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Abstract
Service-learning is a quickly growing pedagogy in higher education. By engaging students in
work with organizations in the community, service-learning ties experiences in the real world
with classroom curriculum, building opportunities for reflection and personal and professional
growth. The Carlson Center at the University of Washington has been facilitating servicelearning for twenty-five years. By using a study conducted by the Office of Educational
Assessment in 2006 as both a guide and a means for comparison, this study examines the
demographic information of students engaged in service-learning with the Carlson Center
between 2012 and 2015. Results indicate that the Carlson Center’s service-learning program
has nearly tripled in size since the OEA’s original report. The study also shows that while
service-learners have become more ethnically and financially diverse, women continue to make
up almost three quarters of service-learners. Additionally, the demographics of service-learners
differ when grouped by whether service-learning was a required or optional component of
coursework. Within the Carlson Center, there has also been a shift from serving mostly
freshmen to serving mostly seniors, indicating an adjustment in pedagogical approach. Servicelearning is designed to prepare students to be thoughtful and influential workers and
community members. By looking closely at whom the Carlson Center is serving, this study aims
to help inform how the program can be shaped to be most equitable and beneficial for both
students and communities.
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Introduction
The Carlson Leadership and Public Service
Center, located in the Center for Experiential
Learning and Diversity (EXPD) at the University
of Washington (UW), provides a variety of
opportunities for students to engage in
community based learning. The Carlson Center’s
service-learning program works with community
organizations and faculty to provide servicelearning opportunities for students enrolled in a
variety of courses at UW. Service opportunities
are tied to academic coursework and address
concerns that are identified and articulated by the
community. Service-learning courses either
require work with community partners or offer it
in lieu of a final project, depending on the wishes
of the course instructor.
Service-learning,
or
community
engagement, as it is sometimes called, has been a
quickly growing concept in the field of higher
education for the last quarter century. As Andrew
Furco (1996) discusses in his article that explores
the various approaches to service-learning, we
see that it has taken on many different identities,
from “volunteer and community service projects
to field studies and internship programs” (p, 2).
Furco attempts to define service-learning as a
pedagogy in which effort is equally focused on
community service and the students’ education.
By requiring efforts to meet community defined
needs along with structured reflection and
curriculum integration, this definition further
differentiates the experience from volunteerism
and internships.
As often happens with ideas that grow
quickly, necessary time isn’t dedicated to
research its true impact. In order to reflect upon
service-learning as an educational tool in higher
education, it is important to first know who is
being served, and just as importantly, who is not.
In 2006, the Office of Educational Assessment at
the University of Washington created a report
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that looked at the demographics of students
engaged in programs at EXPD (Then referred to
as the Center for Experiential Learning). The
study looked at demographics for three
consecutive school years; 2002-2003, 2003-2004,
and 2004-2005, in order to gauge changes in the
population of students engaged in all EXP
programs, one of which was service-learning. The
findings showed surprising and insightful trends,
such as a dramatic difference between male and
female participation, a decrease in Caucasian
participation, and a slight shift in academic years
being served. While these findings are useful, a
similar study exploring service-learning at the
UW has not been created since.
Over the years, many institutions have
looked at other factors surrounding servicelearning, primarily students’ motivations for
participating in service-learning courses. Not
surprisingly, there is a strong link between
students’ public service motivation and their
participation in service-learning (Christensen,
Stritch, Kellough, & Brewer, 2015). Many factors,
beyond students’ predetermined feelings about
public service, have been found to dictate a
person’s engagement in service-learning as well.
It has been shown time and again, for instance,
that women are much more likely to engage in
service-learning
than
men
(Rockenbach,
Tuchmayer, & Hudston, 2014). Similarly,
individuals with higher socioeconomic status are
also more likely to engage in service-learning
(Rockenbach, Tuchmayer, & Hudston, 2014).
Looking at the pedagogy of service-learning as a
whole, it is also suggested that it is informed by a
white positionality that results in a structure of
privilege and whiteness throughout community
service programs (Mitchell, Donahue, & YoungLaw, 2012). At the Carlson Center, much
reflection time is dedicated to serving with an
asset-based approach, making this perspective of
particular importance. As a result, developing an
understanding of the roles that race,
socioeconomic status, community involvement,
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and thoughts about volunteerism play into
service-learning participation is a crucial step in
defining how a program should look and operate.
Knowing who participates in a program is
crucial when it comes to assessing its success.
With that in mind, this study fills an obvious need
of the Carlson Center to know who is
participating in their service-learning program. A
clear benefit of this study is being able to link
current numbers with those from the OEA study
in order to get a bigger picture in regards to the
change in demographics over time. Given this gap
in information, how does the demographic of
undergraduate students engaged in servicelearning compare to that of the university as a
whole and how have these numbers changed over
time? What is the makeup of students that are
choosing to participate in service-learning in
courses where it is an optional component? This
study takes an important look at all of these
questions in order to get a better sense of how
service-learning is operationalized and to inform
strategic planning for the Carlson Center moving
forward.
Methods and Design
Working closely with Undergraduate
Academic Affairs at the University of Washington,
UW’s campus-wide database, and UW IPEDS
reports informed the comparisons between the
demographics of service-learners to that of the
UW undergraduate population as a whole.
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS) is a data system developed by the
National Center for Education Statistics. Limited
access to the University of Washington database
led to the use of UW’s IPEDS reports, which are
available to the public. As is true for many first
steps in assessing programs, this study is a
quantitative descriptive study meant to glean
general information about a certain population.
Given the availability of results from the OEA
report conducted in 2006, as well as the depth of
the database in use, it will also be a longitudinal
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study looking at multiple academic years. This
will help decipher trends in the program,
providing a better understanding of its trajectory,
which allows for decisions to be made about
strengths and weaknesses of the program.
The Carlson Center and Undergraduate
Academic Affairs have robust collections of data
that were utilized to research these questions.
Combining information from the Carlson Center’s
EXPO system and the UW academic database led to
the creation of a single data set. Similar to the
existing report, this study examined three school
years of data, looking at service-learners in the
2012-2013, 2013-2014, and 2014-2015 school
years, exactly ten years removed from the data in
the original study. While the original OEA report’s
variables were gender, age, transfer student status,
Educational Opportunity Program (EOP) students,
honor students, grade, ethnicity, and major, this
report looked at gender, grade, last school type
(which includes transfer students), ethnicity,
residence status, special program status (which
includes EOP students), type of scholarship,
college and department, first generation status,
and whether or not service was part of a required
course. Additionally, the original report grouped
majors into nineteen categories using an unknown
approach. As a result, this report pulled
information on specific college enrollment, of
which twelve were included.
The data was analyzed by creating and
comparing crosstabs using Tableau software.
Demographic information was organized within
the dataset by a number of identifiers, including
student ID number, system key, and instance of
service. Given this structure, multiple rows could
exist for a single student during a single quarter.
For example, if a student had more than one major,
two lines would be created for the same instance
of service in order to list both majors. To account
for this, data was pulled for the crosstabs using
unique counts of student ID numbers, which
ensured that every student was only counted once
per quarter.
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Additionally, information in the data set
was grouped by quarter. In order to compare
information to the original OEA report, quarters
were grouped into academic years. While this
allowed for a better system of comparison,
grouping quarters also led to slightly skewed
results if a students’ information changed over the
course of the academic year. For example, if a
student became a junior between quarters and
participated in service-learning in both those
quarters, they would be counted once as a
sophomore and once as a junior, pushing the totals
slightly over the original sample size (n) and
skewing results when expressed in ratios. While
this was an issue in a few sections, the changes
were slight and do not alter the implications of the
resulting percentages in any way.
In order to compare the demographics of
service-learners to the demographics of the
university’s undergraduate population, both
reports used undergraduate enrollment in the
most recent academic year of the three years that
were studied. The overall demographics in the
original OEA report of the undergraduate
population was based on an enrollment of 27,732
students in the 2004-05 school year. In this study,
the overall undergraduate enrollment was 30,672
for 2014-15. While the OEA report used the UW
student database to extract university wide
statistics, this study used available IPEDS reports
from the Office of Budgeting and Planning.
Unfortunately, demographic information in IPEDS
reports is rounded to the nearest percentage point,
which limits the accuracy of comparison. By
comparing the results of this study to the previous
OEA report, as well as the undergraduate
population as a whole, we gain a good
understanding of who is and is not participating in
service-learning at UW, as well as how those
demographics have changed over time.
Results
The most informative results in this study
come from comparing numbers to the OEA’s 2006
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report. The difference in sample sizes alone tells
us a lot about how service-learning at UW has
changed. In the OEA report, the sample size of
service-learning students for the various years
were as follows: 2002-03: n=1372, 2003-04:
n=917, and 2004-05: n=968. Jumping forward ten
years, the sample sizes have changed dramatically:
2012-13: n=2849, 2013-14: n=2978, 2014-15:
n=2951. To summarize, the average number of
service-learning students was 1,086 per academic
year between 2002 and 2005 and 2,926 between
2012 and 2015. While this shows an obvious and
dramatic increase in the number of students
participating in service-learning, each individual
report would not demonstrate this growth on its
own. The OEA report shows a significant drop in
numbers between 2002-03 and 2003-04, while
findings from recent years show a slight decrease
between 2013-14 and 2014-15. This exemplifies
the importance and usefulness of being able to
compare and contrast the two groupings of
academic years.
Another important finding that emerged
when comparing the two studies was a dramatic
shift in the academic year of students who
participated in service-learning. During the 200203 academic school year, service-learners were
41.1% freshmen, 30.4% sophomores, 16.9%
juniors, and 11.6% seniors. More than a decade
later, the numbers look quite different. During the
2014-15 school year, service-learners were
24.26% freshmen, 20.98% sophomores, 26.67%
juniors, and 29.11% seniors. This dramatic shift
represents an important change in the pedagogical
role of service-learning, as the experience often
looks much different for freshmen than it does for
seniors. While looking at these two snapshots of
time reveals a huge shift, we can see the increase
in seniors in service-learning in the original OEA
report alone. Senior participation in servicelearning between 2002-2005 went from 11.6% to
12.3% to 14.6%. Based on the new study, senior
participation climbed to a max of 29.75% during
the 2013-2014 school, year before slightly
dropping to 29.11% in 2014-2015.
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Figures 1-2
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population than it is in the university as a whole.
Similarly, the results show a significant increase in
African American, Asian, and Hispanic student
participation in service-learning. While ethnic
diversity was also increasing within the university
as a whole, the increase in diversity among
service-learners was even more dramatic. As a
result, African American, Asian, and Hispanic
students became over represented in servicelearning, when compared to the university as a
whole.
Figures 3-4
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Another telling demographic, when
comparing the two studies is ethnicity. The most
striking change is the percentage of servicelearners who identified as Caucasian. In 20022003, Caucasian students made up 60.6% of
service-learners, while in 2014-2015 they made
up only 41.38% of the students participating in
service-learning. While this is a dramatic finding,
we must also consider the change in the
demographic makeup of the university as a whole
before drawing any conclusions. In 2004-2005,
Caucasians made up 52.5% of the undergraduate
population, while they only made up 47% of the
population in 2014-2015. While this supports the
trend in service-learners, we see that the shift is
much more dramatic in the service-learning

Service-Learners by Ethnicity
2014-15
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41.38%
9.39%
26.87%
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Asian
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Hispanic

*Recent study includes new options such as ‘more than one ethnicity’ in
‘other/unknown’ variable, which helps to explain its dramatic increase.
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Similarly, a comparison between the two
studies shows a steady increase in EOP students.
The goal of the university’s Educational
Opportunity Program is to promote the academic
success of ethnic minority, economically
disadvantaged, and first generation college
students. The OEA report found that the
percentage of service-learners that were EOP
students was 17.2% in 2002-2003, 16.9% in 20032004, and 17.7% in 2004-2005. Jumping ahead to
the most recent numbers, we find that EOP
students made up 20.92% of service-learners in
2012-2013, 19.38 % in 2013-2014, and 19.55% in
2014-2015. These numbers are useful when
considering what motivates students to participate
in service-learning and how financial situation and
background might play into those motivations.

As the literature review suggests, servicelearning is a pedagogy that disproportionally
serves female students. And unlike the increasing
diversity in ethnicity, the results of these studies
shows a very slight, but continuing drop of male
participation in service-learning. Given the six
academic years examined in these two studies,
males highest rate of participation was 28.6%
during the 2002-2003 school year, while their
lowest participation rate was 25.42% in 20142015. While it should be noted that the
university’s population as a whole is also showing
a slight increase in female enrollment, which could
imply a steady representation of males in servicelearning, these numbers are still wildly different
than the current split of males and females within
the university, which is 48% male and 52% female.

The new study shows us that servicelearning has also been diversifying in regards to
the departments and schools with which it works.
Because the OEA report looked at nineteen majors,
based on an unknown grouping approach, the
following results are specific to this study. The
college of Arts and Sciences made up an
overwhelming amount of service-learners, but the
percentage has been dropping consistently in
recent years. This decrease has been accounted for
by a slight increase in participation by the School
of Public Health, the College of the Environment,
and the College of Engineering. These changes
could be the result of increased outreach and
interest in the program or by the shift in students’
academic level, as juniors and seniors are more
likely to have defined majors within specific
colleges.

This disproportionality in gender can be
further examined by shifting the lens to examine
the demographics that were added to the new
study, specifically whether or not service was an
optional component of coursework. While men
represented a significantly smaller portion of
service-learners regardless of whether or not
service was optional, they consistently made up a
smaller percentage when service was optional
than they did when it was required. For example,
during the 2012-2013 academic year, when
service was an optional component of a class,
76.16% of service-learners were female while only
23.71% (with 0.13% unknown) were male. That
same year however, when service was a required
part of class, females made up 71.95% of service-

Table 1

Required Service and Participation, Selected Groups
Academic Year
Service Required?
Male

2012-13
No
Yes
24.12%
27.92%

2013-14
No
Yes
26.22%
30.15%

2014-15
No
23.65%

Female
Caucasian
Hispanic
African American
International

75.88%
42.28%
8.74%
3.84%
9.67%

72.08%
38.46%
9.55%
4.47%
13.53%

73.78%
40.93%
8.23%
4.30%
10.85%

69.85%
40.23%
9.46%
6.17%
11.39%

76.35%
43.30%
9.46%
4.00%
9.10%

74.14%
39.89%
9.23%
5.75%
11.50%

First Generation

26.63%

27.14%

24.00%

28.83%

23.62%

28.91%

Yes
25.86%
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learners while 27.85% were male (with 0.2%
unknown). This shows that females were more
likely to opt into service-learning, while men were
more likely to participate if it was required. While
this could also be related to course registration, as
opposed to decisions made once enrolled in a
course, both approaches imply a higher
willingness in women to participate in servicelearning.
Continuing to look at the demographics
surrounding whether or not service was a
required component of a course, we can uncover
some other groups that seem to be more likely to
participate in service when it is required than
when it is optional. International students, first
generation students, African American students,
and Hispanic students all consistently made up a
higher percentage of service-learning participants
when service was a required component than
when it was optional. Caucasians on the other
hand, as well as transfer students, made up a
larger portion of the population when service was
an optional component. It should be noted that
there are many potential variables that can play a
role in these numbers, including registration and
major. Either way, the differences are striking,
consistent, and worth consideration.
Discussion
The availability of a succinct database
allows this study to have good validity. Because all
students are in the system, we can be sure that
certain groups were not being left out and that
information was not misrepresented or collected
incorrectly, with the exception of minor input
errors. While the internal validity of the study is
high, it is not widely generalizable, as the data only
looks at the service-learning program within the
University of Washington. Because of this, the
demographics also relate closely to that of the
university as a whole, which does not speak
directly to service-learning.
Because the database allowed for such in
depth results, there are a lot of important trends to

discuss. The first one being the obvious growth of
service-learning at the Carlson Center. Because
this report’s methodology looked at specific
snapshots of time, the rates at which servicelearning participation grew is unknown, but as we
see by comparing the reports, the number of
students involved in service-learning has almost
tripled. While the early 2000s was dedicated to
growing service-learning within the university,
through gathering more partner organizations and
reaching out to additional departments and
faculty, the data also shows that those numbers
have steadied in recent years. This information
could potentially indicate that the Carlson Center
has reached its capacity for the service-learning
program. Given that successful service-learning
requires relationship building with community
based organizations, faculty, and students alike,
these numbers can help inform the program’s
ideal size and scope moving forward.
Similarly, the focus of service-learning has
shifted in regards to academic level. While servicelearning used to be dominated by freshmen, a
relatively even spread of service among freshmen,
sophomores, juniors, and seniors can be seen, with
a huge increase over the past ten years in senior
involvement. This information is exceedingly
useful when looking at the landscape and purpose
of service-learning, as the focus of service tends to
differ depending on the year of the student. For
freshmen,
service-learning
represents
an
introduction to the professional world. In these
cases, the goals tend to surround professional
development and formulating a familiarity with
the ways in which organizations operate. Tools
such as communication and timeliness are at the
center of these engagements. For seniors, on the
other hand, service-learning is usually more
focused on critical thinking, exploring ideas of
positionality, power, and the importance of
relationships. These service engagements often
involve projects that are useful to the mission of
the partner organization. Given this, the dramatic
shift in grade of service-learners also represents a
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potential shift in the pedagogical approach to
service-learning.
If we compare these approaches to servicelearning with Furco’s (1996) description, we see
that senior year participation is more akin to what
service-learning is designed to accomplish. As a
result, this shift is promising in regards to meeting
the Carlson Center’s goals for creating servicelearning opportunities that meet community
defined needs while also engaging in reflective
learning in the classroom.
The data also shows that the Carlson
Center’s service-learning program has been
serving an increasingly diverse range of students
over the years, whether it’s based on ethnicity,
EOP status, or first generation status. While it can
easily be assumed that lowering the percentage of
Caucasian participants, which has made up the
majority of service-learners, is a good thing, we
now see that minority ethnicities are over
represented, while Caucasians are underrepresented, when compared to the university as a
whole. This brings up crucial questions moving
forward. Is the goal of service-learning to mimic
the population of the university, or is it to be a
diverse subset of students on its own? These are
questions that will inevitably play a role in
strategic planning efforts of the Carlson Center
moving forward. Perhaps future studies could
compare service-learners to demographics within
majors and colleges in order to get a more focused
look at proportionality.
Similarly, when looking at participation
rates when service is and is not optional, we see
that males, international students, first generation,
African American, and Hispanic students are all
less likely to engage in service-learning when it is
optional. This brings up important questions about
the feasibility of service-learning and potentially
its appeal to certain undergraduate populations.
As the literature review demonstrated, servicelearning is often considered a white pedagogy,
designed to place well to do people in
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opportunities to help the less fortunate (Mitchell,
Donahue, & Young, 2012). Because of this, it is
crucial to explore why certain students are less
likely to participate in service-learning when it is
optional. Is it because they don’t have the time,
they don’t have the means of transport, or is it
because they don’t think that it’s for them?
Service-learning is a quickly growing
pedagogy that provides students the opportunity
to link coursework with engagement in
community organizations. While there has been
much theorizing about service-learning best
practices and the goals of the pedagogy as a
whole, it is important to know who is
participating in the process. The Carlson Center at
the University of Washington has been engaged in
service-learning for twenty-five years and is
looking to develop a new strategic plan. Utilizing
the information in this study, the Carlson Center
can make decisions based on how to move
forward in order to serve the university and the
community as a whole in the ways that it deems
most impactful, necessary, and engaging.
The goal of service-learning is to prepare students
for a life of service within communities, making it
an important tool for social equity and social work,
as well as education. While participation is
growing in other fields, as it stands, most servicelearning opportunities exist in the non-profit
world with social service organizations. By
collaborating with community organizations and
faculty, the Carlson Center hopes to create
enriching opportunities for students to think about
what it means to help and what it means to be part
of a community. By providing tools for students as
they enter the world after graduation, The Carlson
Center believes that service-learning can help lead
to a more sustainable and equitable world. In
order to fulfill that belief, emphasis on equity must
be focused externally, as well as internally. And
studies such as this one can help inform how those
goals are reached.
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Additional Tables and Figures
2006 OEA Report
Tables 2-3
Demographics of Service-Learners
2002-03 (n=1372)

2003-04 (n=917)

2004-05 (n=968)

Male

28.60%

26.60%

26.70%

Female

71.40%

73.40%

73.30%

Transfer Students

22.00%

20.50%

23.20%

EOP Students

17.20%

16.90%

17.70%

Freshman

41.10%

44.60%

41.40%

Sophomore

30.40%

27.00%

23.80%

Junior

16.90%

16.00%

20.20%

Senior

11.60%

12.30%

14.60%

African American

3.80%

2.50%

3.50%

Native American

1.20%

1.20%

1.30%

Latino

4.10%

5.80%

5.40%

Pacific Islander

0.50%

1.10%

1.10%

Asian

18.10%

23.60%

24.20%

Caucasian

60.60%

54.90%

52.50%

Unknown

11.60%

11.50%

12.00%

Average Credits

Ethnicity

2017 Carlson Center Report
Tables 4-5
Demographics of Service-Learners
2012-13 (n=2849)

2013-14 (n=2978)

2014-15 (n=2951)

Male

26.61%

28.58%

25.42%

Female

73.29%

71.32%

74.42%

Transfer Students

23.90%

25.49%

24.74%

EOP Students

20.92%

19.38%

19.55%

Freshman

26.18%

24.04%

24.26%

Sophomore

20.64%

19.41%

20.98%

Junior

26.75%

29.42%

26.67%

Senior

28.22%

29.75%

29.11%

African American

4.04%

5.37%

5.02%

American Indian

1.30%

1.24%

1.22%

Hispanic
Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander
Asian

8.78%

8.63%

9.39%

0.88%

1.44%

0.95%

27.38%

26.53%

26.87%

40.51%

40.77%

41.38%

1.44%

1.81%

1.90%

12.32%

11.48%

10.64%

Average Credits

Ethnicity

Caucasian
More Than One
Ethnicity
International
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2006 OEA Report
Table 6
Major
Architecture
Arts
Business
Dentistry
Education
Engineering
Health
Humanities
Info
Interdisciplinary
Law
Medicine
Natural Sciences
Nursing
Pharmacy
Public
Social Sciences
Other
Premajor

2002-03 (n=1372)

2003-04 (n=917)

2004-05 (n=968)

3.2%
2.5%
1.3%
0.0%
0.0%
0.5%
0.0%
4.9%
0.1%
0.1%
0.0%
0.0%
7.4%
0.0%
6.0%
0.0%
17.8%
1.5%
57.1%

0.1%
2.8%
1.6%
0.0%
0.0%
0.8%
0.0%
4.5%
0.0%
0.1%
0.0%
0.0%
15.0%
0.1%
9.3%
0.0%
16.1%
2.5%
49.8%

0.2%
1.7%
1.0%
0.0%
0.0%
0.9%
0.0%
5.3%
0.1%
0.4%
0.0%
0.0%
13.4%
0.1%
9.4%
0.0%
23.0%
3.2%
44.4%

2017 Carlson Center Report
Table 7
COLLEGE
COLLEGE OF ARTS & SCIENCES

2012-13
78.17%

2013-14
71.73%

2014-15
70.72%

COLLEGE OF BUILT ENVIRONMENTS

0.27%

0.48%

0.43%

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION

8.64%

9.90%

9.79%

COLLEGE OF ENGINEERING

3.85%

6.42%

5.87%

COLLEGE OF THE ENVIRONMENT

4.75%

5.21%

6.21%

FOSTER SCHOOL OF BUSINESS

1.96%

1.20%

1.19%

INTERDISCIPLINARY UNDERGRADUATE PROGRAMS

0.47%

0.40%

0.17%

INTERSCHOOL OR INTERCOLLEGE PROGRAMS

0.12%

0.16%

0.04%

SCHOOL OF NURSING

1.57%

1.36%

1.45%

SCHOOL OF PUBLIC HEALTH

1.33%

5.29%

6.43%

SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK

1.65%

1.84%

1.91%

THE INFORMATION SCHOOL

0.04%

0.04%

0.30%

