
Service-learning and Retention 
What we know from 

and where we go from here

Service-learning and Retention 
What we know from 

and where we go from here

Dan Forbes, M.S.W.
Director of Service Education

Meelia Center for Community Service
Saint Anselm College

Dan Forbes, M.S.W.
Director of Service Education

Meelia Center for Community Service
Saint Anselm College



Reasons we need to 
pay attention to Retention

Reasons we need to 
pay attention to Retention

• 1. Decline in overall enrollment: lost 
students reduces tuition income (Bringle & Hatcher, 2010)

• 2. Ethical responsibility: good faith effort to 
support admitted students (Bringle & Hatcher, 2010)

• 3. Lowers morale (Bringle & Hatcher, 2010)

• 4. Disruption to student life (those leaving and left behind)

• 5.
• 6.

• 1. Decline in overall enrollment: lost 
students reduces tuition income (Bringle & Hatcher, 2010)

• 2. Ethical responsibility: good faith effort to 
support admitted students (Bringle & Hatcher, 2010)

• 3. Lowers morale (Bringle & Hatcher, 2010)

• 4. Disruption to student life (those leaving and left behind)

• 5.
• 6.



Introductions 
and

What is you interest in Service-
Learning and Retention?

Introductions 
and

What is you interest in Service-
Learning and Retention?



During the presentation part 
write down the retention issues 

and factors most relevant to 
your school or campus

During the presentation part 
write down the retention issues 

and factors most relevant to 
your school or campus



Research on RetentionResearch on Retention
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96 completed a bachelor’s degree within six years at the institution at 
which they started. Another 7% obtained a baccalaureate degree within 
six years after attending two or more institutions (Berkner, He & 
Cataldi, 2002).

• For Community Colleges  less than ½ of the students in developmental 
classes persist.  (Prentice, 2009)
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• The six-year completion rate for African American students and Latinos is 

only about 46 percent (Berkner et al., 2002).  Yet minority enrollment is on the 
increase:

• Minority student age population to increase from 20% (’85) to 39% (2020)
• 80% of minorities will attend predominately White institutions
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• In a study of college freshmen attending Williams College, 
Zimmerman (2003) found that students with average standardized test 
scores were most influenced by having a roommate with a low SAT 
score which resulted in their achievement in college going down and 
conversely, being exposed to a roommate with high SAT scores 
corresponded with academic achievement raising for the student with 
the initial average SAT score.

• Important Consideration for schools who accept students with lower GPAs in 
a tight recruitment market

• This points to a need to focus on factors beyond the 
traditionally designated “at-risk” student

• Peers who are excited about their learning experiences 
positively impact students around them; the converse is also 
true 
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Students who started college who are lower achieving at 
entrance but who are engaged reap large benefits –

the more engaged these students become, the better their 
grades are and they start catching up to students who 

started college with a higher level of achievement.  
One particular study of 18 colleges found that once 

African American students attained an average level of 
engagement the odds that they would return for a second 
year of college at the same institution surpassed those of 

white counterparts. 
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1. Service and reflection are linked to specific course learning goals. 
2. Students select roles in line with their interests and aspirations
3. Challenging community involvement moves students beyond their beyond comfort 

zone….producing growth and a sense of purpose
4. Addresses significant community need
5. Involves strong reflection component to deepen academic understanding, and foster 

personal growth and development.
6. In-class and out-of-class examination of academic links deepens class learning.
7. Engages faculty more fully in the students’ learning experience
6. Additional benefits:

• Can contribute to confidence, esteem and future orientation.
• Expands quantity and quality of student involvement in community and on campus.
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through effective monitoring from campus
• 5. Students can be very open about issues at the sites with other 
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• 6. Student leaders thrive with the opportunity to develop and 

display professional skills and abilities.
• 7. The possibility of gaining a leadership position encourages 
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strengths when applied through service
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• The NSSE has 19 items to measure Student Engagement including time spent 
in co-curricular activities, asking questions in class, working with other 
students on projects inside or outside of class, discussing ideas from class or 
readings outside of class. Research linking NSSE and Institutional Practices 
found:

• 1. Engagement has positive, modest effects on grades and persistence for 
students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, even after controlling for 
key pre-college variables.

• 2. Engagement has compensatory effects on first-year grades and persistence to 
the second year of college at the same institution for historically underserved 
students, and especially for lower ability students and students of color 
compared with White students

• “While student engagement is not a silver bullet, finding ways to get students to 
take part in the right kinds of activities helps to level the playing field, 
especially for those from low-income family backgrounds and others who have 
been historically underserved, increasing the odds that they will complete their 
program of study and enjoy the intellectual and monetary gains associated with 
the completion of the baccalaureate degree.”
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• Increased tolerance of differences and appreciation of 
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• Increased sense of citizenship and empowerment to 

address social issues
• Increased self confidence and positive peer interactions
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• Positive outcomes in areas such as 
• informal contact with faculty
• enhanced peer relationships
• involvement in active learning pedagogies  

(Eyler & Giles, 1999; Eyler et al., 2001;Hatcher & Oblander, 1998; 
Keup, 2005-2006

• First-year students in a service-learning study skills course reported 
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• improved perceptions of themselves as learners
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• Eyler and Giles (1999) document the peer connections that 
are made through service-learning courses, linking social 
integration to student retention.

• Students involved in service-learning have increased 
frequency of interaction with faculty, often in out-of 
classroom settings (Sax & Astin, 1997).

• Gallini and Moely (2003) conducted a multi-course 
evaluation of students’ intentions to stay in college and 
found a relationship between being enrolled in a service-
learning course (vs. enrolled only in non-service learning 
courses) and intention to return.
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• Maximize interaction with diverse populations
• Include broad spectrum of campus community in service-

learning activity (e.g. with reflection, celebration, project 
support)

• Facilitate interactions between students and with faculty 
(e.g. build faculty reflection skills, facilitate joint research
opportunities, etc.)

• Build into Freshman Year programming
• Create learning communities (site or issue based, course-

based;  possibly including community representation)
• Develop placements and activities to match diverse student 
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make links to campus experiences
(involve off-campus facilitation)
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• FYE includes classroom content ( campus life; student 
services, advising and tutoring) with service-learning 
opportunities outside the classroom.

• Retention from one semester to the next and to the 
following year is higher for FYE students.

• Within the semester, 90 percent of the FYE students are 
retained and 89 percent enroll for spring semester. 
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established and effective 
• In part through support of Campus Compact 
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