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THE LEARN AND SERVE STEMESTER GRANT PROGRAM

The 2009-2012 Learn and Serve STEMester grant program provides funding annually to 25
middle schools situated in states with the highest dropout rates. During the 2010-2011
academic year, grant-funded sites were located in the District of Columbia and ten of these
states: Arizona, California, Colorado, Georgia, Hawaii, Illinois, Louisiana, Michigan, New York,
and Washington. Funding is awarded to public urban and rural middle schools with large
disadvantaged populations that typically have the least opportunity to serve. The goal of the
STEMester program is to engage middle school students in a semester-long opportunity to
address environmental issues related to climate change, green space availability, health effects,
and disaster management, coupled with the use of technology to deepen and demonstrate the
results of their learning. This program is funded by the Corporation for National and
Community Service and administered by Youth Service America (YSA).

THE STUDY

YSA contracted with RMC Research Corporation to evaluate the effectiveness and impact of
service-learning programs administered by grantees during the 2010-2011 school year. The
study was designed to examine student outcomes and discover which program characteristics
affect outcomes. Measures for students included academic engagement, school attachment,
acquisition of 21st century skills, civic dispositions, and STEM skills. Students were also asked
about their educational aspirations, quality of relationships between students and teachers,
and the quality of their service-learning programs. Data were collected from all 25 grantees
using a pre-/post-survey with students and end-of-year surveys with service-learning teachers
and community partners. Pre/post student surveys were also distributed to comparison
classrooms. Results are based on matched pre/post surveys from 1,054 grant-affiliated
students and 349 comparison students in Grades 6-8. Additionally, post-only surveys were
received from 21 service-learning teachers and 15 community partners.

SELECTED FINDINGS

STEMester service-learning students had statistically significant and higher gains in academic
engagement, 21st century skills, and science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM) measures than did comparison students. Comparison student scores decreased over
time in the five outcome areas related to academic engagement, academic competence, 21st
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century skills, interest in STEM courses and skills, and interest in STEM careers, while scores for
service-learning students increased over time in all seven outcome areas.

Teachers reported that service-learning impacted students in all measured outcome areas.
Perceived impacts were highest for students’ increased ability to work with others from diverse
backgrounds, to be engaged in school, to possess greater leadership skills, and to collaborate
with others. Fewer impacts were seen in the areas of improved school attendance and
academic performance.

STEMester students identified science, mathematics, writing, and reading as areas in which
they acquired the most skills and experiences as a result of participating in service-learning.
Given the STEM focus of the programs, it was not surprising that science and mathematics
topped the list of areas in which students believed they developed the most skills. Students
also perceived that they acquired significant skills in writing, reading, and job awareness
through service-learning activities. The chart below displays percentages of students reporting
increases in skills related to these areas.

As the quality of service-learning programs increased, as reported by students, so did
students’ ratings in all outcome areas. Higher student ratings of service-learning quality were
associated with increased ratings in all outcome areas being measured. The strongest
relationships were between student ratings of program quality and civic dispositions, 21st
century skills, and STEM measures.
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Students’ ratings of academic engagement increased when teachers said they linked service-
learning with the curriculum, engaged students in meaningful service, provided youth voice,
and promoted an understanding of diversity and respect among all participants. Students
also had higher ratings of STEM knowledge as teacher ratings of youth voice increased, and had
higher ratings of interest in STEM courses and skills when teacher ratings of promotion of
diversity were elevated.

Teacher ratings of duration and intensity were significantly related to student ratings of
academic engagement, civic dispositions, and STEM measures. As service-learning duration
and intensity increased, so did students’ ratings for these outcome areas.

Community partners reported positive impacts on their organizations as a result of working
with schools that implemented service-learning projects. The partnerships were perceived to
have resulted in sustained or continued relationships with schools and a heightened public
profile for the organization within the community.

Community partners and teachers agreed that service-learning projects had positive impacts
on communities. Both groups reported that service-learning activities were beneficial for
individuals, community organizations, and communities as a whole. Teachers added that
service-learning activities positively changed the way community members viewed young
people.

Most frequently, teachers estimated that students were engaged in service-learning activities
between 14 and 20 weeks during the academic year. One third of the teachers said that
students were involved in service-learning for more than 20 weeks during the 2010-2011
academic year. About half the teachers said that students spent an average of 3-5 hours per
week engaged in service-learning projects, with one third of the teachers saying that students
spent 2 hours a week or less on projects.

During the 2010-2011 academic year, STEMester students contributed a combined total of
45,274 hours of service. According to the Independent Sector, an organization that establishes
the value of volunteer time for nonprofit and governmental organizations, the current national
average rate of value is $21.36 an hour. By this measure, STEMester students contributed
$967,053 worth of time to their respective communities.

NEXT STEPS

Results based on survey data collected during the 2011-2012 school year will be available in
July 2012. Evaluation activities for the 2011-2012 grantees include a pre-survey to be
administered in December of 2011/January of 2012 and post-survey to be administered in late
spring to both service-learning and comparison students. Post-only surveys will again be
administered to both teachers and community partners. Data is being collected from both
grantee and comparison sites on state assessment scores, dropouts, disciplinary records, and
attendance rates.


