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Abstract 

The growing significance of corporate social responsibility in the fashion industry has

shed light on the importance of preparing fashion students to become socially 

responsible professionals. In spite of numerous benefits of service-learning, the 

teaching/learning method has been rarely employed in the fashion design and 

merchandising context. Therefore, the purpose of the study was first, to examine the

concept and models of service-learning and compare different types of service-

learning programs, and second, to discuss service-learning projects that were adopted 

in a visual design class as examples that service-learning can be effectively integrated 

into the fashion design and merchandising curriculum. This study provides the 

opportunity to share successful service-learning implementation with other educators

to help with effective incorporation of the pedagogical program into the curriculum.  

Keywords: community service, fashion curriculum, service-learning, social 

responsibility, visual design class 

I. Introduction 

The growing significance of corporate social responsibility in the fashion industry

has shed light on the importance of preparing fashion students to become socially 

responsible professionals. Scholars assert that corporate social responsibility cannot 

be guaranteed without socially responsible individuals, either executives or employees

(Gholami, 2011). Considering that experience in community service helps individuals 

develop social and civic responsibility, service-learning may be considered a viable 

pedagogical program that fashion design and merchandising educators may adopt to 

train students as socially responsible citizens and experts. 

Service-learning has attracted attention of educators since the National and 

Community Service Trust Act of 1993 emphasized the importance of community-

based and school-based services (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). With its purpose being 

educating students about their public responsibilities and roles as citizens, service-
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learning offers numerous benefits both to students and to the organizations that they serve. According to Herzberg 

(1994), students develop a greater awareness of social problems and become eager volunteers after participating in 

the class community service work. In addition, student engagement in the learning materials is increased. The 

interaction can also be helpful to students in building self-confidence by contributing to the community while it 

makes teaching more enjoyable for the faculty who use the projects.  

Despite these benefits of service-learning, this teaching/learning method has been rarely employed in the fashion 

design and merchandising context. In contemporary society, visual aspects of products are becoming more and more 

important, and thus, the role of designers as societal leaders has been increasingly recognized. In this regard, 

educating designers for citizenship is crucial, and it is necessary to integrate service-learning into fashion design and 

merchandising program. Yet, there have been few studies exploring teaching through service-learning 

courses/projects in the field. Therefore, in this paper, we first examine the concept and models of service-learning and 

compare different types of service-learning programs. Second, we introduce service-learning projects that were 

adopted in a visual design class as examples that service-learning can be effectively integrated into the fashion design 

and merchandising curriculum. This study will provide the opportunity to share successful service-learning 

implementation with other educators to help with effective incorporation of this pedagogical program into the 

curriculum.  

II. Literature Review 

1. Service-Learning 

The term “service-learning” was first coined in 1967 by Robert Sigmon and William Ramsey at the Southern 

Regional Education Board (Giles & Eyler, 1994). Simplistically defined, service-learning is “learning while you 

serve” (Marson, 1999, as cited in McGregor, 2001, p. 42) or a special kind of experiential learning that is based on 

the service to the community. Service-learning differs from ordinary community service in that it involves more 

structured pedagogical teaching of academic skills and materials (Hollis, 2002). At the same time, service-learning is 

distinct from other forms of experiential learning, such as internships, field placements, or cooperative placements in 

that it combines teaching with community service and personal reflection (Furco, 1996; McGregor, 2001).  

Mitstifer and Miller (1999) defined service-learning as “a credit-bearing form of experiential education designed 

for students to participate in organized activities to meet and address human and community needs in concert with 

opportunities intentionally designed to further understanding and appreciation of the discipline and development of a 

sense of civic responsibility” (p. 13). The Corporation for National and Community Service (hereafter CNCS, 1990) 

defined service-learning as “a method under which students or participants learn and develop through active 

participation in thoughtfully organized service that is conducted in and meets the needs of a community; is 

coordinated with an elementary school, secondary school, institution of higher education, or community service 

program, and with the community; and helps foster civic responsibility; and that is integrated into and enhances the 

academic curriculum of the students, or the educational components of the community service program in which 

participants are enrolled; and provides structured time for the students or participants to reflect on the service 

experience” (p. 5). 

The aforementioned definitions present several aspects that characterize service-learning. First of all, service-

learning is a thoughtfully and intentionally designed program to integrate community service into student learning. 
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Students conduct research on their community to identify its needs and provide service(s) that can meet those needs 

(McGregor, 2001). Sigmon (1979, as cited in Furco, 1996), one of the pioneers in the field of service-learning, 

emphasized that the learning is “reciprocal,” i.e., both service providers and service recipients learn from the service 

activities. As for Jacoby (1996), reciprocity means that “every individual, organization, and entity involved in 

service-learning functions as both a teacher and a learner” (p. 36). Not only is the service provided to meet the needs 

of the service recipients, but the recipients also give input, participate in the process, and benefit from the process. 

Service-learning is also “integrated into students’ academic curriculums” (CNCS, 1990, p. 5), and its main purpose 

is “to further understanding and appreciation of the discipline” while serving the community’s needs (Mitstifer & 

Miller, 1999, p. 13). In other words, service-learning focuses equally on learning and service. Even though service is 

an important part of service-learning, the program has to be balanced between service and the understanding and 

enhancement of academic knowledge. In fact, Sigmon (1994 as cited in Furco, 1996) proposed four different types of 

programs that combine service and learning depending on the degrees of emphasis on the two components as shown 

in Table 1.  

 
Table 1. A service and learning typology by Sigmon (1994) 

Type Primary Goal 

Service-LEARNING Learning goals primary; service outcomes secondary 

SERVICE-learning Service outcomes primary; learning goals secondary 

service learning Service and learning goals completely separate 

SERVICE-LEARNING Service and learning goals of equal weight and each enhances the other for all participants 

Note. Reprinted from Furco, A. (1996). Service-learning: a balanced approach to experimental education. In Expanding       
boundaries: service and learning. Washington, DC: Corporation for National Service. p. 3. 

 

According to Sigmon’s typology, a balance between service goals and learning outcomes characterizes effective 

service-learning (Furco, 1996). Emphasizing students’ understanding and appreciation of the discipline while they 

develop a sense of civic responsibility is important so that they can situate their future career in the context of the 

community. A fashion design student, for example, may consider how he or she would serve the community as a 

fashion designer and consider his or her role as a designer in society.  

Furco (1996) compared different types of service programs, such as volunteerism, community service, field 

education, service-learning, and internship along a continuum as illustrated in Figure 1. According to Furco, service-

learning is in the middle of the continuum while other programs on either side have more weight. Hironimus-Wendt 

and Lovell-Troy (1999) also differentiated service-learning from volunteerism or internships. According to them, 

service-learning is more highly structured than volunteerism and less structured than internships, yet deliberately 

integrates service components into the course content and curricular activities.  
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Recipient BENEFICIARY Provider 

Service FOCUS Learning 

 

SERVICE-LEARNING 

 COMMUNITY SERVICE FIELD EDUCATION  

VOLUNTEERISM  INTERNSHIP 

 

Figure 1. Distinction among service programs. Reprinted from Furco, A. (1996). Service-learning: a balanced 
approach to experimental education. In Expanding boundaries: service and learning. Washington, DC: Corporation 
for National Service. p. 4. 

2. Service-Learning Models 

Heffeman and Cone (2001) listed six models of service-learning: pure service-learning; discipline-based service-

learning; problem-based service-learning; capstone courses; service internship; and community-based action research. 

In what he called “pure” service-learning, students are sent out into the community to serve, and the purpose of the 

courses is to teach students to learn about the idea of service. These courses are usually not based on a particular 

discipline. By comparison, in discipline-based service-learning, the course content is the knowledge and theories 

from a specific discipline, yet the course is situated in the community context. Based on this course content, students 

analyze and understand community-related issues and reflect on their experiences as citizens on a regular basis 

throughout the semester.  

In problem-based service-learning, students serve the community as “consultants” and work on a particular 

problem or need of the community. Students consult with community members in this process. In this model, 

students are expected to use their knowledge to make recommendations to the community or develop a solution to the 

problem. It is student-centered pedagogy, in which students learn about a subject through the experience of solving 

a problem found in the community. Capstone courses, on the other hand, are generally offered to students in their 

final year and designed so that students may utilize the knowledge they have obtained throughout their course work 

to serve the community. In capstone courses, students synthesize and apply their theoretical knowledge to real-world 

situations, make professional contacts, and gather personal experience, all of which provide transition to the world of 

practice.  

In service internships, students work as many as 10 to 20 hours a week in a community setting. Service internship 

differs from traditional internships in that reflection by students on a regular and ongoing basis is an essential 

component of the internship program. These reflection opportunities help students analyze their experience using 

discipline-based theories. Another difference between service internships and traditional internships is that service 

internships focus on reciprocity: students and the community are expected to benefit equally from the experience. 

Finally, for community-based action research, individual students or small groups work closely with faculty members 

to conduct research while serving the communities. Since students need to be able to establish their research 

questions and conduct research, they are expected to be highly experienced in community work.  
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3. Keys to Effective Service-Learning 

Weigert (1998) proposes six key elements for an effective service-learning program that differentiate service-

learning from other types of learning activities. First, in service-learning, the service that students provide needs to be 

meaningful, in other words, useful or helpful and makes a contribution to the community. Second, the service that the 

student provides has to serve a need or goal of some kind rather than being “make work;” this necessitates the 

identification of a goal or community needs from the onset. Third, in defining the goals or identifying the needs of the 

community, members of a community take the lead. To accomplish this, collaboration between the faculty and the 

served community is desirable. Fourth, the service provided by the students also needs to correspond to course 

objectives. Fifth, some form of reflection is required in the form of an assignment (or assignments) to allow student 

reflection on their service in light of course objectives. Finally, the assignments rooted in service must be assessed 

and evaluated based on the achievement of learning, not the service; the community must have a role in this 

assessment. 

III. Case Studies: Service-Learning Projects 

The course with service learning projects to be introduced in this paper was offered in a university in the 

southeastern region of the United States. The Visual Design course was offered to about ninety apparel design and 

merchandising students at the junior level. Since the lab sections had been eliminated from this course several years 

before, the current class was designed as a combination of lecture components on general design principles and 

elements (not apparel focused) and lab components covering Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator. The learning outcomes 

of the course included creativity; problem solving; critical thinking; understanding design as a process and a product; 

identifying the role of design; understanding design elements and applying design principles; utilizing technology 

(e.g., Photoshop and Illustrator) in the design process; and creating effective visual materials. To complete the course, 

two exams and three projects on the application of Photoshop and Illustrator were required.  

The instructor (one of the authors) taught the course for four consecutive semesters from the spring semester of 

2010 (except the fall semester of 2010). The projects from the first semester are reported in this paper. According to 

the classification by Heffeman and Cone (2001), the three projects follow the “Problem-Based Service-Learning” 

model, in which students serve the community as a consultant and apply their knowledge to provide solutions to the 

problem in the community.  

1. Project 1: Creating a Brochure for a Local Shopping Destination (The Market District) for  

Ten Thousand Villages 

The purpose of Project1 was to create a brochure for a local shopping destination--The Market District, which 

includes several small shopping areas. The brochure was intended to promote the district as a major shopping 

destination in town. This project idea was specifically initiated by the store manager of Ten Thousand Villages, a 

non-profit, fair trade organization that markets handcrafted products (e.g., baskets, jewelry, tableware) made by 

disadvantaged artisans from more than 120 artisan groups in more than 38 third-world countries. It provides vital income 

to third-world peoples through business with a catalog, a website, and over one hundred stores in North America.  

Students were first asked to create a name for the shopping district currently rather informally called “The Market 

District.” Without a marketable name, shoppers were not able to fix the location into their mental map of the town. In 
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addition to creating a new name, students also wrote a description of the district to promote it as a major shopping 

destination in town. They took photos of the stores in the area and provided a map of the area. Finally, they listed the 

store names by shopping area. The very last step of the project was to combine the components mentioned above in a 

visually pleasing and effective way for a brochure. The size of the brochure was 11˝ x 8 ½˝ (landscape, tri-fold), and 

they were color printed on both sides as shown in Figure 2 as a sample. Students were also offered an optional extra 

credit opportunity as a part of this project: they wrote a short paper on marketing strategies for Ten Thousand 

Villages, which was not required because it was a design class.  

The brochures and the papers were subsequently judged by four guest judges from the shopping district, including 

the store manager of Ten Thousand Villages. They critiqued each of the student projects and completed evaluation 

forms that the instructor had prepared. The evaluation form was the same as the grading rubric the instructor 

subsequently used to grade the projects as part of the course grades. The criteria included creativity (1 to 5), 

marketing effectiveness (1 to 5), visual effectiveness (1 to 5), professional look (1 to 5), and completeness, i.e., 

required elements and format (6 to 10, total score of 30). The top three brochures and the top three marketing ideas 

were selected for awards. A certificate and a gift card were presented to each winner. However, the instructor graded 

the projects using a grading rubric provided for students at the time of assigning the project. With the permission of 

the student designers, the most successful brochures were intended to use as a handout at the shopping district, at the 

Visitor’s Center downtown, at the airport, and at hotels. A local magazine publisher agreed to print ten thousand 

copies of the brochures for free.  

 

 
Figure 2a. Student work example: Project 1-the front 
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Figure 2b. Student work example: Project 1-the back 

2. Project 2: Creating a Poster with a Logo to Promote a Local Children’s Summer Camp Provided by the 

Oasis Center for Women and Children 

The purpose of Project 2 was to create a poster with a logo to promote a children’s summer camp (“The Girls Can 

Do Anything Summer Camp”) provided by the Oasis Center for Women and Children and also to increase visibility 

of the organization. The center is a local non-profit organization whose mission is to improve the lives of women and 

girls through celebration and support. It focuses on personal, professional, and economic concerns facing women, 

girls, and their families. It is committed to addressing these issues through the provision of direct services and 

through community dialogue and awareness. The specific information to be included in the poster was requested by 

the organization in advance, such as the dates, place, qualification of the applicants, the activities, and the cost.   

Step-by-step instruction to complete the project was provided by the instructor. The color prints of the ninety 

posters (11˝ x 14˝) were delivered to the center; two examples are shown in Figure 3. The electronic copies of the 

best works were requested by the center to be used as templates to create posters for future events.  
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Figure 3. Student work examples: Project 2 

3. Project 3: Creating a Flyer Promoting a Local Event to Raise Awareness for Breast Cancer Through 

Neighborhood Health Services 

The purpose of Project 3 was to create a flyer promoting a local event to raise awareness for breast cancer 

providing free mammograms through Neighborhood Health Services (NHS) and to increase visibility of the 

organization. NHS, a non-profit organization, provides accessible, affordable, primary health care services to 

uninsured and underinsured low-income persons in the area. Its mission is to serve those in need by providing and 

facilitating access to care and by enhancing the health of individuals through education and prevention. The specific 

information (e.g., date, place, purpose, cost, contact information) to be included in the flyer was requested by the 

center. The color prints of the ninety flyers (11˝ x 8.5˝) and the electronic copies of the best works chosen by the 

instructor were delivered to the center; two sample flyers are shown in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Student work examples: Project 3  

4. Post-Project Evaluations 

Post-project evaluations completed by both the students and the community partners demonstrated that the service-

learning projects accomplished both the intended course knowledge and social responsibility. Students were excited 

and better engaged in the project with the opportunity to practice social responsibility. Service recipients and the 

instructor were also satisfied with the outcomes of the projects.  

Although students’ reflections were verbally shared throughout the process of the project, its written form was not 

required as a part of the project during the semester; however, a number of students made positive written comments 

about their experience with the projects on their course evaluation at the end of the semester. Three of them are 

shared below: according to one student, “The Ten Thousand Villages project was very beneficial because it helped 

the store making our world better. I also felt a sense of accomplishment, a nice rewarding feeling when helping others 

and the community.” Another student commented, “I enjoyed the projects a lot. Learned a lot and it was fun! Doing 

community work is extremely important. It’s important to give back to the communities that have given so much to 

their people. Doing community service also allows you to learn more about the community, appreciate it more, and 

help improve it for the future.” Another student wrote, “Overall, I think the project was very beneficial. It gave me 

the opportunity to learn Photoshop and Illustrator. It also gave me the opportunity to use my critical thinking and 

problem solving skills and develop a creative brochure for Ten Thousand Villages. Both of these aspects gave me real 

world application, which is something that I really enjoyed and don’t get a lot of.”  

Apparently, through the projects, students achieved the desired course learning outcomes (i.e., creativity; problem 

solving; critical thinking; understanding design elements and applying design principles; utilizing technology (e.g., 

Photoshop and Illustrator) in the design process; creating effective visual materials; understanding design as a process 
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and a product; and understanding the role of design). At the same time, they became aware of the needs in the 

community and identified their roles as citizens, while gaining the necessary skills and knowledge as visual designers. 

From the community service recipients’ perspective, the service-learning projects were perceived beneficial. The 

partners for the first project found that many of the student brochures exceeded their expectations, “exhibiting great 

creativity.” They commented (and complimented) on the brochures’ overall looks, visual and text organizations, 

maps and driving directions, colors, typography, and photos used.  

The service-learning projects were valuable and fulfilling experience for the instructor as well. By incorporating 

service-learning projects into the class, the instructor became more enthusiastic about teaching and felt the sense of 

contributing to the community while teaching students. 

IV. Discussion and Conclusions 

In this study, we examined the concept and models of service-learning as well as the keys to effective service-

learning. We then discussed the service-learning projects that were incorporated into a visual design class. As 

mentioned earlier, service-learning emphasizes learning from experience within the community. It differs from other 

types of experiential learning in that it focuses on both service and learning, rather than leaning to either side. While 

serving the community, both the students (as service providers) and the community (as service recipients) have the 

opportunity to learn, reciprocally, from each other. Students’ participation in services to the community through the 

service-learning projects in the course had a significant effect on their personal values and interactions with the 

community. Students’ academic learning was also enhanced by participation in course-relevant service learning 

projects. Furthermore, the instructor felt more enthusiasm for teaching by incorporating service-learning projects into 

her courses at the undergraduate and graduate levels and more rewarded by contributing to the community as well as 

to student learning. 

Implementing an effective service-learning program is not an easy task, because students are expected to gain not 

only the content knowledge but also the social responsibility. In designing and implementing the service-learning 

projects presented in this paper, Weigert’s (1998) keys to effective service-learning were considered. The instructor 

worked together with the service recipients to design projects that can make real contributions to the community. The 

projects served to fulfill community needs in that the service recipients were either non-profit organizations or a 

social enterprise. The needs of the community were identified from the onset, with the service recipients taking the 

lead. The projects involved visual design tasks that correspond to the course learning outcomes. Students were 

expected to make use of their visual design skills and knowledge. The assignments were evaluated based on students’ 

achievement of content knowledge rather than service, and the service recipients participated in the assessment. 

Finally, students were provided opportunities to verbally share their reflections on the projects in class. The instructor 

realized after completing the projects that requiring a written reflection would increase the opportunities for students’ 

reflection and enhance their learning; therefore, it was required as part of the project in the later semesters. 

Since service-learning was first introduced in the late 1960s, scholars and practitioners have developed different 

models of service-learning as well as advice for successful service-learning implementation; several were reviewed in 

this paper. Even though a scarcity of service-learning examples exists in the field of fashion design and 



Vol.15, No.2                                                                        Kim and Lee  63 

merchandising, examples from other fields may provide guidelines for effective incorporation of this pedagogical 

program into our curriculum.  

Through this paper, we suggest that service-learning projects be integrated into a variety of classes across the 

disciplines, which will provide students with opportunities to develop their own understanding of social issues and 

experience personal insights through reflective thinking on the service activities. Hopefully, this paper inspires other 

instructors to use creative service-learning projects in their classes. The service-learning course/project experiences 

should be shared with other educators across disciplines in future studies.  
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