release programs and attended school at a 63% rate 
compared to a 26% rate for youth in the control group. Further, the program reduced community expenditures on 
delinquent youth and allowed the courts to focus their resources more efficiently. 

The qualitative study of ADP involved systematic interviews with 12 undergraduate students who had 
participated in the ADP for the past two semesters. The students were asked to reflect on what the course had 
taught them about themselves and society. While individual student responses varied, in general they noted that 
they had been personally transformed, learning new competencies and becoming more knowledgeable citizens. 
They also increased their awareness of challenges within the social system, including social inequality, the 
difficulties in acting as a change agent, and the different ways of understanding the situation when intervening in 
a situation.  

In another paper by Arthur and Valentine (2018), the authors describe their qualitative study of two 
service-learning programs at Portland State University. The first program involved small groups of PSU students 
engaging in a writing and art workshop with juveniles between ages 12 and 18 held in a detention center. The 
program describes itself as providing youth with opportunities for self-expression. During this program, both 
college students and juveniles reflected on the deep, structural roots that underlay the incarceration of young 
people. The second program studied brought PSU students into a correctional facility for young adults (most 
between 16 and 25 years of age). In this program, college students and correctional students jointly studied social 
justice movements and were required to develop and engage in a civic engagement project. 

The authors found that the participating college students developed more positive perceptions of the detained 
youth and found similarities between themselves and their counterparts. Further they became aware of the power 
of collaboration and more committed to social justice and advocacy. The incarcerated students renewed their 
sense of hope in the future, experienced personal transformation, learned to appreciate the power and importance 
of community and strengthened their commitment to engage in the community.  

2.3 Future Directions in Research 

While these reports of programs involving a “critical” service learning pedagogy are promising, missing from 
the literature thus far are studies of service learning involving youth caught up in the criminal justice system 
where there is not a critical service learning pedagogy involved and juveniles are taught basic life skills without 
a deeper dive into the dynamics that led them to the juvenile justice system or an emphasis on social justice 
advocacy. This study probes the impact a traditional service learning program can have on secondary students on 
probation with the juvenile courts.  

3. Service-Learning Project Description 
Organizational and Administrative Behavior, MGMT448, a required, upper-level business management class, 
contains an intensive, off-site service-learning project as a teaching and learning strategy. Small groups of 
university students are each assigned a classroom in a continuation high school and prepare and deliver modules 
focused on such areas as study skills, goal setting, planning for future employment and consumer finance for an 
hour each week for six weeks. 

The curriculum for the course was developed with education and mentorship as core objectives and includes a 
variety of opportunities for university students to mentor the high school students. 

3.1 Participants 

Nineteen secondary students attending an alternative education high school participated in this project, having 
been either expelled from their district or involuntarily transferred. When students are referred from their school 
district, they are usually contracted to attend the alternative education high school pending the completion of 
their rehabilitation plan. All students are in the juvenile court system, on probation, and assigned a probation 
officer. Their activities are restricted and they each wear an electronic ankle bracelet to monitor their movements. 
A large number of students come from single parent households where one or more family members are 
incarcerated, or are in placement by the courts in local group or foster home. All students have fallen behind the 
traditional high school timelines and are deficient in subject credits.  

Typically, students have attendance issues, safety concerns due to gang involvement, social anxiety issues, and 
difficulty learning in a traditional educational environment. Incoming students are assessed in academic 
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standing, learning modalities, and personality. 

The alternative education site where the research was conducted provides two self-contained classrooms where 
students are placed in small groups of 7 or less based on their temperament and academic ability. In addition to 
Math, English, History, Science, Art, and Physical Education, vocational classes are offered. Senior high school 
students are given the opportunity to complete their graduation requirements through credit recovery educational 
strategies. Graduates are given the opportunity to continue in the post-secondary certificate or technical degree 
programs. The graduation rate was 51.4% in 2016. 

4. Research 
4.1 Sample 

Nineteen high school students participated in the study. Ages of participants ranged from 13 to 18, with a mean 
age of 15.6. Ethnicities reported by participants were 13 Hispanic, 2 African-American and 1 White, with 2 not 
reported. There were 15 males and 2 females, with 2 not reported.  

4.2 Instrument 

Research data for this study was gathered utilizing a 6-point Likert-scale survey instrument. Pretest surveys were 
administered in classrooms by the university students, under the supervision of the high-school teachers. 
Collected one week after the last lesson plan, posttest surveys were administered in classrooms by the 
high-school teachers.  

5. Results  
Visual inspection of the means and frequencies for the questions reveal remarkable increases in ratings from 
pretest to posttest. On a 6-point Likert scale, item means ranged from 1.08 to 3.13 on the pretest, while item 
means ranged from 3.11 to 5.16 on the posttest. Pretest standard deviations ranged from .28 to 1.1. Posttest 
standard deviations were larger, ranging from 1.1 to 1.92. The means and standard deviations demonstrate a 
relatively narrow range of responses to pretest items, with greater dispersion among posttest responses. Mean 
differences by items ranged from 2.5 to 4.9, on a 6-point scale from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. That 
is, for several items all students rated a 1 or 2 on the pretest, and rated 5 or 6 on the posttest. Items with mean 
differences greater than 4 are presented in Table 1.  

All of the posttest means were higher than the corresponding pretest means, presenting a general positive effect 
of the curriculum and project. Analyzed individually, all 28 items showed statistically significant improvements 
from pretest to posttest.  

We next computed scales combining similar items, resulting in the following scales: self-knowledge, work, 
goals, skills, resources and attitude. All scales showed statistically significant increases in ratings from pretest to 
posttest. Paired samples statistics are presented in Table 2. 

Taken together, these results indicate very unusually large changes in students’ attitudes from pretest to posttest. 

 

Table 1. Items with mean differences greater than 4 

Item Mean Difference 

7. I feel I have an understanding of appropriate business behavior. 4.5 

10. I often plan for the future. 4.4 

11. I have a plan of where I want to be 3-5 years from now. 4.1 

16. I have something that I am passionate about (a class, a sport, a hobby). 4.1 

17. I feel confident about my ability to speak in a public setting. 4.0 

19. I know how to work together with other members of my team during a group project. 4.4 

22. If asked questions about myself during an interview, I would know how to answer. 4.3 

23. For interviews, I believe keeping eye contact/maintaining good posture are important. 4.9 

24. I understand the value of nonverbal communication. 4.8 
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Table 2. Paired samples t-tests on clusters 

 Mean Difference Standard Deviation t df p 

Skills -23.66667 10.65364 -6.664 8 .000 

Resources -4.40000 2.58567 -6.591 14 .000 

Attitude -10.46154 5.22199 -7.223 12 .000 

Goals -13.53846 5.23793 -9.319 12 .000 

Work -9.38462 5.66478 -5.973 12 .000 

 

6. Discussion 
The data from this study provides strong evidence that juvenile offenders reported substantial benefit from the 
service-learning project. For several of the survey items, means from pretest to posttest showed gains of four or 
more points, a very unusual size of change for a six-point Likert scale. The adjudicated students reported benefits 
in every domain of the curriculum: skills, resources, attitude, goals and work.  

In previous studies, we have reported on similar service-learning interventions with diverse populations from 
regular public schools (Helm-Stevens, Dickerson, & Fall, 2019; Helm-Stevens et al., 2014). The comparison of 
those studies to this data shows a much greater impact reported by the juvenile offenders, both in the magnitude 
and pervasiveness of the effects. It appears from this data that such youth do not come to school with the skills 
and knowledge about work expectations and skills that other youth seem to gain from out-of-school 
environments. This sample of juvenile offenders seem to have benefitted from some training that typical students 
sometimes find to be natural, or that they have learned in other contexts, like the need to make eye contact 
during an interview, or the importance of non-verbal communication. It appears that the adjudicated youth had 
not had the instruction in college and career planning that is typically experienced by other youth, and so found 
the information in this service-learning project to be novel and encouraging. We speculate that the juvenile 
offenders had a greater appreciation of the efforts of the university and university students to presume that their 
future would include careers and future education, rather than antisocial behavior.  

The similarity in age of the university students to the juvenile offenders participating in the service learning 
program appeared to be an important factor in the impact of the intervention. The adjudicated youth appeared to 
receive the information from the university students more readily than they might have from an adult authority. 
The substantial benefits reported by these youth should encourage future service-learning intervention and 
research with this population.  

7. Limitations 
A number of barriers exist in conducting research with youth involved in the juvenile justice system. Not only is 
it difficult to arrange to interact with large groups of detained youth, such individuals may have issues of 
learning disabilities, illiteracy and limited language proficiency and their participation in the service learning 
program may be cut short by the terms of their probation. Further, since the Belmont Report in 1979, restrictions 
have been place on research studies involving incarcerated individuals as a vulnerable population requiring extra 
layers of protection (Pont, 2008). Among other issues, prisoners are susceptible to exploitation and unable to 
grant informed consent freely. As a result, the survey questions in this study were limited to high school student 
perceptions of the benefits they gained from the program and steered away from sensitive subject matter.  

It is important to acknowledge that the magnitude of the changes from pretest to posttest might also reflect 
students’ attitudes or teacher behaviors that could not be controlled by the researchers. Anecdotal reports from 
the students and teachers indicated that the participating high school students enjoyed the opportunity to interact 
with the university students, and so we have to allow for the possibility that students may have inflated their 
posttest scores as a way to show their appreciation for the overall project, as something of a conscious 
Hawthorne effect. We also could not control teacher behavior before and after our time in the classroom, and it is 
possible that teachers encouraged students to rate the intervention positively, as a way to encourage future 
similar engagement.  

Other limitations include the small size of the sample surveyed as well as potential issues with participant 
interpretation of survey questions. The self-reported perceptions of these juveniles may not accurately reflect 
their learning. Further, no comparison groups were included to support conclusions regarding the program’s 
impact. 

Officials at the alternative school determined which class would participate in the service learning program and 
teachers at the facility gathered data for the study utilizing survey instruments developed by researchers. 
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Selection of the participating high school students as well as interactions during the data collection process may 
have inserted confounding variables into the results. 

Finally, a methodology triangulating multiple sources of data may have provided more nuanced results; however, 
the survey approach used in this study is adequate to meet the exploratory goals of this research. 

8. Recommendations 
Due to the lack of studies examining service-learning projects involving juvenile offenders, a number of possible 
recommendations for future study exist. Two of the more prominent recommendations include replicating the 
study and extending the curriculum thereby lengthening interaction time.  

This study offers an initial probe into the impact of a service learning program on high school students under 
custody of the juvenile court system. Replication of the research study may confirm or overturn findings. 
Similarly, complementary research, such as enhancing the curriculum, may extend the research findings.  
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