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Experiential learning pedagogies, including internship and service-learning experiences, are becoming increasingly popular in
higher education. An internship engages students with hands-on experiences that enhance their learning or skills within their
ﬁelds of study. In contrast, service-learning is a type of experiential education in which students participate in service, typically
within the community, and reﬂect on their involvement to gain further understanding of the discipline as well as its relationship to
societal needs. To date, no study has directly compared these teaching modalities. Therefore, the present study systematically
evaluated a service-learning experience against an internship experience using a mixed-methods model with the primary outcome
being student self-eﬃcacy. Sixteen exercise physiology students (13 females) completed a community-based wellness internship
with a subgroup (nine students, 7 females) allocated to a service-learning component of internship designed to improve selfeﬃcacy. At the end of the semester, students completed a 15-item online self-eﬃcacy and satisfaction survey. Three focus groups
were conducted in which 3-4 participants responded to a series of nine questions that explored their experience. Overall responses
to the self-eﬃcacy and satisfaction survey were favorable for both groups, but the internship group was more likely to agree or
strongly agree with statements of self-eﬃcacy. Focus groups found that the internship experience reinforced classroom learning,
but the ability to work with diﬀerent populations and ability levels was mentioned only by the service-learning group. Themes
from reﬂective assignments, such as engaging with community members and professional exploration, were evident only in the
service-learning group responses. Therefore, the ﬁndings indicate that service-learning reﬂection assignments successfully
connect the service experience to relevant course outcomes promoting student development but may not improve self-reported
self-eﬃcacy beyond that of a typical internship experience.

1. Introduction
Experiential learning pedagogies shift learning from a
teacher-centered, knowledge-transfer approach to the
learner as an active participant in the learning process [1].
Experiential learning theory deﬁnes learning as “the process
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of
experience” [2]. Experiential learning is correlated with an
increased likelihood of attending graduate school, graduation rates, employment outcomes, and acquisition of skills
that are relevant to career success, including communication
skills, self-conﬁdence, appreciation for community, and
professional growth [3].

Experiential learning has been increasingly incorporated
into higher education to advance curriculum goals (e.g.,
deepening understanding of academic content) [4]. Perhaps
the most popular and familiar experiential learning experience is an internship. The goals of an internship are to
engage students in learning activities for the purpose of
providing them with hands-on experiences that enhance
their understanding or skills within their ﬁelds of study and/
or vocational development [5]. However, in internship
programs, students are the primary beneﬁciary, as opposed
to the community. In contrast, service-learning is an alternative form of experiential learning in which students
participate in service, typically within the community, with
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the potential for advancing their skills or knowledge base
[4, 5].
Service-learning places equal focus on learning goals and
service outcomes and places curricular concepts in the
context of real-life situations [5]. It has been deﬁned as a
process of reﬂective education in which students learn civic
or social responsibility through a scholarship of community
engagement that embodies the principle of reciprocity,
carefully balancing the service and learning goals so that
both outcomes enhance one another [6]. By unifying what
they are learning in the classroom with the service they are
providing in the community, this method allows students to
apply newly acquired skills and knowledge to address reallife needs in their own communities [5, 7].
A key component of service-learning is the role of reﬂection: students reﬂect on their involvement in such a way
as to gain further understanding of course content and of the
discipline as well as its relationship to societal needs [4, 5].
Indeed, a hallmark pedagogical component of servicelearning is a structured reﬂection [4]. According to Kolb’s
Experiential Learning Theory, reﬂection is essential to the
experiential learning process because it provides students a
conceptual framework for learning from their service experience [2]. Qualitative and quantitative results emphasize
the role of reﬂection as a means of connecting service experience to academic content [8]. Indeed, well-designed
reﬂection promotes signiﬁcant learning, including problem
solving skills, higher order reason, integrative thinking, goal
clariﬁcation, openness to new ideas, ability to adopt new
perspectives, and systematic thinking [9, 10]. Importantly, a
meta-analysis found that the addition of a service-learning
component translates into an improvement of 53% in
learning outcomes [11].
Qualitative ﬁndings suggest service-learning is eﬀective
in part because it facilitates an increased sense of self-eﬃcacy
[8, 12]. Self-eﬃcacy refers to an individual’s belief in their
ability to successfully complete assigned tasks in speciﬁc
situations. Increasing self-eﬃcacy increases the probability
that one’s expected outcomes are the outcomes they can
actually achieve [13]. Coined by social psychologist Bandura,
self-eﬃcacy has been the subject of research across disciplines. Generally, self-eﬃcacy is an individual’s perception
of his/her ability to complete a particular endeavor and is
strongly correlated to academic and work-related performance [14, 15]. Self-eﬃcacy in education focuses on students’ self-beliefs as a principal component of academic
motivation grounded on the assumption that the beliefs
students create, develop, and hold to be true about themselves are vital determinants in their success or failure in
school. For example, a self-eﬃcacious student will recover
quickly from setbacks to achieve his goals, whereas a student
with low self-eﬃcacy may be less likely to make a concerted
eﬀort if he believes he cannot be successful. People form selfeﬃcacy perceptions by interpreting information from several sources, the most inﬂuential of which is the interpreted
result of one’s own performance [13]. A student that does
poorly on a math test may believe he is “bad at math” and
avoid the challenge of applying himself for future math
exams. The reﬂective component of service-learning

Education Research International
pedagogy oﬀers students the opportunity to improve task
and knowledge related self-eﬃcacy by reinterpreting their
experience and performance. For example, rather than
merely receiving a low grade from an instructor, asking
students to reﬂect and evaluate their own work can improve
academic performance moving forward.
Courses that oﬀer experiential learning and build student self-eﬃcacy are critical to preparing students for
professional endeavors and there is certainly justiﬁcation for
replacing traditional internships with service-learning
programs to achieve these outcomes. However, a servicelearning course demands additional work for both the instructor (e.g., developing and reviewing reﬂective assignments) and students (e.g., completing the reﬂective
assignments) beyond a typical internship course. Before
implementing such curricular changes, evidence of improvements in students’ self-eﬃcacy and engagement is
warranted. However, to our knowledge, no study has yet
directly compared an internship experience with a matching
service-learning experience.
Therefore, the present study sought to determine
whether service-learning would improve students’ self-efﬁcacy and course-related outcomes beyond that of a standard internship. Two groups of students completed the same
community-based wellness internship for a senior-level
course, but one group received supplemental reﬂective assignments as part of the service-learning experience. The
intention was to systematically evaluate the service-learning
group (experimental) against the internship group (control)
using a mixed-methods model with the primary outcome
being student self-eﬃcacy. Additionally, diﬀerences in
course-related outcomes would be preliminarily explored by
comparing responses between internships and servicelearning groups in focus group discussions.

2. Methods
This randomized, controlled education-based research study
was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB
1809288247) of West Virginia University (WVU). Within
the division of exercise physiology at WVU, most students
aspire to become future healthcare practitioners (medicine,
dental, physical therapy, occupational therapy, etc.). They
are required to complete 180 hours of internship experience
for their four credit (45 contact hours/1 credit hour) seniorlevel Professional Field Placement course.
Professional Field Placement is an internship course
designed to provide students with hands-on learning experiences in Exercise Physiology speciﬁc settings. The
purpose of this experiential learning is to enable students to
gain valuable work experience while applying the knowledge
gained throughout their coursework. It is intended to
contribute meaningfully to their overall preparation by
providing an opportunity for the practical application of
skills and concepts learned in classes. Speciﬁc learning
outcomes include the following:
(i) Take part in practical experiences within the Exercise Physiology environment
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(ii) Gain a more complete understanding of various
roles of an Exercise Physiologist
(iii) Develop the ability to analyze and propose solutions
to problems that may be encountered as an Exercise
Physiologist
(iv) Develop a greater understanding of career options
while more clearly deﬁning personal career goals
(v) Improve responsibility and professionalism pertaining to both course work and industry
(vi) Develop and reﬁne oral and written communication
skills with potential employers, coworkers, and
instructors
Previous recommendations for incorporating experiential learning opportunities sites the role of faculty in
preparing students for internship, setting the expectations of
internship with explicit contracts, and connecting classroom
theory and internship practice [16]. Prior to starting the
experiential learning opportunities, the codirectors of internship (coauthors on this work) prepared students by
deﬁning the purpose of the experience and highlighting the
connection between classroom theory and internship
practice in mandatory in-person meetings. Additionally,
expectations were established with formal contracts signed
between students and internship site supervisors. As part of
the course, students were required to submit two self-reﬂections (at midterms and ﬁnals) that included a summary
of activities, self-evaluation, areas of strength, and areas of
weakness with steps outlined to correct weaknesses. Additionally, interns were evaluated by their internship site
supervisor (at midterms and ﬁnals) in the areas of personal
attributes, professionalism and work habits, professional
ethics, initiative, learning capacity, internship knowledge,
quality of work, team skills or group work, communication,
and overall performance. This evaluation and feedback was
given directly to the student and submitted to the course
instructors.
During the spring 2019 semester, 16 students elected to
participate in community-based wellness (CBW) internship experience which required interns to lead exercise
classes for senior citizens, teach wellness classes for children and senior citizens, and/or deliver exercise programming to local ﬁreﬁghters. Of the 16 CBW interns, nine
(seven females) were allocated to a service-learning component of internship (CBW-SL group) which required 45
contact hours (or 1 credit hour) to be spent participating in
learning modules and completing reﬂection assignments
designed to improve self-eﬃcacy and advance course-related outcomes. The remaining seven (six females) CBW
interns served as “control” subjects who completed internship requirements but did not receive service-learning
opportunities or complete reﬂection assignments outside of
the midterm and ﬁnal self-reﬂection. All students were
informed that enrollment into the research project was
voluntary and that refusal to participate would not aﬀect
class standing or grades and would involve no penalty.
Written and verbal consent was obtained for all
participants.
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2.1. Service-Learning Intervention. Heﬀernan oﬀered guidance on developing service-learning projects by implementing four basic principles: engagement (does the service
meet public good?), reﬂection (is there a mechanism that
encourages students to link their service experience to
course content and reﬂect on why the service is important?),
reciprocity (is there evidence that every individual functions
as both teacher and learner?), and public dissemination (is
the service work made public?) [7, 17]. These guidelines were
incorporated into the service-learning project as described
below. In line with additional recommendations, this service-learning experience was mandatory, initiated by a third
party (university faculty), and had beneﬁt to students (class
credit) [18].
The purpose of the service-learning component was to
enrich and contextualize the educational process that currently exists in the internship course through written reﬂections on the intentional consideration of an experience in
the context of particular learning objectives. The servicelearning intervention incorporated four learning modules
over the course of the semester (1/month, January
2019–April 2019). Learning modules were developed based
on recommended guidelines for eﬀective reﬂection activities
[4]. The importance of the reﬂection activities cannot be
overstated as reﬂection allows students to assess their
achievements in the process of service-learning and determine their contributions to the community and beyond [19].
2.1.1. Exercise Programming for Older Adults. In the ﬁrst
module, CBW-SL interns participated in an “Exercise
Prescription for Older Adults” workshop with an exercise
physiology faculty member. This workshop emphasized
incorporating the ﬁve components of physical ﬁtness into
exercise prescriptions and using unfamiliar movement
patterns to incorporate cognitive training for seniors. Following the workshop, interns were assigned three research
articles two of which were “Exercise, Cognition, and Aging”
and “Eﬀectiveness of a Timing and Coordination Group
Exercise Program to Improve Mobility in CommunityDwelling Older Adults” as well as a third article of their
choice from instructor-selected options [20–24]. Interns
were to use what they learned in the workshop and readings
to write a 2500 word essay as well as an exercise class plan
that incorporated the 5 components of physical ﬁtness with
special emphasis on improving cognitive outcomes in seniors. Speciﬁc instructions to CBW-SL interns included: “the
essay should include evidence supporting the relationship
between exercise training and cognitive outcomes and argues
for the justiﬁcation of developing exercise programming for
community-dwelling seniors (∼1000 words). Then, refer to
your exercise class plan articulating the relevance of each
exercise you’ve included, how it improves a component of
physical ﬁtness, and how it can improve cognitive outcomes
(∼1000). Finish with a 500-word statement on how you will
strive to incorporate this particular emphasis (exercise for
cognition in aging) into your future professional career.”
The purpose of this module was to have CBW-SL interns
reﬂect on their role in promoting senior physical ﬁtness and

4
healthy cognition, both as current interns and future
healthcare professionals. By arguing for the justiﬁcation of
community wellness programs for senior citizens, the students would understand the role of their internship in regard
to civic engagement and social responsibility. This servicelearning assignment was implemented to increase professional development and citizenship, which has shown to be
an outcome of service-learning programs [25].
2.1.2. Ripple Eﬀect Mapping: Evaluating Program Impacts.
In the second module, CBW-SL interns participated in a
Ripple Eﬀect Mapping (REM) session to capture programmatic impacts [26]. An exercise physiology faculty
member trained in REM led the group through a hypothetical reﬂection on the wide-reaching eﬀects of the interns’
delivery of community-based exercise programming and
education to local seniors. Following the session, the interns
were to systematically evaluate their own impact by interviewing 3-4 community-dwelling individuals with whom
they were regularly working as part of their internship. As a
group, the interns developed a series of 10 questions to
capture their impact. Interns conducted their interviews
independently and captured their responses with REM.
From the REM, interns wrote a 500-word abstract (purpose,
methods, results, conclusion) summarizing their ﬁndings as
well as a 500-word statement on how they were impacted by
these ﬁndings and how they would adjust their own practices
and behaviors moving forward in the internship. Probing
questions included: How will you change your programming?
Will you incorporate more conversations like these
throughout the semester? How has your understanding of and
appreciation for what we’re doing changed?
The purpose of this module was to encourage CBW-SL
interns to understand and appreciate the larger impact of
their internship experience. Reﬂecting on personal accounts
from community-dwelling individuals would improve their
experience and encourage interns to reevaluate their community role in their internship. This service-learning assignment was implemented to foster civic values and
responsibility as well as to develop a greater understanding
of their contribution to community welfare and social issues,
which has shown to be an outcome of service-learning
programs [27].
2.1.3. Client-Centered Self-Eﬃcacy Case Study. In module 3,
interns read “How to Enhance Self-eﬃcacy and Resilience in
Your Clients” published by the American Council on Exercise [28]. This article explained the concept of self-eﬃcacy,
presented a framework for enhancing self-eﬃcacy and how
to build self-eﬃcacy in exercise training. Interns were
instructed to apply some or all of the techniques presented in
the article to training a single client with whom they regularly interact, document the eﬀects over two weeks, and
prepare a 6-minute case study “Ted Talk.” Speciﬁc instructions to CBW-SL interns included: “In your presentation, make sure to give a brief background on the client,
explain what techniques were used and how they were
implemented, and share the documented ﬁndings regarding
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changes in self-eﬃcacy. Highlight what you did or said that
was speciﬁc to this client, whether it elicited the expected
results, and, in your opinion, why or why not. State whether
you will incorporate these methods as a practitioner moving
forward in your career. As a ‘Ted Talk’ use storytelling to
present your case study using innovative and engaging
methods.”
The purpose of this module was to introduce CBW-SL
interns to the concept of self-eﬃcacy and its role in community wellness programs. Applying these concepts and
practices, and following with self-reﬂection, would encourage interns to appreciate the value of improved selfeﬃcacy as individuals and as future healthcare practitioners.
This service-learning assignment was implemented to develop leadership and oral communication skills as well as to
develop skills related to the speciﬁc ﬁeld of study by applying
theory to practice, which has shown to be an outcome of
service-learning programs [11].
2.1.4. Journaling/Free Response Reﬂection. In module 4,
CBW-SL interns were given a series of open-ended questions
to respond to regarding their experiences in the servicelearning component of the internship (e.g., How did this
CBW service-learning internship improve your knowledge
and understanding of what you’ve learned in your required
EXPH courses? How did this CBW service-learning internship
experience change your self-eﬃcacy in terms of applying what
you’ve learned in your required EXPH courses to “real-life”
situations? How will you apply what you’ve learned from
CBW service-learning internship moving forward?).
The purpose of this module was for CBW-SL interns to
reﬂect on their internship experience, and drawing from
previous modules, connect their experience with the overall
purpose of the course, as described above. This servicelearning assignment was implemented to place their experience in the context of academic development and professional aspirations, which has shown to be an outcome of
service-learning programs [29].
2.2. Evaluation. At the end of the semester, once internship
requirements were completed and all interns had been
formally evaluated for the course, all students completed
postassessments including a self-eﬃcacy and satisfaction
survey and a focus group discussion. The self-eﬃcacy and
satisfaction survey was a 15-item online (Qualtrics, Inc.,
Provo, UT) survey with responses on a 7-point Likert scale
from which students selected their level of agreement
(strongly disagree–strongly agree). The survey incorporated
questions from a validated Community Service Self-Eﬃcacy
Scale [30]. Three focus groups were conducted: the control
group interns participated in a private focus group and
CBW-SL interns were randomly divided into two private
focus groups.
Qualitative research methods, including focus groups,
can provide rich, descriptive data that can be missed when
using quantitative methods. A semistructured protocol
following standard focus group guidelines [31] was conducted by trained researchers [31, 32]. Three private focus
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Table 1: Self-eﬃcacy and satisfaction survey.
Control (n � 5) CBW-SL (n � 8)
(%)
(%)

Agree or strongly agree
Because of this internship experience, if I choose to participate in experiential/service-learning in the
future, I will be able to make a meaningful contribution.
Because of this internship experience, in the future, I will be able to ﬁnd experiential/service
opportunities which are relevant to my interests and abilities.
Because of this internship experience, I am conﬁdent that, through experiential/service-learning, I can
make a diﬀerence in my community.
Because of this internship experience, I am conﬁdent that I can help other individuals by participating
in experiential/service-learning activities.
Because of this internship experience, I am conﬁdent that in future experiential/service activities I will
be able to interact with relevant professionals in ways that are meaningful and eﬀective.
Through experiential/service-learning, I can apply my knowledge in ways that solve real-life problems.
By participating in experiential/service-learning, I can help people help themselves.
I am conﬁdent that I will participate in experiential/service-learning activities in the future.
This internship opportunity increased my awareness of the larger EXPH community.
This internship opportunity helped me better understand how the community can beneﬁt from EXPH
professionals.
This internship helped me reﬂect on my life and goals.
This internship has increased my interest in doing further service.
I would recommend this internship experience to my friends.
My experience with the community agency was positive.
My experience with this internship experience has been positive.

groups of 3-4 participants responded to a series of nine
questions, some with probing follow-ups, which explored
their internship experience. A trained note taker took
comprehensive notes on a laptop computer at each focus
group, and proceedings were digitally audio recorded. These
notes were reviewed by the focus group moderator for
clarity, thoroughness, and accuracy. Only the CBW-SL interns were asked about the modules. Otherwise, all questions
were the same between groups.
For qualitative data, Grounded Theory allows for an
inductive theory-building approach which does not require
a prior theory [33]. Using a heuristic or common-sense
approach based in grounded theory, two independent researchers (with a tiebreaker when necessary) content analyzed to identify themes from the focus group data. The
researchers discussed independent content analysis ﬁndings;
however, due to the limited sample size saturation of repetitive concepts (i.e., point at which no new information,
trends, or themes emerge from data) was not achieved [34].
The themes between groups (control and CBW-SL) were
critically compared to determine diﬀerences between groups
that were attributed to participation in the service-learning
component.

3. Results
All participants remained in the research study throughout
the entirety of the semester. However, only eight of the nine
CBW-SL interns (89%) and ﬁve of the seven Control interns
(71%) completed the postsemester self-eﬃcacy survey.
Overall responses to the self-eﬃcacy and satisfaction survey
were favorable for both groups, but the control group was
more likely to agree or strongly agree with the survey
questions (Table 1).
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3.1. Qualitative Responses
3.1.1. Internship and Classroom Learning. Knowledge from
speciﬁc classes (i.e., Exercise is Medicine and Strength and
Conditioning) helped all participants in their internship, but
both groups felt the internship required application of what
they had learned in their exercise physiology courses and
that this application increased their overall understanding of
the curriculum, “Doing physical assessments really helped
me” (CBW-SL participant). Implementing classroom
learning into a professional setting meant adapting or individualizing to the patient/client which required all interns
to have a thorough understanding of the material, “In real
life I have to connect it and not just spit it out” (CBW-SL
participant), as well as the ability to communicate with
diﬀerent populations, “You actually really have to know what
you’re talking about and explain it to people in way they can
understand” (Control group participant).
When asked about the diﬀerences between classroom
learning and internship experience, the control group
seemed to put slightly more emphasis on the critical role of
communication for internship, whereas the CBW-SL group
emphasized the importance of application, “It makes way
more sense now applying it to a real person” (CBW-SL
participant). While both groups reported that combining
classroom learning and internship application was helpful,
the CBW-SL group speciﬁcally referred to the beneﬁts of
module 1, “When we go back to thinking about the research
studies we read and use them in a setting. . .we were able to
apply that information immediately” (CBW-SL participant).
The internship experience increased both groups’ selfeﬃcacy in applying classroom learning to “real-life” situations, “No instructor to back me up really increased my selfeﬃcacy” (Control participant) and “(I’m) not second guessing
myself as much, I’m making decisions on my own” (CBW-SL
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participant). While the control group cited the role of
communication, experimentation, and ownership, the
CBW-SL mentioned greater independence and the resultant
responsibility, “it forces you to go out on your own and ﬁgure
it out” (CBW-SL participant) and “I could always ask for
help, but it gave me more responsibility” (CBW-SL
participant).
3.2. Internship Outcomes. In terms of developing new skills
or abilities from the internship, the primary theme in both
groups was that the internship experience reinforced
classroom learning, “. . .internships helped reinforce” (Control participant). Both groups mentioned improved communication skills, but the control group referred to
presentation skills, “I will use the skill moving into (graduate
school), for presentation and educational tools” (Control
participant), whereas the CBW-SL group cited professional
communication, “seniors appreciate when you communicate
properly” (CBW-SL participant). Indeed, the ability to work
with diﬀerent populations and ability levels was highlighted
by the CBW-SL group, “I can now deal with lots of populations–I worked with seniors, kids, and have to tailor who
you’re working with” (CBW-SL participant) and “all (exercise
class participants) were diﬀerent levels and I had to program
for an individual” (CBW-SL participant), but not mentioned
by the control group. However, both groups reported the
internship experience increased their independence, “Being
on your own is unique to this internship and has helped, wish
more people (could) experience it” (Control participant) and
“The ﬁrst time we had to do a GXT (graded exercise test) on
someone not a student and without input” (Control participant), and conﬁdence “I’m more mature” (Control participant), and “I’m more self-conﬁdent” (CBW-SL participant).
3.3. Moving Forward. All participants felt the internship
helped to deﬁne their career interests, either reinforcing
original interests or developing new ones, “More interest in
personal training after working with ﬁreﬁghters” (Control
participant), “Kind of led me towards a clinical setting where I
can have an impact on people’s lives” (CBW-SL participant),
“This internship has made me think more broadly about what
I want to do for the rest of my life.” (CBW-SL participant),
“Community experience has reinforced my interest in community nutrition.” (CBW-SL participant). Some reﬂected on
how it would inﬂuence their behavior as a professional, “A
class member was a veteran and kept talking about how he felt
unheard by providers. So if he’s feeling unheard, lots of people
are–it changed my perspective.” (Control participant) and
participants in both groups felt it increased their professional conﬁdence “Gave me more conﬁdence to apply for a
position at Healthworks (local ﬁtness and rehabilitation
center)” (Control participant) and “My conﬁdence will allow
me to easily interact with a variety of clients.” (CBW-SL
participant).
3.4. Feedback. The Control group reported the best part of
the internship was the speciﬁc skills and abilities that they
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improved, “really enjoyed the lecturing aspect” (Control
participant), “Favorite part was coaching” (Control participant), but the CBW-SL group felt the best part was the
interaction with the patients/clients, “improvement in our
clients, seeing their conﬁdence grow” (CBW-SL participant),
“relationships with the regulars, hearing their appreciation”
(CBW-SL participant), and “getting to know the seniors
better–they opened up and you develop a personal relationship with them” (CBW-SL participant). New professional
interests were a favorite part of the program for the CBW-SL
group as well, “gained a lot of perspective about what I want
to do in the future” (CBW-SL participant). For both groups,
the worst parts of the internship were site-speciﬁc including
limited participation by patients/clients (e.g., having nothing
to do, boredom).
Both groups would encourage the internship because it
oﬀered more independence and autonomy than other internship sites, citing “It’s a unique experience being on your
own” (Control participant) and “if you like doing your own
thing than do this internship” (CBW-SL participant).
However, both groups noted that it requires interns to be
ﬂexible and put in time outside of set hours, “if you’re not
willing to do the work on hours outside of set hours, do not do
it”(Control participant) and “it was on me to prepare my
lectures and workouts” (CBW-SL participant).
In reﬂecting on the modules, CBW-SL interns felt the
assignments were time-consuming, but overall feedback was
favorable. Module 1 was “really helpful to put everything
together,” module 2 “helped us to evaluate what this internship stands for–helps to see expectations and bigger
picture,” and module 3 was beneﬁcial because it provided
“hands on techniques.”

4. Discussion
Experiential learning theory deﬁnes this type of learning as
“the process whereby knowledge is created through the
transformation of experience” [2]. This method of learning
has been increasingly incorporated into higher education to
deepen understanding of academic content. In the present
study, both groups, an internship group and a servicelearning group, conﬁrmed their experiential learning experience accomplished these hierarchical objectives. Their
experiences required that they apply what they had learned
in courses and that this application increased their overall
understanding of the curriculum. One purpose of experiential learning is vocational development and in the present
study, all participants felt the internship helped to deﬁne
their career interests, either reinforcing original interests or
developing new ones and felt it increased their professional
conﬁdence. Therefore, the primary purpose of this speciﬁc
experiential learning course, to enable students to gain
valuable work experience while applying the knowledge
gained throughout their coursework, was achieved.
The objective of this study was to systematically evaluate
the service-learning group (experimental) against the internship group (control) using a mixed-methods model with
the primary outcome being student self-eﬃcacy. Self-eﬃcacy, an individual’s perception of his/her ability to complete
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a particular endeavor, is strongly correlated to academic and
work-related performance [14, 15]. The reﬂective component of the service-learning experience was to allow students
the opportunity to improve task and knowledge related selfeﬃcacy by reinterpreting their mastery experience. In the
present study, both groups reported increased self-eﬃcacy in
applying classroom learning to “real-life” situations, which is
in agreement with previous ﬁndings [8]. However, contrary
to expectations, the internship group was more likely than
the service-learning group to agree with statements of selfeﬃcacy in the survey. One possible explanation is the
Dunning–Kruger eﬀect which suggests those who are less
competent have little insight into their own incompetence
[35]. Perhaps, despite the two self-reﬂection assignments
required by the course, the internship control group did not
suﬃciently reﬂect on their experience prior to completing
the survey and rated themselves more highly than appropriate. Alternatively, it is possible that during the self-reﬂection assignments, the CBW-SL students were overly
critical of themselves, focusing on their failures rather than
the areas in which they were improving skills and knowledge, and were, therefore, less likely to highly agree with the
self-eﬃcacy statements. Despite this discrepancy, the focus
group discussions conﬁrmed both groups increased selfeﬃcacy indicating the incorporation of service-learning
reﬂection assignments is unnecessary for increasing selfeﬃcacy in experiential learning. This ﬁnding could impact
the ease of administering service-learning projects by reducing the time commitment of creating and assessing reﬂection activities. Additionally, it may promote participation
in service-learning activities if time commitments outside of
the actual service are condensed.
Overall, both experiential learning methods were reported by participants to increase overall understanding and
application of classroom knowledge to “real-life” situation.
They also reported communication skills, speciﬁcally the
ability to communicate with diﬀerent populations, as well as
independence and conﬁdence. In agreement with the
present study, a mixed-methods study found students expect
to develop a skills set through service-learning, including
work place skills, interpersonal skills, written and oral
communication skills, and leadership skills [36]. Other
studies have found similar results for service-learning outcomes including public speaking, time management, and
presentation skills [19].
In focus group discussions, responses from the CBW-SL
group incorporated themes from the reﬂective assignments
that were not evident in the control group discussion. First,
the CBW-SL group referred to the ability to work with
diﬀerent populations and ability levels (incorporated into in
module 1 and 3). These results are supported by a recent
review of medical educational experiential learning which
found favorable self-reported outcomes in intra- and interpersonal skills as well as civic engagement and social
responsibility [37]. Previous research which has emphasized
the role of reﬂection as a means of connecting service experience to academic content [8] and shown well-designed
reﬂection promotes signiﬁcant learning, including integrative thinking and ability to adopt new perspectives and
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higher order thinking skills (e.g., analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation) [9, 10].
Additionally, the CBW-SL group was more likely to
reﬂect on developments to professional interests and goals
(incorporated into modules 1 and 3) which agrees with
previous ﬁndings that reﬂection can lead to goal clariﬁcation, especially career goals and new perspectives [9, 10, 38].
These ﬁndings have been conﬁrmed by previous work that
found improvements in academic knowledge and professional skills [37].
Finally, the CBW-SL group felt the best part of their
experience was the interaction with patients/clients (incorporated into modules 2 and 3) which is supported by
previous service-learning research ﬁndings including the
development of new friendships and caring for others
[19, 39]. Indeed, in service-learning programs, those being
served in the community teach lessons to those serving them
and through this reciprocity, students gain a greater sense of
belonging and responsibility as members of a larger community [38, 40]. While not investigated in the current study,
this could translate to long-lasting impacts as previous work
has shown service-learning leads to higher participation in
general volunteering [18] and fosters capability and commitment in students to act as agents of social change in the
long term [36]. These CBW-SL speciﬁc results (i.e., working
work with diﬀerent populations and ability levels, developing professional interests and goals, and valuing patients/
clients interactions) are key outcomes to the course and
overall student development that should be prioritized.
Therefore, the incorporation of reﬂection assignments as
modules proved beneﬁcial.
As described, this mixed-methods research study was
implemented to determine whether the course curriculum
should be amended to include a service-learning component. Courses that oﬀer experiential learning and build
student self-eﬃcacy are critical to preparing students for
professional endeavors. In the present service-learning
model, while there were criticisms to the time spent on
reﬂective assignments, the general feedback was favorable.
Module 1 was “really helpful to put everything together,”
module 2 “helped us to evaluate what this internship stands
for–helps to see expectations and bigger picture,” and module
3 was beneﬁcial because it provided “hands on techniques.”
The incorporation of service-learning assignments demands
additional work for both the instructor (e.g., developing and
reviewing reﬂective assignments) and students (e.g., completing the reﬂective assignments) beyond a typical internship course. These ﬁndings suggest that incorporating
less time-consuming reﬂective assignments that still connect
to ﬁeld work might achieve similar results without burdening the students. One method for accomplishing this
could be working in an e-learning platform, especially one
that leads to higher order cognition and enhanced learning.
Developing integrated educational environments using
e-learning platforms that incorporate valuable features of
intelligent adaptive and collaborative learning can support
the learning process and assist students in their eﬀorts while
reducing the overall time commitment of instructors as well
[41–45].
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To our knowledge, this is the ﬁrst study to directly
compare an internship experience with a matching servicelearning experience. However, this study presented its own
limitations. First, the sample size between groups was small
and limited to a narrow ﬁeld of students in communitybased wellness. Therefore, the wide application of ﬁndings to
other disciplines should be cautioned. Additionally, while
there was a mix of genders within each group, there were
fewer male students overall which limits the generalizability
of these ﬁndings. Further, the present study used surveys and
focus group data to evaluate self-eﬃcacy, but additional and
perhaps more direct measures could be considered in future
research.

5. Conclusion
The present study sought to determine whether servicelearning would improve students’ self-eﬃcacy beyond that
of a standard internship. In systematically evaluating the
service-learning group (experimental) against the internship
group (control), both groups increased self-eﬃcacy, but
there was no diﬀerence between groups, indicating the incorporation of service-learning reﬂection assignments is
unnecessary for increasing self-eﬃcacy in experiential
learning. However, themes from reﬂective assignments were
evident in the service-learning group responses that were not
evident in the control group discussion, conﬁrming the role
of reﬂection as a means of connecting service experience to
relevant course outcomes. Overall, ﬁndings suggest that
incorporating small reﬂective assignments to experiential
learning courses would improve key outcomes related to the
course and student development.
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