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ABSTRACT

This case study report provides an overview of a pilot program comprised of the concept and the value of service learning, a
discussion of the development process and implementation, and shares the experiences of both the baccalaureate nursing students
and faculty. This pilot program provided the opportunity for students to embody the values of the mission of the university which
is centered on the development of thoughtful and responsible citizens. The department of nursing mission is congruent with
this pursuit. Both missions reinforce the importance of providing students with varied opportunities to make socially significant
contributions. This pilot supported the students’ journey in incorporating related program outcomes of social justice with diverse
population as a caring nursing professional. Providing care to residents in a culturally and geographically different location within
the United States promoted a deeper understanding of cultural awareness and sensitivity and development of nursing identity.
This case study discusses the implementation of the pilot which included student orientation, direct care at a mobile health clinic,
and post clinic debriefings. Student feedback and faculty evaluation verified this was a positive and valuable service learning
opportunity, which resulted in the decision to continue a national service learning experience annually.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The need for nurses who are culturally aware, engaged and
sensitive to the diverse needs of the populations they provide
care to has long been established by external and internal
stakeholders of the health care system. In response to that
need, implementation of various teaching methods focused
on developing a foundation of cultural competence has oc-
curred widely in nursing curricula. One teaching method
that often incorporates cultural learning opportunities, is the

learning pedagogy of service learning. Service learning has
become increasingly commonplace in colleges and universi-
ties in the United States. Evidence has suggested that there
are a variety of benefits that result from service learning.[1]

The service learning experience provided nursing students
the chance to participate in a national based opportunity that
emphasized the importance of civic engagement and service.
The primary objective of this pilot program was for students
and faculty to provide service to others. This case study re-
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port provides an overview of the concept and value of service
learning, discusses the development process, implementation
and a summary of student and faculty experiences.

The service learning experience focused on meeting the pub-
lic health needs of persons without access to health care in
Appalachia. The service learning experience was exclusive
from a specific nursing course, was not used as replacement
for or as a designated clinical requirement. Caring for others
in need actualized the mission of both the university and the
department of nursing. The baccalaureate nursing program
is part of a public state regional university located in the
North East section of the United States. The mission of the
university reads “prepares students to be thoughtful, respon-
sible and successful citizens”.[2] One of the four elements of
distinction at the university is community engagement.

The mission of the department of nursing is congruent with
this element. The department mission includes the develop-
ment of social awareness and for students to make “socially
significant and personally satisfying contributions to soci-
ety”.[2] The expectation of the department is that students
will utilize their education to provide care that assists persons
and communities to achieve optimal levels of health or well-
ness. The department mission further states that its future
graduates will serve a wide range of citizenry with varying
characteristics and needs. This expectation is again consis-
tent with the university’s vision for its graduates to contribute
meaningfully to their communities as engaged professionals
and citizens and to fostering societal improvements through
responsive and innovative programs.[2] The service learn-
ing experience was consistent with three nursing department
program outcomes which are: “Incorporate inter- and intra-
professional communication and collaborative skills into
the delivery of evidence-based, culturally sensitive patient-
centered care. Provide innovative interventions to promote
health and prevent illness in vulnerable populations. Practice
from a caring, professional nursing perspective by incor-
porating the values of social justice, diversity, and global
awareness”.[2] Just as nursing faculty introduce and promote
the concept of lifelong learning, nursing faculty should pro-
vide activities that embody the importance of lifelong service
to students.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
Varied definitions of service learning exist. For this pilot
program it was defined as a pedagogical approach that is ex-
periential in nature, which intentionally supports the achieve-
ment of institution and program goals through structured
reciprocal learning activities.[3, 4] Those activities provide
students the opportunity to experience civic engagement and
cultural awareness. With the incorporation of reflection, stu-

dents are allowed the opportunity of a guided exploration of
self-awareness and preconceptions that they may have had
prior to the completion of service learning activities. There
is the perspective that service learning and community ser-
vice are interchangeable terms. Both community service and
service learning provide meaningful services. The primary
beneficiary of community service is the recipients. Recipi-
ents and providers are both beneficiaries of service learning.
Community service can be dependent on a student’s interest
while service learning is tied to either a specific course or
discipline of study. Service learning demonstrates benefits
for students in terms of personal and social outcomes as well
as career development.[5] Faculty may benefit from having
engaged students and shared experience with students. Stake-
holders and volunteer organizations benefit from the services
provided. An educator outside of nursing describes service
learning as “community service on steroids”.[6]

The components of the pilot program were more consistent
with the teaching pedagogy of service learning as compared
to community service. The interventions provided during
the service learning experience allowed the students to en-
gage in four of the six crucial learning attributes for service
learning.[7] The students experienced diversity of interac-
tions, civic competencies, community activities, and critical
reflection. One qualitative nursing study on service learning
embedded within a course found that the students perceived
the experience as challenging their understanding of self,
and contributing to their becoming a nurse, and learning to
care.[3] Service learning has a positive influence on learn-
ing outcomes.[8] Furthermore, participation in the service
learning experience provided the students with experiential
philanthropy. Findings in the literature demonstrate experi-
ential philanthropy helps certain types of students to develop
an awareness of social issues.[9] These researchers found
that certain types of students, female, upperclassmen, and
those in helping professions, benefited more than others from
service learning.[9] This study also documented that students’
perceptions of service learning may be positively affected
by the involvement with the group and with faculty.[9] The
faculty who accompanied the students also engaged in direct
care which demonstrated theory put into practice.

3. DEVELOPMENT OF PILOT PROGRAM
Operationalizing the pilot program required the development
of a proposal that explained the intent and goals of the pilot,
a tentative budget, information about the volunteer organi-
zation, timeline and implementation plans, as well as how
students were going to be selected. A non-profit volunteer
organization that offers short term mobile medical clinics
nationally and internationally to underserved populations had
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been identified by the faculty as having congruent mission,
and accepted nursing students as direct care participants. Re-
view and approvals from various stakeholders at the nursing
department, academic dean, and university levels was nec-
essary. One stakeholder asked for testimonials from outside
nursing faculty who had experience with students and the
identified volunteer organization, and once that was provided,
gave their approval. Funding was provided by a local private
scholarship foundation that granted permission to utilize the
funds for lodging and transportation.

The proposal was to attend a two day mobile medical clinic
which offered medical, vision and dental care free of charge,
in a small town which is part of Monroe County located in
rural eastern Tennessee that has been designated as part of
the Appalachian region by the Appalachian Regional Com-
mission.[10] A total of ten students participated in the mission
trip; each day of the clinic, one group of five students were
able to attend and participate in the clinic along with a faculty
member who provided oversight and supervision which was
outlined and required by the volunteer organization.

4. PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION
The service learning experience was completed over a four
day period in late spring. There were several influencing fac-
tors; available spring clinics scheduled by the organization,
major religious holiday at the end of spring break, and the
need to validate that students were meeting clinical objectives
for the spring semester.

The university student activities and leadership development
department assisted in completion of required documenta-
tion along with travel arrangements. The students were only
responsible for limited number of meals as many meals were
provided at the motel or clinic.

4.1 Student selection
The volunteer organization limited the number of partici-
pants able to volunteer. Based on literature and identified
resources, an application and selection process were devel-
oped and presented to junior level nursing students. The
application consisted of a summary of employment and vol-
unteer history and one page essay describing their motivation
and skills. In addition, students needed to demonstrate sat-
isfactory academic standing in the nursing courses. The
student selection process was reached by faculty consensus
after a review of the applicant materials at a departmental
meeting.

4.2 Orientation for students
Prior to departure, the entire group of students and faculty
met for an orientation session; which included an overview

of the region, behavioral and professional expectations along
with travel logistics.

4.3 Provision of care
Each group began their clinic day in triage, collecting perti-
nent health history information and obtaining baseline vital
signs. Whenever possible, basic health teaching was re-
viewed to promote a healthier lifestyle. Once the majority of
the patients were processed, the students volunteered in sev-
eral different ways to support the medical, dental and vision
services delivered. The students were able to interact with
both patients and other volunteers about many topics, touch-
ing upon various cultural experiences. Students were able to
dialogue with inter-professional health care volunteers from
across the country.

4.4 Cultural learning
The Appalachian region is predominantly rural, and despite
moderate gains from various public and private interventions,
the poverty rate for many counties in Appalachia continues
to be significant.[10] The students were exposed to profound
regional differences, as the county that the clinic was located
in has a poverty level of 20.6%, with 17.6% of the popula-
tion under the age of 65 who do not have health insurance.
In comparison, the county that the university is located in
and where the majority of clinical experiences occur, has a
poverty rate of 12.2% for individuals and for children (un-
der 18) of 17.9%, with 10.3% of the population under the
age of 65 who do not have health insurance.[11] There are
four distinct people groups of descendants from the first
settlers in Appalachia; industry workers (coal, logging, or
factories), professionals, and returning Appalachians.[12] Pro-
fessionals who choose to move to the area for employment
are sometimes referred to as “outlanders”.[12] The patients
served in the clinic were not professionals but persons such
as descendants and workers without access to healthcare due
to economic reasons. Nursing students benefited from ex-
periencing the culture expressed through traditional foods,
customs, and language patterns. However, it was the expecta-
tion that nursing students appreciated the uniqueness of each
patient and avoid stereotyping.

4.5 Debriefings
At the end of each clinic day, the students and faculty de-
briefed through group sharing and reflection, and discussed
challenges and strengths of the health care system and the
clinic. On the alternate day, the groups experienced different
local attractions and activities, immersing them in the re-
gional culture. The majority of the students and both faculty
met on campus several days after returning, and engaged in
another debriefing session.
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5. DISCUSSION
The students verbalized a deeper understanding of culture
awareness, intercultural sensitivity, and nursing identity. The
students shared multiple interactions and observations that
raised their cultural awareness. Students recognized the
impact of health care disparities through interactions with
individuals and families that attended the clinic. Faculty
witnessed the students’ internalization of service into their
professional nursing identity. Observations of the faculty of
both student groups included a high level of engagement with
both clinic attendees and other volunteers, in addition to a
demonstration of flexibility in meeting the changing needs of
the clinic as the day progressed. Both faculty identified that
the students consistently exemplified professional nursing
behaviors.

Student feedback verified this was a positive and valuable
learning experience. They expressed the perspective that
a continuation of this opportunity in upcoming academic

years would be of significant benefit. Structuring this service
learning experience separate from specific course or clinical
requirements reinforced both the university and department
missions and program outcomes. With the positive outcome
of this pilot program, the second service learning experience
is planned. It has been extended to a week-long encounter
with multiple settings for providing service to others, along
with time to experience the local culture. The positive feed-
back from students and faculty reinforces the importance of
maintaining a national service learning experience. There
are areas in America that present with distinct cultural dif-
ferences and need for healthcare services. The intent is with
continued support from stakeholders within the university
and nursing department to continue with service learning
experiences long-term.
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