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ABSTRACT Both service learning and simulations have been shown to positively impact
student outcomes, but they are not often used together. This article examines how to effec-
tively combine these active learning styles to reap the benefits of both. After examining a
case in which the two were combined and the impact this approach had on student eval-
uations and learning outcomes, I discuss how such projects can be successfully executed in
a variety of other classes.

Ample evidence demonstrates that active learning
techniques such as service learning and simula-
tions are a proven way to increase student learning
and engagement. However, these methods are often
used in isolation, with no real connection drawn

between them. Exposing students to multiple ways of learning
can only help increase their knowledge of and interest in a subject
matter, so it is worthwhile to explore how to effectively combine
different types of active learning techniques to reap the benefits
of each. In this article, I examine how to successfully pair service
learning projects with simulations and incorporate such pairings
into other classes.

THE BENEFITS OF ACTIVE LEARNING TECHNIQUES

The benefits of service learning are well documented. Service learn-
ing has a positive impact on student personal outcomes such as
personal efficacy, moral development, and the ability to work with
others; social outcomes such as facilitating racial and cultural
understanding, citizenship skills, and continued community
involvement; and student relations with their institution of higher
learning such as stronger ties with faculty and increased likeli-
hood of graduation (Eyler et al. 2001). In the classroom, partici-
pation in service learning projects has been found to have positive
impacts on grade point averages, critical thinking skills, writing
skills, understanding of the political process, beliefs about the
importance of politics, issue identification skills, and political par-
ticipation skills that are over and above any benefits that stem
from engagement in service alone (Astin et al. 2000; Eyler and
Giles 1997; Eyler, Giles, and Braxton 1997; Giles and Eyler 1994).

Simulation projects have also demonstrated many benefits sim-
ilar to those stemming from service learning projects. With respect
to cognitive learning outcomes, studies have documented that sim-
ulations lead to increased understanding of lectures and course
materials and increased capacity to understand complex situa-
tions (Frederking 2005; Grummel 2003; Lay and Smarick 2007;
Pappas and Peaden 2004; Shellman and Turan 2006). Because
students are forced to apply theories and concepts to lifelike sit-
uations, they gain a deeper understanding of those materials, as

well as the ability to analyze and think critically about the infor-
mation they have received in class (Shellman and Turan 2006).

In addition, simulations positively influence student evalua-
tions of a class and their experiences. Simulations increase moti-
vation to learn, create an increased sense of responsibility for
learning (Jacobs, Power, and Inn 2002), and positively impact stu-
dent perceptions of the course and their overall learning experi-
ence (Caruson 2005; Galatas 2006; Kathlene and Choate 1999).

Given the amount of evidence that suggests that both of these
learning strategies have benefits in the classroom, it seems that a
combination of the two would be beneficial for students, given
that they both enhance the learning experience in a variety of
ways and may complement each other. Thus, it is worth thinking
about how to use them together in a positive manner. The follow-
ing sections offer an example of how this combination can be
made.

SERVICE LEARNING AND SIMULATION IN
MASSACHUSETTS POLITICS

“Massachusetts Politics” is an upper-level political science class
that examines the politics and policies of the commonwealth of
Massachusetts. One of my key objectives for this course is for
students to think about the many problems the state faces (e.g.,
declining population, high housing costs, burgeoning health care
and pension costs) and how we might solve these problems. Often,
students come to class with the idea that government is an obsta-
cle to solving problems in the state, or that government ought to
be doing more but chooses not to. My goal is to foster the under-
standing that many of these problems are complex and there is
much disagreement about how to fix them, making it difficult for
government to act. Both the service learning and simulation
projects are designed to help achieve this goal.

Service Learning
Classroom lectures, discussions, and group activities are primar-
ily designed to inform students about state government, pro-
cesses, actors, and policy. To give students firsthand and in-depth
knowledge about some of the problems in the state, I require them
to complete 15 hours of public service. I offer a number of pre-
arranged service opportunities, but students are also allowed to
select their own placement, subject to my approval. Students must
notify me of their selection prior to the commencement of their
service. Over two offerings of this class, students have selected a
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variety of organizations to work with, including but not limited
to an animal shelter, a nursing home, local arts organizations,
various educational programs, and a public library. Because of the
large number of placement sites, I do not visit each student on
site. Rather, I ask their supervisors to monitor their time worked,
and students are required to keep a timesheet, signed by their
supervisor each time they work.

In addition, students are required to keep a journal of their
experience. Over the course of the semester, as we discuss a vari-
ety of public policy areas, I often ask students to draw on their
specific service experiences to deepen our discussion. For exam-
ple, when we talk about educational policy, I direct specific ques-
tions related to the service learning experience to students tutoring
at a local elementary school. Students must also interview their
supervisor, focusing on how state government impacts the work
of the agency and how state government might act (or reduce its
actions) to facilitate the work of the agency. Students must com-
plete their service hours and submit the required materials before
the start of the simulation, which occurs during the last two weeks
of class. As research has shown that reflection is critical to the
effective functioning of service learning projects, I have designed
requirements that tie reflection in with the simulation, which are
discussed in the following sections.

Simulation
At the end of the semester, students participate in a two-week
legislative simulation. In this simulation, the class acts as the Mas-
sachusetts Senate and engages in lawmaking. This exercise is the

culmination of the course and is designed to tie together informa-
tion from class readings, lectures, discussion, and the various ser-
vice learning projects. Each student selects a senatorial district to
represent in the simulation. Before the simulation begins, each
student submits a report on his or her district that focuses on its
demographic, physical, economic, and political characteristics. Stu-
dents are also asked to speculate on what they perceive as the top
policy concerns of their district. The goal of this assignment is to
force students to think about the interests they will be represent-
ing in the simulation.

Students are also required to submit at least four bills for
Senate consideration. They may submit additional bills for extra
credit, and they also receive extra credit based on how far their
bills progress through the legislative process. Crafting bills is
one area in which I encourage students to reflect on their ser-
vice learning project, because their experiences provide them
with special expertise in understanding certain problems in the
state, much like the expertise that comes from legislators’ com-
mittee assignments. For example, a student who served in an
animal shelter proposed bills to require people to spay or neu-
ter their pets and keep their dogs leashed or contained while

outdoors. Another student who worked in an organization
providing services for children with autism proposed bills to
increase funding for early testing of children exhibiting signs of
autism and to increase support services in schools for such
children.

After a one-day introduction and preliminary session in which
students organize themselves into party caucuses and select party
leaders, students break into committees to consider the various
bills that have been proposed. Students have complete control
over how to organize these committees and assign bills. In the
committees, students then debate and discuss the legislation; for
bills that are similar, there is the option of merging the two. Stu-
dents may also change these bills as they see fit. Finally, they
must vote as a committee on whether or not to approve the bill.
Students have had over 100 bills to consider in each offering of
this course, so there is always much debate in the committees.
Almost every student participates in this dialogue, either to pro-
mote his or her own bills or discuss the merits of bills proposed by
others. The result is deep discussion about the way to tackle impor-
tant (and not so important) problems.

Next, students are given a day to debate the bills, which is
their chance to persuade their colleagues to support and priori-
tize their proposed legislation. At the end of this session, the party
leaders turn in a list of the bills that have passed out of committee
along with an indication of the order in which the bills will be
considered. Finally, the last session of the simulation is the floor
session, when students vote on the legislation. Students can choose
to allow debate and amendments or not. In prior situations, they

have chosen to allow both. Consequently, my students have never
voted on all of the bills that make it out of committee, because
over 60 bills in each course section have been approved by the
committees. This is not a bad thing, as I remind them that real
legislatures are often unable to consider all proposed bills in a
legislative session.

Finally, we spend a day reflecting on the simulation, the ser-
vice learning projects, and the course as a whole. I first provide
students the opportunity to air grievances, and some get in heated
exchanges about specific issues, the treatment of their bills, and
similar topics. This dialogue is productive in that it allows me to
discuss the difficulties of working with people with whom you
vehemently disagree. In an abstract sense, it can be hard for stu-
dents to understand why partisanship plays such a large role in
politics, but after two short weeks of trying to forge agreement on
weighty issues, they begin to understand the challenges of work-
ing on a day-to-day basis with someone with whom you strongly
disagree.

Next, we talk about the tendency to pass bills that require
new spending. Students commonly express the opinion during
the semester that government spending is wasteful or extrava-

Students commonly express the opinion during the semester that government spending is
wasteful or extravagant, but during the simulation, they engage in the same sort of behavior
they criticize. This experience helps them realize the difficulty of representing constituent and
personal demands for services while simultaneously looking out for the greater good and
keeping spending in check.
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gant, but during the simulation, they engage in
the same sort of behavior they criticize. This
experience helps them realize the difficulty of
representing constituent and personal demands
for services while simultaneously looking out for
the greater good and keeping spending in check.
We also spend some time talking about the bills
themselves, discussing what passed and what did
not. The bills students propose are obviously not
as detailed as the bills that the real Senate would
consider, but students have trouble coming to
agreement even on this oversimplified legisla-
tion. Many express disappointment if their bills
do not pass, not only because they want extra
credit, but also because they have proposed a
“good” or “important” bill. We discuss issues that
were covered in class but were not a subject of
any of the legislation. Often, students say that
these issues were too complex for them to tackle
in the simulation. Both of these points relate to
one of my overarching themes that solving many
state problems is a difficult and complicated
endeavor. In this discussion, we also spend some
time talking about students’ service learning
experiences and their connection to the simula-
tion and the class generally. Many students
express frustration that bills related to their ser-
vice learning experience, which they now see as
very important, did not receive full consider-
ation. For example, neither of the animal-related
bills mentioned previously were voted on, even
though they passed out of committee. These
exclusions help students realize the vast array
of issues facing state government, and that, often,
nonprofit agencies have great difficulty in get-
ting the state legislature to pay attention to them.
Students see that what they originally perceived
as state neglect is in fact state overload. In sum,
the simulation discussion session serves to tie
their active learning experiences to both more
abstract themes covered earlier in class and key
learning objectives.

After the simulation, students are required
to write a final “state of the state” address to
their constituents. They are asked to talk about
what is good in the state and what has been
accomplished in the latest legislative session
along with what is wrong and still needs to be
done. I ask students to draw on course readings
and discussions, the simulation, and their ser-
vice learning experiences in writing this paper.
Again, this assignment serves as a means to
debrief students on both the service learning and
simulation projects. Generally speaking, I have been very
impressed with the quality of these papers. For example, one
of my more conservative students described in his speech his
experience volunteering in a poor school district and pro-
posed that we dedicate a certain portion of state lottery rev-
enue and cigarette taxes to these schools, since much of the
money the state receives in these areas come from poor dis-

tricts. Another student discussed his work with the United
Way in soliciting volunteer opportunities for their Web site
and proposed a bill to provide state support for more service
learning courses. Overall, these papers indicate that both the ser-
vice learning and simulation experiences can help foster a
better understanding of the complexities of dealing with state
problems.

Ta b l e 1
Responses to Affective Questions about
the Political System

FALL 2006 FALL 2007

Pre (%) Post (%) Pre (%) Post (%)

Sometimes state politics and government
seem so complicated that a person like
me can’t really understand what’s
going on

Agree 36.4 15.0 22.7 25.0

Neutral 18.2 5.0 13.6 5.0

Disagree 45.5 80.0 63.6 70.0

N 23 20 22 20

x2 5.37* 1.945

People like me don’t have any say
about what state government does

Agree 22.7 15.0 31.6 27.3

Neutral 31.8 15.0 10.5 27.3

Disagree 45.5 70.0 57.9 45.5

N 22 20 19 11

x2 .907 .610

State public officials don’t care much
about what people like me think

Agree 15.8 18.2 21.1 27.3

Neutral 5.3 0.0 15.8 0.0

Disagree 78.9 81.8 63.2 72.7

N 19 11 19 11

x2 2.68 1.42

How often would you say you follow
what’s going on in state government
and public affairs?

Hardly at all 18.2 0.0 10.5 0.0

Only now and then 13.6 0.0 36.8 18.2

Some of the time 45.5 60.0 26.3 45.5

Most of the time 22.7 40.0 26.3 36.4

N 22 20 19 11

x2 7.80* 2.97

How much of the time do you think you
can trust the government in the state
to do what is right?

None of the time 9.1 5.0 5.3 0.0

Some of the time 45.5 55.0 57.9 81.8

Most of the time 45.5 40.0 31.6 9.1

Just about always 0.0 0.0 5.3 9.1

N 22 20 19 11

x2 .509 2.84

Note: ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .10
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IMPACT ON STUDENT
LEARNING AND
ENGAGEMENT

Impressionistic accounts sug-
gest that the service learning
and simulation projects had a
positive impact on student
learning and engagement. How-
ever, student course evaluations
and survey responses show
more systematically that these
activities positively impacted
learning and engagement. First,
student evaluations of the
course were very favorable. On
all measures of the department’s
standard evaluation instrument
assessing opinions about items
such as consideration of differ-
ent points of view and encouragement of classroom participation,
student evaluations were higher than the department average and
fell closest to the most optimal response.

Students’ open-ended comments were positive as well. One
student noted that “every Massachusetts resident should learn
about the material covered in this course.” Comments also
reflected the connection between the projects and my learning
objectives. One student noted, “The service-learning project really
made me aware of some of the issues that are going on in our
state.” Another said, “The legislative simulation really illumi-
nated a lot of the theoretical aspects of the course.” Others noted
the difficulty of accomplishing policy goals. Numerous students
mentioned the simulation, with 11 out of 32 (across two semes-
ters) mentioning it positively in the open-ended comments. Ser-
vice learning was mentioned less frequently; four students
referenced it positively in fall 2006, while none did in 2007. One
negative comment was made in each semester about the number
of required service hours.

In addition to student course evaluations, I administered a sur-
vey designed to assess students’ knowledge about state politics
and their affect toward the political system. The survey was admin-
istered during the first week of class as well as at the end of the
semester. This instrument used standard measures designed to
assess feelings about the political system; the wording of the ques-
tions was adapted from the National Election Study, replacing
national government indicators with state government indica-
tors. As table 1 shows, for all questions and in both sections of the
course, students felt more positively toward the political system
at the end of the course than they did at the beginning. Only a few
of these differences are statistically significant, which may par-
tially be due to the small number of respondents. In fall 2006,
students were significantly more likely to say they followed state
politics more frequently and less likely to say that state politics
were too complicated for someone like them to understand.

As table 2 shows, student knowledge was positively impacted
as well. For every item and in both sections, more students
responded correctly to questions about various aspects of state
politics at the end of the semester than did students at the begin-
ning. Most of these differences are statistically significant. For
the question on the governor’s council, neither section’s differ-
ences were significant; in fact, this was the question that students

most frequently got wrong. All other items demonstrated a sig-
nificant improvement in student learning.

Of course, it would be ideal to have a section of the course that
includes no service learning or simulation requirements for com-
parison purposes. Unfortunately, in a small department, no other
faculty offers this course without these components, nor is there a
readily comparable class in which to administer this survey. With
this limitation in mind, the data suggest that student learning
and affective outcomes were positively impacted in this class.
Taken in conjunction with student comments about the course, I
would argue that the service learning and simulation projects
played an important role in creating this effect.

DISCUSSION

In this situation, a service learning project was effectively com-
bined with a simulation with positive results. Of course, no project
is perfect, and there is always room for improvement. My key
concern for future offerings relates to the service learning project.
Although there are some benefits to having students select a vari-
ety of projects that help them gain different expertise on which to
draw in the simulation, this approach made it more difficult to
effectively integrate the service learning experiences into the class
early in the semester. I was able to draw on the experiences of
some students during class discussions and debrief sessions, but
not all were included. In the future, I will explore offering stu-
dents a choice of three or four prearranged service projects. This
method will allow me to visit service sites, more closely monitor
the service work, and better integrate these experiences earlier
in the class. I can also arrange students into committees based on
their service experiences and give them time earlier in the semes-
ter to write bills jointly.

However, despite some limitations, this project was quite suc-
cessful and could clearly be applied to similar political science
classes, such as state politics, local politics, public policy, or Amer-
ican politics. For instance, such a combination could be used in a
public administration course. Students could complete service
projects in local government and nonprofit organizations and then
simulate an organizational response to a local crisis that would
require an increased demand for local services. As an example,
immigration officials recently raided a factory in a nearby com-
munity; local government and community organizations were

Ta b l e 2
Correct Responses to Knowledge-Based Questions (%)

FALL 2006 FALL 2007

Pre (N = 22) Post (N = 20) �2 Pre (N = 18) Post (N = 11) �2

Local House Regulations 18.2 95.0 24.95*** 33.3 90.9 8.62***

~15!

Home Rule 13.6 80.0 18.62*** 21.1 100.0 17.37***

~19!

Governor’s Council 22.7 40.0 1.46 33.3 63.3 2.54

Income Tax 31.8 73.7 7.15*** 41.2 72.7 2.67

~19! ~17!

Health Care 45.5 95.0 12.03*** 61.1 90.9 3.04*

Note: Numbers in parentheses are number of cases, if different from original N. ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .10
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forced to respond with a wide array of services, including legal
aid, housing for displaced families, and food and shelter for other
workers who lost their jobs at the factory. In such a class, students
could be asked how their organization would work with other
agencies (also simulated by students) to formulate a response to
this or a similar crisis or disaster.

In addition, instead of having students craft bills, instructors
could create bills and have students act as legislators or assume a
variety of different roles to consider in recommending a policy.
For example, a policy class that looks at poverty might require
students to volunteer with a variety of agencies dealing with that
issue. For the simulation, students might act as a presidential advi-
sory committee on poverty and choose an approach from several
alternatives to recommend to the president. Politicians often call
on experts from a wide variety of fields to help in crafting policy
solutions; there is no reason why students from a variety of classes
could not also simulate such experiences.

Given the widely documented benefits of both service learn-
ing and simulation techniques, creative thinking about how to
combine these types of projects for maximum benefit would help
both students and faculty. Of course, such combinations need to
be carefully crafted to ensure that each directs students toward
clear learning goals. When done properly, however, combining
service learning and simulation activities is a rewarding experi-
ence for both students and faculty. �
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