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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the present investigation was to generate an initial descriptive and exploratory vision of Argentine schools that carry out community service learning experiences. The investigation was based on the analysis of 6,100 presentations submitted to the “Premio Presidencial Escuelas Solidarias” (Solidarity Schools Presidential Award) in the years 2000 and 2001.

The primary objectives of the investigation were to determine whether there was a characteristic profile of the schools that carried out community service learning experiences and to establish the general characteristics of these experiences especially of those that could be considered service-learning in the strict sense. 

After defining the sources (presentations to Premio Presidencial corresponding to schools), the existing data was organized in order to establish some generalizations about the community service learning projects, and specifically service-learning projects, with the goal of obtaining a systematic description of the state of the situation on a national level. 

Two different analysis universes were set up in order to analyze and work with the sources. 

Universe 1:

4,391 schools that presented their community service learning experience to the Premio Presidencial Escuelas Solidarias 2000 y 2001. They represent 10 % of schools nationwide. 

 Universe 2:

2,898 community service learning experiences that were presented to the 2001 session of Premio Presidencial Escuelas Solidarias. 
What follows is a summary of the research methodology used and the main findings.

1 – INITIAL DEFINITIONS: COMMUNITY SERVICE LEARNING AND SERVICE-LEARNING PROJECTS

The teaching method known as “service-learning” has been defined as “service performed by students, aimed at attending to a real need of the community and oriented in an explicit and planned way to enhance the quality of academic learning” (PROGRAMA NACIONÁL ESCUELA Y COMUNIDAD, 2001).

From the service-learning perspective, the community service activities performed by the students – if they are adequately planned – can be in and of themselves a source of learning. Well-planned service-learning programs allow young people to learn and apply the contents of their academic curriculum and at the same time accomplish tasks of importance and responsibility in their community and their school. 

In service-learning a two-fold objective is obtained within the one act of learning: the pedagogic aim of improving the quality of learning and the community service aim of responding to a social need through community involvement (TAPIA, 2000).

For example, high school students practice their computer skills teaching unemployed adults how to use a computer to improve their chances of finding employment; primary schools students improve their writing skills by sending letters to newspapers requesting improvements in their neighborhood; and undergraduate agronomy students practice their skills by teaching low-income families to grow their own organic vegetable gardens, to sight just a few cases. Some classic examples of service-learning include student tutoring wherein the students offer support to other students who are doing poorly, which in turn strengthens their own skills; forestation and community vegetable garden programs in which the students apply their natural science knowledge at the service of communities in need; technical projects through which students from technical schools or universities set-up devices that offer energy, water or other productive sources to communities that need them.

Service-learning has developed relatively recently as a field of pedagogic specialization and investigation. Research in this field is still rather haphazard on a world level and most of it has been carried out in the United States (BILLIG-WATERMAN, 2003).

Given that research in Argentina is still in the early stages, a study of a more exploratory nature was necessary if we were to draw closer to the objectives of our investigation and establish the most significant variables, dimensions and indicators, and applicable models of analysis of the experience that had been developing in the Argentine educational system.

The main objective of the investigation is to study the Argentine service-learning experience and in this way promote its application in the Latin American context

In order to continue it is necessary to briefly consider some issues linked to the very definition of the term “service-learning”, and to establish the scope it will be given in this study. 

The definition of service-learning held by the Ministry of Education of Argentina is as follows:

“Service-learning can be defined as:

· a community service brought ahead by students, 

· aimed at responding to needs of a community that are both real and truly felt,

· planned on an institutional level as an integral part of the academic curriculum in function of the students’ learning” (www.me.gov.ar/edusol/aprenser.htm)
For the purposes of this study and keeping in mind that the experiences under study are exclusively those that have been realized in Argentina, we will use this definition as a reference point.

We realize that this option sets very precise boundaries regarding the extent of service-learning in relation to other types of service or community projects that could be initiated in the educational environment. With this in mind, and as we will see in the next point, in order to define an initiative as service-learning in the strict sense of the term we must take into account the simultaneous presence of:

· service projects brought forward by students

· a service offered to an identifiable community

· the contents of the academic curriculum must be linked specifically      to the project.

1.1.3 – Service-learning and community service learning 

Differentiating the types of activities that characterize service-learning in a strict sense from other types of community actions that originate in the educational environment has been one of the first concerns of the academic centers specialized in this field, and it is indispensable in order to undertake any systematic investigation. Different tools have been proposed to this end by various authors (TAPIA, 2000, pp. 26-30).

The tool adopted for the purposes of the present investigation is the service-learning quadrants developed by Stanford University and adapted to our needs (SERVICE-LEARNING 2000 CENTER. Service-Learning Quadrants. Stanford University, California, 1996. TAPIA, 2000).

GRAPH 1: Service Quadrants and Service 
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The vertical axis of the graph refers to the greater or lesser quality of service provided to the community. The horizontal axis indicates the greater or lesser integration of systematic or disciplinary learning in the service performed. 

From the intersection of these axis four quadrants emerge that allow us to single-out the four types of experiences:

I:  Field work: research activities in which the students get involved in the life of their community but exclusively as an object of study. The purpose of field work is to learn the subject matter, for example the Natural Science department plans a visit to an ecological reserve, the Technology department organizes a visit to a local industry, the Social Studies department interviews the elderly in the community as part of an investigation regarding the memory of local history.  These types of activities involve knowledge of the life of the community but do not aim at changing it or rendering it a service. Emphasis is placed on acquiring curricular learning while contact with the life of the community is purely instrumental.

II. Non-systematic service initiatives: are service-oriented initiatives but that have little or no integration with formal learning. They are random activities that set out to respond to a specific need. In most cases they spring-up spontaneously, they are not planned as part of the Proyecto Educativo Instiucional (Institutional Education Project), and generally are limited to relief projects.

Basically, we distinguish the non-systematic initiatives from service-learning in that the former doesn’t relate the service activity performed by the students to the material they learn in class.

III. Institutional community service

These types of initiatives are characterized by a decision made on an institutional level, as opposed to simply random decisions, to promote solidarity and develop attitudes of service, social commitment and civic involvement within the students. Whether participation in the service activities proposed is voluntary or obligatory; they are formally adopted by the school’s administration, and are an explicit part of the institution’s curricula. 

Precisely because this type of experiences consists in actions sustained in time and because they are integrated with the institutional goals, they generally can offer the community more sustained and better quality service. Regarding the aspect of learning, although community service is an effective tool for the formation of values and the development of pro-social attitudes, not always nor necessarily, is what is learned effectively integrated with the academic curricula.

These initiatives are defined as “community service” and not “service-learning” in those cases where the institution wants to develop a service action with a broad educational aim (usually linked to the fostering of values and attitudes) but it doesn’t formally provide for the relationship between the community activity and what is being taught in the classroom.

IV. Service-learning

Defined as experiences that offer both high quality service and a high degree of integration with formal learning, these type of initiatives, posses the same continuity in time and the same institutional commitment as student community service. However, they also provide an explicit link between the activities carried out and the objectives of academic learning characteristic of fieldwork (TAPIA, 2000, p. 26).

Having defined what we mean by service-learning in the strict sense, we should also point out that in real life in schools the boundaries between “community service”, “learning” and “service-learning” are not always fixed during the life of a project, nor are they always easily identified on first analysis.

This has made it necessary to create comprehensive expressions that embrace the corpus of educational experiences involving community outreach or service initiatives. 

Andrew Furco has proposed a “neutral” expression, “community service learning”,

“as a generic term to refer to both community service and service-learning activities as currently practiced. The use of the term is not meant to be restricted to the enhancement of academic achievement as an educational objective. While the term is somewhat awkward, community service learning offers the advantages of apparent familiarity: neutrality between the two contested terms, and a suitably balanced emphasis on both community benefit and community objectives” (FURCO, 2002, p.14).

Likewise, the expression “community service learning projects” used in the gathering of the Premio Presidencial Escuelas Solidarias (Solidarity Schools Presidential Award) makes reference to the broadest universe of community outreach experiences developed in the educational realm, including the four types previously defined in the “quadrants”: internships or field work, non-systematic community initiatives, institutional community service and service-learning. 

In the present work, we will use the term “service-learning” in the strict sense, referring to those activities that aim simultaneously at community outreach and learning, and “community service learning” as a comprehensive term representing all service motivated activities or activities oriented towards community outreach developed in the school environment. 
2 – SOURCE OF INFORMATION

The main source of information is the archive of presentations to the Premio Presidencial Escuelas Solidarias convened in the years 2000 and 2001 by the National Ministry of Education through the Programa Nacional Escuela y Comunidad (National School and Community Program).

The above-mentioned archive is a collection of 6,100 forms with appendices (photos, videos, etc.) and is now a part of the general archive of the Service Education Program of the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology of the Argentine Republic.

The invitation to apply for the Premio Presidencial Escuelas Solidarias is addressed to educational institutions engaged in community service projects. It includes all schools of all levels (Primary, Secondary), teacher training colleges of all types of education (common, special, adults, professional formation centers, informal education, etc.), all types of administrations (public, private), and all environments (urban and rural). In short all types of schools of all levels, environments, types of education and administrations possible in the Argentine system.

In order to present their project for the award in the years 2000 and 2001 the authorities of the educational institution were required to complete a form prepared by the technical team of the Programa Nacional Escuela y Comunidad. The form consisted of two double-sided legal-sized sheets of paper requiring information about the institution and the educational service initiative that was being carried out (see appendix 1).

Once they had been completed, the forms were sent to the Programa Nacional Escuela y Comunidad where they were evaluated by an ad hoc specialized technical team. In order to perform their task, the team prepared an evaluation tool for each year’s award (see appendix 2) which was applied to all the projects sent by the schools in order to select the best service-learning initiatives and award them the prize. 

In the first convocation of the Programa Nacional Escuela y Comunidadid, in the year 2000, 3,000 initiatives were presented. In the second, in the year 2001, there were 3,100 presentations.

The presentation form was modified for the second convocation according to the experience acquired by the Program’s technical team the previous year. It added some specifications that made it possible to better understand the characteristics of the service projects developed by the institutions. 

CLAYSS had access to all the forms presented by the schools, which constitute the main source of information of the present investigation.
Having identified the sources of information as being the forms and appendices submitted by institutions of Elementary Education to the Presidential Award 2000 and 2001, we will now proceed to consider the advantages and limitations they offer as a source of knowledge.
Regarding the advantages, the main one is undoubtedly the comprehensiveness of the experiences available since, as we said earlier, they encompassed the work carried out in the national system by institutions of all levels, environments, types of education and administrations.  This offered us an invaluable view of the state of community service learning as it had developed up to that time.
In this sense, the number of projects submitted was not a matter of little importance either. The number of schools that presented their initiatives makes up about 10% of the total number of schools in the educational system, therefore, a considerably rich universe both in quantity and variety. From this we can infer certain reliability with respect to the initial conclusions or generalizations arrived at.
The forms provided us with standardized information that facilitated the comparison and tabulation of experiences. An added advantage of the forms was that the information came directly from those involved in the initiative, endorsed by the highest authority of the school and providing an account of what was actually being done, since one of the conditions for entering the Award program was that the project be underway at the moment of its presentation.

At the same time, it must be said that the forms have all the restrictions and limitations of a document with a predetermined format, submitted to a government body, and in view of being awarded a prize.
The fact of reporting to a government body with the aim of winning a prize biases the information presented, as reference is made almost exclusively to achievements, while difficulties and failures are minimized or omitted.

However, given that ours is an exploratory and quantitative investigation, this last limitation does not affect the data central to our study. On the other hand, though the Ministry of Education did not have the operational capacity to verify reliability in 100% of the cases, observations gathered from local supervision, provincial officials, and from visits conducted by the Ministry’s technical team, seem to indicate that the information submitted by the schools tends to reflect the service initiatives being carried out fairly accurately.

The decisions made regarding the sources used defined the field of investigation: this does not pretend to describe all the Argentine institutions that carry out service projects – this information could only come from an unlikely official census of all schools – but rather those Basic Education institutions which, besides carrying out service projects, received all the necessary information about the Award, made the decision to submit an entry and sent their form to the Ministry of Education.

3 – THE INVESTIGATION DESIGN 

3.1 – Construction of analysis universes


After identifying the abovementioned sources we proceeded to organize the existing data in order to establish some generalizations regarding community service learning projects, and – specifically – service-learning projects, in an attempt to come up with a systematic description of the situation at a national level. 

Two different analysis universes were constructed in function of the analysis and treatment of the sources. We considered the universes as an intellectual construction, built with the available sources, including all the units of analysis.

The first analysis universe (U1) includes all the educational institutions that presented their community service learning project to the Presidential Award both in 2000 and 2001, with the exceptions indicated in the previous point. The units of analysis of this universe are the educational institutions where we have information on their service initiatives (4,391 institutions), and include those institutions that made presentations to only one of the Presidential Award editions and those that made submissions on both occasions. As we already mentioned, they represent 10% of all schools in the country.

The intention is to investigate the scope and spreading of community service learning projects carried out by schools throughout the country, and advance towards an “external” description profiling the various types of educational institutions that are developing service projects in Argentina.

The following diagram presents the institutional data and the projects being studied. 



3.2 – Design of data collection tools

First of all, before the database was designed, we built the research matrices system. In the process we also defined the combination of variables necessary to complete these matrices and thus test the hypothesis. 

In order to consider the distribution of schools which had carried out service-learning experiences throughout the country, as well as determining their location in relation to those provinces most affected by socio-economic educational needs, we constructed a set of matrices corresponding to Universe 1 that considers these aspects.

Another set of matrices applicable to the same universe takes into account the number of schools according to matriculation, type of administration, subject area, and educational level.

In analyzing Universe 2, matrices were built in view of gathering information regarding the main themes and recipients, the students’ age and type of participation, the length and average duration of service-learning initiatives, and the links with organizations.

Another set of matrices is aimed at analyzing specifically service-learning projects, that is, those community service learning experiences that meet the following conditions: 

-
the students must be involved in their realization

-
the projects must have service as an objective 

-
they must have learning as an objective 

-
they must be linked with at least one subject’s curriculum.

Once the matrices system and the combination of variables were established, the Database was designed. 

The only database that had compiled the information gathered from the forms submitted to Premio Presidencial 2000-2001 up until the moment that CLAYSS began its research, was designed by the Programa Nacional Escuela y Comunidad (School and Community National Program). Both databases had been set up and processed with political administration record keeping in mind (criteria for giving awards, financing and information to the provinces) and were not intended to gather information for academic use.  Due to limitations in terms of government personnel as well as time constraints, in neither case was the information gathered complete –much of the information entered on the forms was not entered into the database- and in some cases the information entered was incomplete or incorrect. In an attempt to overcome these limitations, the research team at CLAYSS decided to analyze and revise the information gathered in both databases. 

On the one hand, the data on the institutions entered in EyC 2000 and 2001 were compared with the Base Maestro del Ministerio de Educación (Main Database of the Ministry of Education), a database which records the geographical location, type and educational level of all the officially recognized educational institutions. In the Main Database each -educational institution in the country is identified by a unique identification number called a CUE (Clave Única de Establecimiento)
  Even though the forms required the CUE, not all institutions provided it and therefore made it difficult to correctly identify the schools. In fact, there are schools whose names are repeated even though they are located in the same city.  Therefore, the data from the Main Database was merged with that of EyC 2000 and 2001and after comparing information the missing CUEs were entered. As a result, duplicate records were deleted (the same establishment entered twice with slight name variations) and geographical information was either corrected or, if lacking, entered. 

At the same time the data from the EyC databases was being updated, we began designing the Base CLAYSS (CLAYSS Database). This database was created to include all relevant information and proved to be instrumental to the goals of our investigation.

From a methodological viewpoint, the database design required that we take various decisions, which will be explained in the next section, especially regarding the projects’ classification criteria. We wanted to ensure that the data was entered homogeneously in order to avoid the disparity in criteria that distorted the information in the EyC databases.

In agreement with the matrices constructed and taking into account the methodological decisions taken, we finalized a temporary design of the database fields. The usefulness and reliability of this design were put to the test using a test pilot of the data entered. Researchers chose fifty of the forms entered in the Premio Presidencial 2001 at random and then entered the information in the temporary database. The results of the test revealed some difficulties in the data entered. After they were corrected the final database was designed.

The EyC 2001 database lacked information regarding the projects that was vital to the investigation and therefore absolutely needed to be completed. In order to reclassify and compile the projects from 2001 in agreement with the new methodological decisions, a grid was designed specifically for the investigation (see Appendix 3). This grid was filled out for each one of the forms by a team of 10 compilers chosen among those who had participated in the evaluation process of the Premios Presidenciales, and who therefore would have a wealth of experience in reading and analyzing this type of projects.
Nonetheless, in order to ensure the reliability of the tool and consistency in the decisions taken, the team of researchers came up with instructions to guide the compilation process. A training day was also organized to examine and clarify the categories selected, in order to establish common criteria among those who would carry the project to its completion. After the training day, the team of compilers began reading the forms presented in 2001 and compiling the data in the corresponding grids.

After having corrected the EyC 2000 and 2001 databases and compiled the new information in the grids, all the information was merged in the CLAYSS database. Data entry input all the data in the CLAYSS database making it possible to establish the combination of information necessary to answer the questions of the investigation. 

3.3 – Methodological questions related to the design of data collection tools:

One of the first problems encountered in compiling the CLAYSS database was the multitude of thematic descriptors:  461 different descriptors were identified in the EyC databases.
The thematic descriptors had been entered in the system’s evaluation forms by the Program’s technical personnel and by an evaluation team that had been hurriedly formed due to the necessity of evaluating three thousand experiences in a short time. Due to time restrictions, practicality and for lack of common criteria established before hand, each evaluator tended to reiterate the vocabulary present in the forms evaluated. Therefore, a community service experience aimed at spreading the practice of vermiculture among rural producers could be classified, depending on the evaluator, as “Worm Farming”, “Worm Producer”, or “Vermiculture” and the database would consider them three different types of projects.

1. The multiplication of descriptors referencing the same type of experiences was particularly serious in the case of those projects that could be classified from different points of view.   For example, a project involving students and their parents that teaches them to make sweets and homemade preserves from produce grown in the school or home garden, could be classified using 26 different descriptors.

The excessive number of descriptors and the weak foundation upon which they are determined made it necessary to start by singling-out three concepts: theme, activity and recipient which were found mixed into the descriptors.
We will consider:

· the theme, as the main subject, the central point that approaches the project by defining its main issues.

· the activity, as the action carried out by the students while performing the service.
· the recipient, as the direct beneficiaries of the projects aimed at community outreach.
With this in mind, and with the aim of building the research matrices and the database fields, we took some methodological decisions regarding the following aspects:

1. Themes and sub-themes:

In order to identify the various themes, descriptors from the EyC databases were compiled and compared with other thematic classification criteria worked out by the same Escuela y Comunidad technical team, as well as those proposed by CLAYSS
 and by specialized bibliography. Once this task was completed, all the themes identified were grouped in wider categories.
Finally, the Thematic Category was defined as a function of the relationship established within the project between the service objectives and issues. That is, in order to establish the Thematic Category we apply the “formula” “objectives + issues”.
Let us take, for instance, an information campaign on a theme of public interest in the health field (e.g. a prevention campaign against the Mal de Chagas or pediculosis). In order to establish the project category we would, as already pointed out, apply the formula “objectives + issues”. That means that if the box corresponding to “issues” and the space for “objectives of the project” were filled-in in function of the local need for information, the theme would be C. Information and Communication. If instead, the objectives and the issues mention a specific health and communitarian problem the theme would be E. Health.
Using this criterion we identified nine thematic categories:

A. Education

B. Civic and community participation

C. Information and communication

D. Environment

E. Health

F. Socio-cultural animation – Historical and cultural heritage – Tourism

G. Productive Service Projects

H. Attention to Socio-economic Problems

I. Others

Each one of the thematic categories mentioned contains a group of sub-themes that we proposed due to the fact that they were repeated in a large percentage of the total number  of  experiences (e.g. promoting reading) or for their social significance (e.g. alphabetization).

The sub-theme is a subset of the central theme built in order to describe the theme itself or to describe the activity (for example computer science or technology as a subset of education) or of a specific activity (for example tutoring, also as a subset of education). In general, the sub-theme is considered in function of the “objective + activity” relationship. The following are the sub-themes defined in this study.

A. Education

· A.1. Alphabetization

· A.2. Tutoring

· A.3. Promoting reading

· A.4. Education in computer science and technology

· A.5. Training

B. Civic and Community Participation

· B.1. Public Commitment and Civic Participation
· B.2. Ethic and civic formation/Development and Education in Values
· B.3. Promoting cooperativism
· B.4. Bartering clubs

C. Information and Communication
· C.1. Public interest information campaigns.

· C.2. Communication in remote areas.

· C.3 Communication at the service of NGOs/social marketing.

D. Environment
· D.1. Environmental education.

· D.2. Urban environment. 

· D.3. Prevention and rational use of natural resources.

E. Health

· E.1. Health education, prevention and the treatment of illnesses and addictions.

· E.2. Organ and blood donation
· E.3. Eating disorders
F. Socio-cultural animation – Historical and cultural heritage – Tourism
· F.1 Promotion and preservation of the historical and cultural heritage
· F.2 Community support for sports activities, recreation and the positive use of free time.

· F.3 Artistic and cultural activities at the service of the community
· F.4 Field trips and post-graduation excursions with service aims.

· F.5 Designing of regional tours. 

G. Productive Service Projects:

Productive service projects are those enterprises that aim at meeting a previously identified community need. In other words, it includes among its objectives community service. The subcategories differ from one another in type of production and final product.
· G.1. Farming.

· G.2. Technological production. 

· G.3. Craft production.

H. Attention to Socioeconomic Issues. 

Projects that propose to palliate some of the more basic and urgent needs of the community.

· H.1. Nutrition.

· H.2. Clothing.

· H.3. Housing.

· H.4. Integrating diversity.

· H.5. Collection campaigns.

I. Others:

Includes all projects that are not included in any of the previous thematic categories.

2. Recipients

To study the recipients we chose to work around two variables: the type of recipients and their geographic location.

In order to classify the various types of recipients, we decided to differentiate those experiences that are directed towards satisfying requests or needs of the whole of the community (“general community” in the CLAYSS database) from those that refer to specific groups of people.

With respect to the former we first of all defined the different age groups. In those cases where the forms submitted, or their appendices, provided the necessary information on the age groups served, they were categorized as follows:

· Children: from 0 to 11 (birth to the second cycle of Primary)

· Adolescents (includes pubescent youth or pre-adolescents): 12 to 17 years (coincidentally the average age of Secondary-High School

· Youth: 18 to 30 (taking adult legal age and the most common age group in a census as a reference point)

· Adults: more than 30 years old

· The third age: more than 65 years old (retirement age)

We also analyzed a second variable: the type of need or specific socio-economic-cultural condition when attending to a particular group of people. The following types of recipients were established:

· differently abled people

· children and youth at educational risk

· isolated rural towns

· adolescent parents

· the sick

· the imprisoned

· street children

· the unemployed

· addicts

· the poor in general and

· others

The second aspect we focused on was the geographical location of the recipients.

First of all we analyzed where the recipients were located in relation to the educational institution offering the service. We wanted to determine whether the recipients were chosen from the same area in which the school was located, or from a different one, or both.

Secondly, we analyzed the type of area (urban, rural, or urban-marginal) where the recipients of the service lived.

3) Students participating in the experience: the form requested the specification of the number of students by course participating in each service experience.

Because of the fragmentation of the educational system, and the variety of denominations used according to the jurisdictions, we decided to use the participants’ age as a variable and not the level or educational cycle they were in. In this way we obtained a unified record for all jurisdictions.

We established the following correlations:

· Children (5 to 11 years old): corresponding to Kindergarten and two first cycles of Educación Básica General (EGB) (Basic General Education)/ Primary

· Adolescents: (12 to 17 years old): corresponding to third cycle of General Basic Education (EGB)/Secondary/Middle/High School

· Youth (18 to 29 years old)

· Adults (30 years old and over)

In analyzing the experiences presented, one of the main questions to consider was the distinction between non-systematic service experiences or community service, and the so-called service-learning experiences as defined in this investigation (see chapter 1).

In surveys taken in the United States (for example those taken by the Secretary of Education of the federal government, US DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATON, 1999), principals and teachers who answered the questionnaires were asked to define whether the community service initiatives carried out in their schools were “community service” or “service-learning”. As S. Billing pointed out, the results were contradictory and confusing (NYLC, 2004), given that the same terminology used in different schools could describe different initiatives and vice versa.

In the case of the forms submitted to the Premio Presidencial de Escuelas Solidarias, teachers were not asked to provide definitions in this sense, but they were asked information that could be used to distinguish between service-learning initiatives and other types of community service learning experiences.

In order to single-out strictly service-learning experiences, we took into account that they should meet certain requirements that are accepted characteristics of service-learning in all of its academic definitions (see Chapter 1):

· the actions must be carried out by students

· they must have learning as an objective

· they must have service as an objective

· they must be linked to the academic curriculum

Using the information available, for the purposes of this investigation, a progressively exclusive formula was generated identifying the field of experiences of service-learning in the strict sense.

We started by singling out those experiences in which students carried out the service actions. Those that did not meet this criterion were discarded for the next analysis.

Of those experiences that were in fact carried out by students, we took into account only those that were specifically noted as being service-oriented and for learning purposes.

Of this last group we considered the projects that had at least one (1) curricular connection. The results showed that 1,663 experiences were considered to be service-learning, making up 57.38% of universe 2.

4 - RESULTS OF THE INVESTIGATION

The following is a summary of the main findings and conclusions. 

4.1 – Universe 1: Solidarity schools

About 10% of Argentine schools made presentations to the Premio Presidencial Escuelas Solidarias  awarded in 2000 and 2001, and this segment of the system included schools from all jurisdictions, both state and privately run, urban and rural, with thousands of students or with very few, and of all levels and orientations.

In other words, it could be affirmed that, in Argentina, any school can undertake service-learning experiences. 

It would appear, therefore, that there is no identifiable profile of schools that undertake this type of experiences, or at least it cannot be identified from the general objective data available for this research. A deeper exploration of qualitative aspects, such as the profile of directors and teachers, institutional openness to innovations, the simultaneous presence of other teaching innovations, or other, could perhaps contribute to identifying common profiles among the universe of schools under study.

The analysis universe comprised a total of 4391 educational institutions, which account for 10.76% of all schools in the country. From this percentage, about 49,5% represents submissions to the Premio in its 2000 edition and 58.2% are presentations to the 2001 edition. About 7.7% of institutions made presentations both in the years 2000 and 2001.

4.1.1 – Geographic distribution: Concerning the geographic location of solidarity schools, we can observe in the table below that all jurisdictions have participated in one or other edition of the Premio Presidencial, with no less than 20 institutions each

GRAPH 2. TOTAL NUMBER OF SOLIDARITY SCHOOLS BY JURISDICTION






Percentage of solidarity schools of the total number of schools in each jurisdiction: we calculated the percentage of solidarity schools in relation to the total number of educational institutions from each province on the basis of statistics from the Dirección Nacional de Información y Evaluación de la Calidad Educativa del Ministerio de Educación, Ciencia y Tecnología de la Nación (www.me.gov.ar/diniece) for the year 2000.

Considering that the national average participation level is 10.76% of the total number of schools, we analyzed all of the jurisdictions in relation to this average:

· There are 10 provinces clearly over the national average (more than 15% of the institutions of the jurisdiction present community service learning experiences): San Juan, Santa Cruz, Formosa, La Pampa,  Neuquén, Jujuy, Tierra del Fuego, Tucumán, Salta, and Mendoza.

· There are 8 jurisdictions close to the average (between 10 and 14% of the jurisdiction present community service learning experiences): Corrientes, Entre Ríos, Chubut, Catamarca, Río Negro, Santa Fe, San Luis and Ciudad de Buenos Aires.

· There are 6 jurisdictions below the national average (between 3 and 9% of the institutions of the jurisdiction present community service learning experiences): Misiones, Chaco, Santiago del Estero, Córdoba, Buenos Aires, La Rioja.

Beyond these hypothesis, which remain open to further investigation, it is important to point out that development indexes do not seem to have any bearing on the larger or lesser number of solidarity schools per jurisdiction: provinces with very different EHDI  present similar levels of participation.

4.1.2 – Solidarity schools by education level

GRAPH 3: SOLIDARITY SCHOOLS BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL
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All Basic Education levels made presentations to the Premio Presidencial, with no less than 1600 experiences each.

The level with the highest representation in absolute terms was Secondary/High School. Considering the percentage of solidarity schools of the total for the same level, participation was around the national average of 10%, except for the secondary/high school level in which 13.17% of establishments participated.

4.1.3 – Solidarity schools by area: About 68% of all solidarity schools are located in urban areas. Rural schools represent almost 25% of the total number of solidarity schools. If we consider that –according to recent statistics- rural schools represent 32% of all schools in the country, the percentage of rural solidarity schools compared to urban ones is slightly below the proportion between urban and rural schools in the whole system.

4.1.4 – Student enrollment in solidarity schools: Almost half the solidarity schools (46.45%) have between 100 and 400 students enrolled, and slightly more than one fourth of them (26.97%) have a student population of about 401 and 1000. Instead, very small schools (with 100 or less students, 19.13%) and very large ones (with more than 1000 students, 7.46%) represent slightly less than one fourth of solidarity schools. 

4.1.5 – Solidarity  schools by type of registration: 

The solidarity schools under study represent 10.78% of all state run schools, and 9.28 % of all privately run schools. 

Considering that in the whole educational system 78.1% of schools are state run (MINISTERIO DE EDUCACION – IDECE, 2001), we can affirm that the percentage of state and privately run solidarity schools reproduces the national distribution in both sectors almost exactly.
GRAPH 4: SOLIDARITY SCHOOLS  BY TYPE OF ADMINISTRATION  IN PERCENTAGE ON TOTAL 
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4.2 – UNIVERSE 2: COMMUNITY SERVICE LEARNING EXPERIENCES

Considering the geographic distribution of community service learning experiences, and the fact that 60% of Argentine children and adolescents were in a situation of poverty in the period under study, it can be stated that most of the community service learning experiences studied were performed by students of poor backgrounds who contributed from their own poverty to serve other poor children and adolescents and their own community.

Briefly, it can be said that most of the service-learning experiences in Argentina are carried out by children and adolescents, with a slight majority of children. Their orientation is mainly towards problems related to poverty, unemployment, and education, and the overwhelming majority of them take place in the community where the school belongs. The age groups most attended to are children and adolescents.       

Sixty per cent of service experiences are carried out with the voluntary participation of the students, and are financed by the participants themselves (teachers and students), with school funds (horas institucionales, cooperadoras) and/or resources provided by community organizations.

Almost 70% of experiences  were carried out in collaboration with community or civic organizations, demonstrating a high degree of insertion of solidarity schools in social networks.

More than half (57.38%) the experiences presented to the Premio Presidencial can be considered as service-learning experiences. In them it is possible to notice greater prominence in the role of adolescents, who participate actively in the diagnosis and planning of the project, but not in its evaluation. This group is characterized, also, by a greater degree of coordination with other organizations (87.38%).
4.2.1 – Recipients of the experiences: more than half the experiences have as recipient the general community. There follow in descending order, children, adolescents, elderly, youth, and lastly adults.

GRAPH 5: Community service learning experiences by recipients. Percentage of national total
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GRAFICO 6: Community service learning experiences: percentage by recipient localization

 
The majority of experiences have recipients in the same area as the school. As shown in the following table, this holds true in state schools as well as private ones. However, the latter have a higher percentage of service to areas outside their own than do state schools. More than a quarter of the experiences of private schools serve an area outside the school’s location. This could be due affluent private schools that mentor or carry out initiatives in remote communities of a less favorable social standing.

4.2.2 – Themes of the experiences: 

The themes most often chosen are:

1st.  Productive Service Projects, with 17.84%  

2nd. Attention to Socioeconomic Problems, with 17.12%

3rd. Education, with 14,80%

4th. Civic and community participation, with 11.11%

4.2.3 – Fields and curricular disciplines involved: Language and Humanities are the most chosen disciplines in community service learning experiences (60.04%). The contents of Natural Sciences (55.34%) and Social Sciences (51.99%) seem to be also among the most frequently resorted to, while Exact Sciences and Technology are linked to service experiences in about 40% of cases.

4.2.4 – Type of student participation: Student participation is voluntary in 60.04% of all experiences throughout the country.

4.2.5  - Resources used in community service learning experiences: The resource used in about 90% of community service learning experiences (2,631 experiences) was the voluntary participation of teachers and students. These results are consistent with the high percentage of voluntary type of student participation, as mentioned above. They also show the degree of dedication of thousands of Argentine teachers, who not only donate their time freely to accompany the students in activities that are mostly done in extra curricular time, but also contribute frequently out of their meager salaries to finance costs involved in service experiences.

Table 41: Community service learning experiences by resources used. Quantity and percentage over total experiences

	Sources
	Total
	Percentage over total experiences

	Volunteer work by teachers and students
	2631
	90.79%

	Institutional hours
	1809
	62.42%

	Parents’ Associations
	1314
	45.34%

	Businesses or private companies
	1228
	42.37%

	Communitarian organizations 
	1241
	42.82%

	Government organizations 
	1148
	39.61%

	Other sources
	470
	16.22%


4.2.6 – Age and duration of the community service learning experiences: 

According to the information gathered from the sources used, the oldest community service learning initiative dates back to 1933. With the end of the military government (1976-1982) there is a rapid increase in community service learning experiences, that multiply in particularly between 1994 and 2001  

Of all the forms analyzed in universe 2 (2,898), we found data referring to the initiative’s duration in a total of 2,609. Of this total more than half indicate that they lasted between one month and one year. We came up with a very wide spectrum as far as the experience’s duration, ranging anywhere from 1 month to 366 months. The latter is an extreme case. It shows that an Argentine school has been carrying out service learning initiatives for more than 30 years. However, to interpret this information correctly we need to keep in mind that the duration indicated might refer to one continuous experience or a succession of different community service learning experiences with the same or different recipients.

According to the data analyzed, the average duration of community service learning experiences is 15.86 months, a approximately 1 year and 4 months. This implies that, in general terms, service experiences are not planned as small projects lasting only a few weeks but as a long-term activity.

In this sense, it can be considered as an indication of the degree of institutionalization of experiences, since those who can normally guarantee the continuity of projects in a school are the administrative teams, rather than one or other individual teacher. In 17.46% of all experiences analyzed, the schools maintained their commitment to the community for more than two years, and in 34 cases they sustained it for eight or more years.

The average duration of community service learning experiences would also indicate that a high proportion of the students involved are, in general, capable of maintaining their community service efforts for at least one academic year

In order to express the duration of experiences in terms that are more comparable to other studies carried out internationally we could estimate –very conservatively – that students dedicate a minimum of 4 hours a month to work for the community service learning experience. If that were the case, the average duration of the community service learning analyzed would be around 63 hours, more than three times the average duration of service-learning projects in the United States (FURCO, 2004).

4.2.7 – Links with community organizations

Among the most relevant pieces of information to come from the investigation, we have to highlight that 67.77% of registered experiences took place with some kind of connection with one or more civic organizations or social institutions. 18.08% of analyzed experiences were carried out in association with four or more organizations. These figures are consistent with the high percentage of experiences taking place with material support from civic organizations.

GRAPH 7: COMMUNITY SERVICE LEARNING EXPERIENCES BY LINKS WITH ORGANIZATIONS -PERCENTAGES OF TOTAL EXPERIENCES
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These findings reveal a sharp change of paradigm in solidarity schools, abandoning the traditional model of the school isolated from reality, and also the school “community-center”, which tries to solve by itself the numerous problems deriving from attention to students and social demands. The image that emerges from the investigation is that of schools that are capable of establishing alliances, and build or be part of complex communitarian networks.

This percentage contributes to reinforce what was said before regarding institutional support for service experiences, since relations with external organizations require almost necessarily the administration’s commitment. We are therefore in the presence of a large number of experiences that have gone beyond the stage of individual initiative of a teacher or particular group of students to reach an institutional level.

4.2.8 – Service-learning

One of the main objectives established at the beginning of this investigation had to do with identifying service-learning experiences from among all the community service learning experiences. 

In that sense, the methodology as set out proved effective in identifying – with the use of objective parameters – the experiences that fulfilled the stated requirements.  

We can confirm then that a high percentage of community service learning experiences presented to the Premio Presidencial in 2001 are service-learning experiences.(57.38%).

Service-learning is being practiced in all jurisdictions throughout the country, with high percentages in most of them (between 70% and 40%). It also cuts across all themes: more than half the experiences in each theme are service-learning experiences
No significant differences have been noticed between service-learning experiences and general trends observed in community service learning experiences concerning the most frequent themes, the main recipients (the general community), and the main curricular link with Language and Humanities.

Regarding the number of links established with organizations and institutions, it is important to underline that the proportion of service-learning experiences linked with 1 or up to 4 organizations (87.38%) is 20% higher than the average for community service learning experiences which have links with the same number of organizations and institutions (67.77%).

This could indicate that service-learning experiences give rise to projects with more complex planning, not only from the pedagogical point of view but also concerning links with the community.

There is a significant degree of participation of secondary school students in service-learning projects. 72.46% of the experiences studied correspond to this level, almost 10% more than the degree of participation of this same level in the overall number of community service learning experiences (66.01%).

GRAPH 8: SERVICE-LEARNING EXPERIENCES BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL
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Analyzed sources offer also important information about student participation in different stages of service-learning projects:

-
In 84.13% of analyzed service-learning experiences mention is made of diagnosis activities carried out. In 91.28% of these cases there was student involvement, and in 53% of cases there was involvement of the organizations or institutions connected with the project. These high percentages reveal a value added to service-learning projects: on the one hand, the students are offered the possibility to learn how to go about making diagnosis and applying their knowledge to develop the tools needed for it; on the other hand, there is a clear intention to attend to demands that are real and effectively felt by the community to be served, listening to the beneficiaries and potential partners from the initial stages of the project.   

-
Regarding planning , we find that students participated in this stage of service-learning projects in 77.27% of cases. This too is a very high percentage, which shows a high degree of child and youth involvement, if considered in the total participation of students throughout the project. The educational value of this participation can be applied also in this field, as it helps develop planning skills.

-
The same is not true for the evaluation stage, where student participation percentage drops sharply: only in 32.77% of service-learning experiences there is explicit reference to student participation in the evaluation of the project. This is probably due to a deeply-rooted evaluative culture among teachers and administrators, which excludes self-evaluation almost absolutely.

5. CONTRIBUTIONS AND PERSPECTIVES FOR INVESTIGATION 

We believe that this study can contribute to the development of future investigations on service-learning and community service learning experiences in Argentina and Latin America and perhaps in other areas. 

One of the contributions could be linked to the methodological decisions taken during the design of this study. 

One of the biggest obstacles we came across, as mentioned in the chapter dedicated to methodology, was the enormous dispersion of the activities, themes, sub-themes and recipients in each of the projects.

This forced us to come up with an organizational system in order to:

· differentiate between the concepts activity, thematic category and recipient;

· group themes and sub-themes in large all-embracing categories;

· classify the different types of recipients based on specific socio-economic-cultural situations, beyond the traditional distinction by age group.

As these definitions and categories were developed keeping in mind a large number of projects as well as international studies on the subject, we believe that they can be instrumental in developing comparative studies that expand the scope of service-learning investigation.        

We believe also that another methodological contribution may lie in a formula designed on the basis of the minimum requirements that a community service learning experience should comply with to be considered a service-learning project. This formula of progressive exclusion applied to the universe of service experiences is based on criteria that are supported by the majority among specialists and in reference bibliography. It could then become a tool that would make it possible to replicate this study in other Latin American countries where research on service-learning is still at the exploratory level.  

All along these conclusions we have suggested a number of paths for further investigations. We believe that service-learning in its Latin American expression is still a territory to be explored. In this context, the possibility to study the development and impact of community service involving students, in contexts of high socio-economic vulnerability, as well as links between solidarity schools and their communitarian context, and the effect that national and local political systems have, as well as educational policies, in the spreading of service-learning       

6 – A FINAL COMMENT

Around ten years ago, when service-learning was just starting to spread in Argentina, we frequently heard the hypothesis that solidarity schools were basically private denominational schools, and that service-learning activities could thrive more easily in schools with few students, in rural settlements or small urban centers. Very few believed that there were experiences taking place in schools that went beyond the occasional welfare campaign. These hypothesis have gradually faded through the years, especially because of the widespread coverage given in the last five years to the  valuable service-learning experiences carried out in the whole country.    
We believe that this research contributes to give a first representation – surely incomplete but already defined and based on quantitative and documented data - of Argentine solidarity schools and of community service learning and service-learning projects that are developing in the country.  

During the severe crisis of 2001-2002 in Argentina, the Wall Street Journal published an article under the headline “People’s ingenuity sustains Argentina” (Wall Street Journal, Thursday, December 19, 2002), which started by talking about the activities of a solidarity school in Greater Buenos Aires. In effect, during some of the hardest years we have lived through as a country, the solidarity schools contributed to keep Argentina going.

We hope that this investigation may help to acknowledge, disseminate, and appreciate that contribution, as well as the daily effort that children, youth, and educators continue to make in thousands of solidarity schools throughout our country. 
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