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INTRODUCTION 

 
 Community engagement and service
-learning (CES-L) opportunities are fre-
quently designed to increase students’ criti-
cal thinking, civic engagement, and cultural 
competence. Service-learning (S-L) is de-
fined as a high-impact practice (Flinders, 
Dameron, & Kava, 2016; Kuh, 2008); it 
leads to greater retention, integration, and 
transfer of information and skills (Kuh, 
2008). When implemented well, students 
will understand the authentic applications 
of the course content and skills (Howard, 
2001). High-quality service learning has 
student-centered outcomes embedded in the 
CES-L coursework (Porter-Honnet & 
Poulsen, 1990). Elements of student-
centered learning include authentic prob-
lems, exploration and engagement, direct 
contact with community members, recipro-
cal relationships with others, reflective 
learning tasks with multiple feedback per-
spectives, and connected or integrated ser-
vice-learning experiences (Hull, Kimmel, 
Robertson, & Mortimer, 2016; Smith et al., 

2011; Yang, Luk, Webster, Chau, & Ma 
2016). Research in CES-L indicated that 
students experience the deepest learning 
and greatest change when uncomfortable 
and transformational experiences are paired 
with critical reflections (Brindley, Quinn, & 
Morton, 2009; Brown, 2005; Harrison & 
Clayton, 2012; Mezirow, 1998; Trilokekar 
& Kukar, 2011). To increase learning, fac-
ulty must devise experiences that will bene-
fit their students and community partners as 
well as include the noted elements of quali-
ty CES-L. Syllabi include a description of 
learning outcomes as well as the course ma-
terials and experiences necessary to meet 
those outcomes and are therefore a natural 
artifact by which to examine the integration 
of CES-L into a course. The researchers 
sought a rubric to evaluate the quality and 
depth of S-L components found in instruc-
tors’ syllabi, and found two tools designed 
to guide course development: the OPERA 
rubric (Welch, 2010) and the IUPUI Taxon-
omy for Service-Learning Courses (Hahn, 
Hatcher, Price, & Struder, n.d.). 
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OPERA and IUPUI Taxonomy for Ser-
vice-Learning Courses 
 The OPERA checklist (defined as a 
rubric by Welch) covers five elements of 
quality S-L syllabi: Objectives, Partner-
ships, Engagement, Reflection, and Assess-
ment (Welch, 2010). Each element was de-
scribed within the accompanying article, 
but there was not a rubric present with the 
article. In a personal communication with 
Welch (August 8, 2017) to clarify how to 
use OPERA to rate syllabi, Welch indicat-
ed,  

You can “qualitatively” assess the 
“quality” or depth of evidence with 
this scoring rubric. Explicit, clear, 
language that reflects evidence or 
existence of each component gets a 
2. A marginal or “hint” of the com-
ponent, perhaps without explicitly 
naming it gets a 1....it’s “there” but 
just barely. A score of 0 is given if 
there is no clear evidence/existence 
of any component of any kind. 

 The researchers felt a weakness of 
OPERA was that it could not be used in a 
stand-alone manner; CES-L practitioners 
must refer back to the accompanying article 
to understand the nuances for each of the 
five areas. Further, based on the literature 
review, OPERA does not thoroughly cover 
all elements of a quality CES-L course. The 
IUPUI Taxonomy for Service-Learning 
Courses does follow a rubric format, and 
would be usable as a stand-alone tool by 
course developers to integrate service-
learning components. The IUPUI Taxono-
my wasn’t designed specifically to evaluate 
course syllabi. 
 The researchers found gaps in both 
OPERA and the IUPUI Taxonomy. Neither 
evaluation tool required the inclusion of a 
definition of S-L or the explicit benefits of 
the S-L pedagogy for course outcomes 
(Jacoby, 2015). Additionally, the CES-L 
logistics should be clearly defined for stu-
dents. This includes expectations regarding 
time commitment, required activities, safety 
considerations, and behavioral expectations 
(Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; Porter-Honnet & 

Poulsen, 1990). To provide more structure 
and defined criteria for syllabus and course 
review processes, the authors created the 
PRELOAD rubric, which includes the fol-
lowing facets: Partnership, Reflection, En-
gagement, Logistics, Objectives, Assess-
ment, and Definition. 
 
High-Impact Indicators of Community 
Engagement and Service-Learning 
 Partnership. 
 Creating healthy relationships be-
tween academic and community partners is 
a foundational aspect of successful S-L 
courses. Harrison and Clayton (2012) dis-
cussed the need for reciprocity to bring 
about transformative learning with students. 
S-L is most beneficial for all parties when 
completed with a community partner in-
stead of for a community partner. There-
fore, the community’s needs must be articu-
lated and defined by the community partner 
(Tinkler, Tinkler, Hausman, & Straus, 
2014). Welch (2010) described partnership 
as a “joint effort of sharing resources and 
expertise to meet mutually defined 
goals” (p. 78). While these are necessary 
aspects to consider when developing a ser-
vice-learning partnership, the nature or ex-
tent of shared resources will not typically 
be stated in the course syllabus. Porter-
Honnet and Poulsen (1990) indicated that 
one of the fundamental principles for well-
implemented S-L is the mutuality in the S-L 
exchange. Students have an active role in 
planning, implementation, and reflection of 
CES-L activities. When students are in-
volved, at least in part, during the planning 
stages, they feel increased ownership, moti-
vation, and engagement in the CES-L activ-
ities. Therefore, the PRELOAD rubric crite-
ria emphasize the reciprocal nature of the 
work and learning that will occur between 
the community partners and the students. 
Throughout the experience, students and 
community partners teach and learn from 
one another with integrity while simultane-
ously meeting students’ learning outcomes 
and the community partner’s needs.  
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 Reflection. 
 Critical reflection is a defining ele-
ment of S-L and enables students to connect 
structured service activities to the course’s 
desired learning outcomes (Jacoby, 2015). 
Reflection activities can take various forms, 
but all should be rigorous as reflection is 
integral to the S-L experience. Disorienting 
experiences paired with a reflection of as-
sumptions are transformational for students’ 
understanding of complex issues (Mezirow, 
1998). Purposeful, structured reflection al-
lows students to deepen their understanding 
of the course material, the local issues, and 
the role of community engagement to ad-
dress those problems. 
 The PRELOAD criteria emphasize 
the need for reflection that occurs before, 
during, and after an experience to promote 
and deepen critical inquiry (Bringle & 
Hatcher, 1995; Eyler, 2002; Mezirow, 
1998; Welch, 2010). This continuous cycle 
of reflection prepares students for CES-L 
experiences, allows students to evaluate 
new understandings against existing beliefs, 
and guides students to deeper or more pro-
found understandings of the issues ad-
dressed or the populations served. Feedback 
to students should be multifaceted, with op-
portunities for feedback from instructors, 
peers, and community partners so students 
may receive guidance from different per-
spectives (Porter-Honnet & Poulsen, 1990).  
 Engagement. 
 CES-L courses offer multiple oppor-
tunities for student engagement and student
-centered learning. The course syllabus 
should carefully articulate these opportuni-
ties and expectations. Unlike traditional 
classes where the students’ primary in-
volvement is with their instructor, CES-L 
courses incorporate student engagement 
with classroom content, while concurrently 
addressing issues in the community. 
 When the teacher takes on the role 
of facilitator or guide, students are put in 
charge of their learning. With CES-L, stu-
dents are active on multiple levels: with 
themselves through critical reflection, with 
peers through collaboration and feedback; 

and with community partners through orga-
nized service activities and feedback 
(Jacoby, 2015; Welch, 2010). The PRE-
LOAD rubric challenges faculty to purpose-
fully design learning opportunities that pro-
mote autonomy, experiential learning, and 
reflection throughout the project (Kolb, 
1984).  
 Logistics. 
 Faculty must consider many aspects 
of CES-L in building productive partner-
ships and learning experiences for their stu-
dents. Some logistics are addressed “behind 
the scenes” related to selecting, building, 
and maintaining community partnerships 
and, therefore, are not a part of the rubric. 
However, other logistics need to be com-
municated with students to increase stu-
dents’ success with the desired learning and 
community-based outcomes. Therefore, the 
PRELOAD rubric points explicitly to stu-
dent-centered logistics. Carefully designed 
CES-L courses include service commit-
ments that are flexible, appropriate, and in 
the best interests of all involved (Porter-
Honnet & Poulsen, 1990). Along with an 
orientation or training, the S-L syllabus 
should also outline clear expectations for 
students, such as the required time commit-
ments, expected behavior, dress codes, safe-
ty, and security (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995). 
With faculty extending their classrooms 
into the community, it is essential for stu-
dents to be aware of logistics to ensure that 
the service activities are safe and effective. 
The PRELOAD criteria for this component 
also indicate that time commitments should 
be stated explicitly, including if the service 
activities are required or optional and what 
training (if any) is necessary. Contingency 
plans that address the consequences of un-
satisfactory work in either the course or the 
community should also be included in the 
syllabus to anticipate challenges that may 
arise with students.  
 Objectives. 
 Kolb (1984) indicated that CES-L is 
well integrated into a course if the project 
meets essential needs of the community 
partner while concurrently addressing the 
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course knowledge, skills, values, and goals. 
Without compromising the academic rigor 
of the course, learning objectives should 
align with CES-L activities (Howard, 
2001). Both content-centered learning 
(academic outcomes) and student-centered 
goals (behavior or affective outcomes) 
should be incorporated into a CES-L course 
syllabus (Porter-Honnet & Poulsen, 1990). 
Traditional course outcomes extend stu-
dents’ content-area knowledge and academ-
ic skills (i.e., writing, public speaking, lead-
ership, etc.). Behavioral or affective out-
comes include relating to others with di-
verse backgrounds or experiences, advocat-
ing for marginalized populations, or under-
standing the value of community engage-
ment. It should be noted that with CES-L, 
some behavioral and affective outcomes 
may be unpredictable. Students’ growth 
will vary depending on their baseline level 
of understanding and dispositions, depth of 
reflection, and level of engagement.  
 Assessment of students’ outcomes. 
 Throughout the process of selecting 
potential S-L partners and relationship-
building, academic and community partners 
need to complete multiple assessments in-
cluding an evaluation of the goodness of fit 
in goals and values, partner expectations, 
and availability of resources. These assess-
ments, while part of the process of building 
a CES-L partnership, would not be evident 
in the course syllabus. Syllabi should out-
line how and when student outcomes are 
evaluated.  
 The PRELOAD rubric offers guid-
ance regarding the frequency and types of 
assessments that align with S-L pedagogy. 
Evaluations that occur before and during 
the service activities allow instructors to 
gather information regarding students’ 
baseline performance and provide guiding 
feedback to students. More frequent assess-
ments allow faculty and community part-
ners to provide feedback to students regard-
ing the depth of critical reflection and dis-
pel possible misunderstandings or stereo-
types.  

 Post-service assessments are an in-
dicator of students’ achievement level with 
the learning outcomes (Welch, 2010). Tra-
ditional evaluation methods are most often 
used to assess academic learning outcomes; 
reflections are most often used to evaluate 
growth in affective and behavioral out-
comes. Syllabi that outline a plan to meas-
ure students’ academic, affective, and be-
havioral outcomes through multiple points 
in the semester would rate excellent with 
the PRELOAD rubric.  
 Definition of service learning (S-
L). 
 Most syllabi outline the types of ac-
tivities that learners will engage in through-
out the semester, but may not then discuss 
the pedagogical approach or the rationale 
for its use. Students may not have experi-
ence with S-L; therefore, it is essential for 
the course syllabus to define S-L, provide 
justification for its use, and describe S-L’s 
alignment with the university CES-L goals 
and values. Increasing students’ knowledge 
of the value and use of S-L in their course 
further leads students toward the intended 
learning outcomes (Jacoby, 2015). Students 
may have misconceptions about S-L, or 
they may not appreciate the rationale for 
service as an essential component of the 
course. In defining S-L, instructors create a 
shared understanding of course activities 
and expectations (Bringle & Hatcher, 
1995). 
 

PRELOAD 
 
 The authors created the PRELOAD 
rubric to evaluate course syllabi for quality 
and evidence-based indicators of S-L com-
ponents as found in the literature (Table 1). 
Two raters applied the rubric to six syllabi 
from colleagues in a CES-L professional 
learning community (PLC), the PRELOAD 
rubric for clarity and inter-rater reliability at 
this time. The authors independently rated 
the most recent syllabi versions and com-
pared their ratings for inconsistencies. The 
rubric areas that were not consistently rated 
were revised to have more precise de-
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scriptors. A third PLC member from the 
Office of Community Engaged Learning 

provided additional expertise in cell refine-
ment.  

Reflected within the 
course syllabus 

Excellent 
Thoroughly incorpo-
rates key compo-
nents of S-L peda-
gogy 

Satisfactory 
Aligns with the re-
search base for S-L 
pedagogy 

Developing 
Does not clearly include 
key aspects of S-L peda-
gogy 

Partnership 
(Porter-Honnet & 
Poulsen, 1990; Tinkler et 
al., 2014; Welch, 2010) 

All of the following 
are evident: 
Students have an 
active role in plan-
ning S-L activities 
AND 
Students have multi-
ple opportunities to 
work with the S-L 
partner (in the class-
room and/or com-
munity) 
AND 
Activities are 
aligned with part-
ner’s needs and 
course’s learning 
outcomes 

Two of the following 
are evident: 
Students have an 
active role in devel-
oping S-L activities 
OR 
Students have multi-
ple opportunities to 
work with the S-L 
partner (in the class-
room and/or commu-
nity) 
OR 
Activities are aligned 
with partner’s needs 
and course’s learning 
outcomes 

0-1 of the following are 
evident: 
Students have an active 
role in developing S-L 
activities 
OR 
Students have multiple 
opportunities to work 
with the S-L partner (in 
the classroom and/or 
community) 
OR 
Activities are aligned 
with partner’s needs and 
course’s learning out-
comes 

Reflection 
(Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; 
Eyler, 2002; Jacoby, 
2015; Kolb, 1984; Mesir-
ow, 1998; Porter-Honnet 
& Poulsen, 1990; Welch, 
2010) 

All of the following 
are evident: 
Students have multi-
ple opportunities for 
reflection, based on 
observations and 
shaped by instructor 
and peer feedback 
AND 
Students reflect on 
assumptions, make 
meaning from their 
experiences, and 
apply new under-
standings 
AND 
Reflection connects 
instructional and 
civic engagement 
outcomes 

Reflection is ongoing 
and occurs at multi-
ple points of the pro-
ject 
AND 
Two of the following 
are evident: 
Reflection is shaped 
by instructor or peer 
feedback 
OR 
Students reflect on 
assumptions, and 
make meaning from 
their experiences to 
develop new under-
standings 
OR 
Reflection is con-
nected to instruction-
al objectives/learning 
outcomes 

0-2 of the following are 
evident: 
Reflection occurs at 
multiple points in the 
project 
OR 
Reflection is shaped by 
instructor or peer feed-
back 
OR 
Students are encouraged 
to make meaning of their 
experiences 
OR 
Reflection is connected 
to instructional objec-
tives/learning outcomes 

Table 1. The PRELOAD Rubr ic 
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Engagement 
(Jacoby, 2015; Welch, 
2010) 

Students are active 
participants through-
out the S-L project: 
They are engaged 
with the instructor, 
themselves 
(reflection), peers 
(collaboration and 
feedback), and the 
community partner 
in organized activi-
ties designed to fa-
cilitate learning. 

Students are mostly 
active participants 
throughout the S-L 
project: They are 
engaged with 3 of 
the following: the 
instructor, them-
selves (reflection), 
peers (collaboration 
and feedback), and 
the community part-
ner in organized ac-
tivities. 

Students are not active 
participants throughout 
the S-L project: They are 
engaged with 2 or fewer 
of the following: the in-
structor, themselves 
(reflection), peers 
(collaboration and feed-
back), and the communi-
ty partner 
OR 
There are not clearly 
organized activities re-
lated to the course out-
comes and/or the com-
munity partners’ needs. 

Logistics 
(Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; 
Porter-Honnet & Poulsen, 
1990) 
(Note: Many logistics 
must be considered in set-
ting up S-L partnerships; 
the logistics within this 
rubric are specifically re-
lated to the project imple-
mentation with students) 

All 3 are evident: 
Students have varied 
ways in which they 
can engage in S-L; 
the time commit-
ment expectations 
are clear (required 
vs. optional service 
activities are clearly 
stated) 
AND 
Expectations regard-
ing behavior and 
dress are outlined. 
When applicable, 
students’ safety or 
security precautions 
are addressed 
AND 
A statement regard-
ing failure to satis-
factorily meet ex-
pectations is includ-
ed (i.e., incomplete 
service, inappropri-
ate behavior) 

Two of the following 
are evident: 
Students have varied 
ways in which they 
can engage in S-L; 
the time commitment 
expectations are 
clear 
OR 
Expectations regard-
ing behavior and 
dress are outlined. 
When applicable, 
students’ safety or 
security precautions 
are addressed 
OR 
A statement regard-
ing failure to satis-
factorily meet expec-
tations is included 
(i.e., incomplete ser-
vice, inappropriate 
behavior) 

0-1 of the following are 
evident: 
Students have varied 
ways in which they can 
engage in S-L; the time 
commitment expecta-
tions are clear 
OR 
Expectations regarding 
behavior and dress are 
outlined. When applica-
ble, students’ safety or 
security precautions are 
addressed 
OR 
A statement regarding 
failure to satisfactorily 
meet expectations is in-
cluded (i.e., incomplete 
service, inappropriate 
behavior) 

Objectives 
(Howard, 2001; Kuh, 
2008; Porter-Honnet & 
Poulsen, 1990; Welch, 
2010) 

The learning objec-
tives are clearly tied 
to S-L pedagogy and 
S-L activities. The 
objectives are con-
tent-centered 
(academic) as well 
as student-centered 
(behavioral or affec-
tive outcomes). 

The learning objec-
tives can be met with 
S-L pedagogy. 
The objectives are 
either content-
centered OR student-
centered (behavioral 
or affective out-
comes). 

The learning objectives 
cannot be met with S-L 
pedagogy. 
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DISCUSSION 

 
CES-L experiences are complicated 

to devise, implement, and facilitate. The 
PRELOAD rubric was created to evaluate 
course syllabi for quality indicators of S-L 
components. Through a combination of 
CES-L research and experience, the authors 
developed the PRELOAD tool for commu-
nity engagement offices and faculty en-

gaged in CES-L. The authors aligned the 
rubric criteria with foundational aspects of 
CES-L; these elements reflect the complex-
ities of a well-designed CES-L course. The 
PRELOAD rubric has several possible ap-
plications: as a tool to guide and assist with 
new course development or course revi-
sions, to demonstrate the research base be-
hind CES-L pedagogy, to evaluate the qual-
ity and depth of CES-L components, and to 
guide faculty development in CES-L. 

Assessment of students’ 
outcomes 
(Howard, 2001; Welch, 
2010) 

Both of the following 
are evident: 
Assessment occurs 
before, during, and 
after service activi-
ties to provide a 
baseline and evalu-
ate students’ pro-
gress formatively 
during the service 
activities 
AND 
Assessment is used 
to evaluate affective 
and behavioral 
growth, as well as 
cognitive growth on 
academic standards 

Assessment occurs at 
multiple points of the 
S-L project 
BUT 
The assessment does 
not evaluate stu-
dents’ affective, be-
havioral, and cogni-
tive growth 

Assessment occurs at 
one point of the S-L pro-
ject 
OR 
Assessment evaluates 
only one of the follow-
ing: affective, behavior-
al, or cognitive growth 

Definition of S-L 
(Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; 
Jacoby, 2015) 

All of the following 
are evident: 
The institution’s def-
inition of S-L is 
clearly stated in the 
syllabus 
AND 
Stated benefits of 
using S-L pedagogy 
to meet the intended 
learning outcomes 
AND 
There is a statement 
connecting the S-L 
pedagogy in the 
class to the universi-
ty’s S-L goals or 
values 

Two of the following 
are evident: 
The institution’s def-
inition of S-L is 
clearly stated in the 
syllabus 
OR 
Stated benefits of 
using S-L pedagogy 
to meet the intended 
learning outcomes 
OR 
There is a statement 
connecting the S-L 
pedagogy in the class 
to the university’s 
goals or values 

0-1 of the following are 
evident: 
The institution’s defini-
tion of S-L is clearly 
stated in the syllabus 
OR 
Stated benefits of using 
S-L pedagogy to meet 
the intended learning 
outcomes 
OR 
There is a statement con-
necting the S-L peda-
gogy in the class to the 
university’s goals or val-
ues 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 10, Number 2 

46 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

 Higher education institutions’ initia-
tives in CES-L must demonstrate a positive 
impact on students’ learning, the campus 
climate, and the communities served. To 
increase the quality and depth of CES-L 
experiences, community engagement offic-
es often provide professional development 
for faculty and course designers. The PRE-
LOAD rubric could be used to benchmark 
the degree of S-L elements infused in 
courses across campus and provide an accu-
rate picture of how many courses are genu-
inely rooted in CES-L pedagogy. This ru-
bric provides an objective, consistent meth-
od for evaluating courses across campus in 
a systematic, efficient manner. This data 
would support community engagement of-
fices to specifically design training to meet 
faculty needs and the university’s civic mis-
sion.  
 To further align course outcomes 
and community needs, universities may of-
fer professional development in service-
learning pedagogy (Bowen & Kiser, 2009). 
Bowen and Kiser (2009) noted that semi-
nars in S-L pedagogy had a positive and 
robust influence on participants’ teaching 
skills and motivation, collaborative rela-
tionships with students and colleagues, and 
an overall change on campus toward com-
munity engagement. PRELOAD could be 
used to evaluate the outcomes of a CES-L 
professional learning community. Course 
syllabi are a natural artifact of such training 
and could be used as a measure of profes-
sional development (PD) effectiveness. 
Scores on each rubric component could in-
form PD developers about programmatic 
strengths and areas for improvement as well 
as to demonstrate to stakeholders the value 
of resources invested in CES-L training.  
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