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ABSTRACT 
 
Service-learning (SL) can help students not only develop their personal qualities but also 
enhance their social and civic responsibilities.  Despite the promotion since the mid-1990s, 
the development of SL is popular in faculties of humanities but not in other technical 
departments with intellectual orientations which are less associated with social services.  It 
has been attributed to the lack of a conceptual model for disciplines like building and 
engineering guiding the delivery of SL.  To fill the gap, the study has proposed a 3-Stage SL 
Approach which offers a pragmatic pedagogical model by encompassing the inter-
disciplinary academic education and field study, and a SL project in building discipline has 
been developed for validation of the model.  The findings reveal that, besides the technical 
skills acquired in building inspection and assessment of adequate housing, generic skills of 
the students and their awareness of social responsibilities have also been enhanced through 
the inter-disciplinary SL.     
Keywords: Service-learning, inter-disciplinary study, housing 
 
1. INTRODUCTION  
Service-learning (SL) has been strongly promoted in higher education in recent years to 
offer students with the opportunities to learn and practice civic engagement and develop 
their generic skills.  It can help students not only pursue an all-round development which 
includes critical thinking, problem solving and professional knowledge, but can enhance 
their citizenship skills and confidence, so as their perceptions of societal problems and 
social justice (Eyler et al, 1997).  Yet, higher education still tends to focus on passing 
knowledge to students in running an economy than to the civic role that students should 
play in the society despite that the promotion of SL into undergraduate curriculum already 
started in the mid-1990s (Suspitsyna, 2012).   Same happens in the education arena in 
Hong Kong.  Although community services have been organized as co-curriculum activities 
on voluntary basis for many years, it was until 2010 that the Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University (HKPolyU) took the lead in the territory to formally make SL as a mandatory 
credit-bearing subject in meeting the graduation requirements.   
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Faculty No. of SL subjects 

(No. of depts. involved) 
Faculty of Health and Social Science  14 (4) 
Faculty of Humanity  4 (3) 
Faculty of Applied Science and Textiles  2 (2) 
School of Hotel and Tourism Management  3 (1) 
Faculty of Engineering  5 (3) 
Faculty of Construction and Environment  5 (3) 
Total: 33 SL subjects (16 departments) 

Source:  Office of Service-Learning, The HKPolyU (http://sl.polyu.edu.hk/05_subject_on_offer.html) 
 

Table 1: Service-learning subjects delivered in 2013-14, HKPolyU 
 
 The HKPolyU has a total of six faculties, two schools with 27 teaching departments.  
Among them, a total of 33 credit-bearing SL subjects were successfully delivered in the 
academic year of 2013-14 by 16 teaching departments out of the total of 27 departments 
(Table 1).  It is noted that most SL subjects developed were offered by the Faulty of Health 
and Social Science and Humanity, and some are inter-disciplinary subjects jointly 
developed by different faculties and institutions from different disciplines.  Similar to the 
experience in other areas, SL subjects are popular in liberal arts colleges and in faculties of 
humanities but not in technical departments.  It is because most technical subjects, such as 
engineering and building, in single discipline can hardly address complex societal problems 
and civic engagement effectively.  Therefore, SL programs offered by technical department 
commonly involve inter-disciplinary studies and collaboration with local communities and 
social groups for field services which are costly and difficult to sustain.  Even worse, the 
lack of a philosophical framework and conceptual model in supporting a pragmatic 
approach for addressing complex social issues is another issue for the development of SL in 
technical departments.  Similar difficulties encountered by the teaching staff members of 
the technical departments of the HKPolyU have also been voiced out in the experience-
sharing workshops.  To fill the gap, the study is conducted with the aim to help technical 
departments develop a signature pedagogical model using inter-disciplinary study of 
encompassing the transfer of technical skills and civic & field education. 
 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW  
According to Kerins (2010), higher education plays a dual-role of not only preparing 
students with the skills and capacity that contributes to their career development and the 
economy, but also contribute to strengthening the well-being of the society.   In addition, 
Lucas (2009) comes up the four broad essential learning outcomes of SL agreed by colleges 
and universities which include acquiring intellectual and practical skills and knowledge of 
human cultures and the physical world, undertaking integrative and applied learning 
across general and specialized education, assuming personal and social responsibility 
through civic engagement. A study conducted by Eyler et al. (1997) with 1500 students from 
20 colleges and universities found that students who undertook SL combining community 
service and academic study have improvement on their attitudes, generic skills and 
understanding on social issues than those who did not.   Langstraat and Bowdon (2011) 
also evidenced that SL increases student motivation and can enhance students’ intellectual 
and emotional development.  However, translating these teaching and learning objectives 
into common conceptual frameworks and complementary pedagogies for education 
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institutions to follow is not an easy task.  According to a recent study of Mayhew (2012), SL 
subjects are popular in liberal arts colleges and in faculties of humanities but not in 
departments with intellectual orientations such as building and engineering.  These 
departments which are less associated with services related to humanistic orientations 
have to develop SL in form of inter-disciplinary study (Wentworth and Davis, 2002).  Many 
scholars have drawn upon the importance of the use of inter-disciplinary studies.  
Wentworth and Davis (2002) define inter-disciplinary studies as an integrated learning 
that insights can be drawn only by combining the study of two or more disciplines.  
Schneider (2003) states that inter-disciplinary learning can help integrate knowledge and 
modes of thinking from two or more disciplines to create products, solve problems, and offer 
explanations that help prepare students for taking up social responsibility and civic 
engagement.  Miller and Mansillar (2004) adopt an Explanation-Action approach which 
states that there is a gap between teaching and application.  Only by use of inter-
disciplinary knowledge to define the problem of the dynamic environment while drawing 
from other domains that can help form solutions and intervention, the gap can be filled.    
 A number of approaches and successful cases can be drawn to illustrate the merits of SL 
by use of inter-disciplinary teaching.   The SL program of Kennesaw State University was 
developed in 2001 for students to study the human rights and welfare state of the Maya 
community.  Faculty from multi-disciplines including nursing, history, political science, art, 
and education join together to help the minority of Maya community to benefit through 
learning about health education, laws and customs of the States.  Although the program 
has been popular, it is not able to accommodate all interested students to take part in the 
program due to limited resource available (Lucas, 2009; Kennesaw State University, 2011).   
Similar situation has also been faced by LifeWorks program offered by Mars Hill College in 
North Carolina.  The community-based activity is packaged in form of a capstone project 
which allows students to reflect on their learning, experiences, and personal growth (Mars 
Hill College, 2013).  However, due to the substantial time taken to design, implement, and 
assess civic engagement tied to these courses, there are only limited spaces offered for 
student enrollment.  Similar restriction is also found in New Century College.  Although 
the SL programmes has excelled students’ critical thinking, communication, problem 
solving, and cultural competencies, but faculty has to spend twice the effort in these offers 
compared to regular courses, and thus SL is being considered inefficient because of the lack 
of a philosophical framework and conceptual model which can support a pragmatic 
approach for addressing complex social issues.   Similar difficulty is also encountered by the 
HKPolyU.  Although resources are made available, there is still a lack of a pragmatic 
signature pedagogical model guiding technical departments on the development of SL 
subjects.   As stated by Jones et al. (2013), if higher education is serious about preparing 
students to be civically engaged citizens, leaders of higher education must find ways to 
overcome the hurdle.   
 
3. METHODOLOGY – THE 3-STAGE SL APPROACH   
Bringle and Hatcher (1996) state that creating measurable and attainable learning 
outcomes can strengthen the integration of civic engagement and application of professional 
skills and knowledge in the development of SL.  The pre-set learning outcomes will also 
guide the development of appropriate learning activities and provide with the basis for 
conducting formative and summative evaluations of the subjects (Thomas et al. 2011).  
Meyer-Adams et al. (2011) state that administrative structure of SL, the logistic feasibility, 
instrumentation, data gathering, and use of results for affirmation and improvement are 
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equally important.  Furthermore, Bogo & Vayda (1998) advocate that practice generates 
effective learning through two interlinked processes.  One is subjective reflection of 
students’ understanding and reactions to the practice situation. The second process involves 
conceptualization of the practice situation through making connections to theory.  By 
encompassing the critical elements aforesaid, a 3-Stage SL Approach has been developed 
which is able to help students from technical departments connect the inter-disciplinary 
theories to conceptualize the practice situation with the aim not only to acquire the 
technical knowledge but also foster their sense of civic responsibility.    

As shown in Figure 2, Stage 1 begins with a comprehensive review of the subject area 
and the objectives to achieve.  It aims to work out the pedagogical design for conducting the 
transfer of technical knowledge and the address of social issues by use of inter-disciplinary 
teaching through collaboration between the academic and community organisations.  Once 
the pedagogical design is formed, it comes to Stage 2 that students will be assigned to 
perform services in the community and to collect the necessary data for meeting the 
objectives.   Evaluation will be conducted in Stage 3.  Students will reflect upon their 
experiences in the community, synthesize the information collected, evaluate the situations 
encountered and contextualize their civic responses in both pre- and post-program 
evaluations and reflective journals.  The 3-Stage SL Approach is different from most SL 
initiatives in which students participate in a highly structured pedagogical design involving 
collaboration between the academic institution and the community organisations.  To 
evaluate the effectiveness of the Approach, a project-based subject studying the 
contemporary issue of sub-divided housing of underprivileged households in Hong Kong has 
been developed in form of an inter-disciplinary SL capstone project by the Department of 
Building and Real Estate. 

 
Figure 2: 3-Stage Service-Learning Approach 

 
4. THE 3-STAGE SL CAPSTONE PROJECT – HOUSING FOR THE COMMUNITY   
There are many old and dilapidated buildings in Hong Kong which are often targets of 
rehabilitation and redevelopment.  However, the underprivileged community, such as the 
elderly, the singletons, the immigrants, the less educated and the poor, living in deprived 
housing are often the most vulnerable when they have to face the poor living condition and 
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possible eviction, especially in districts with urban decay.   In collaboration with the 
relevant community service groups and institutions including the Urban Renewal 
Authority, the Housing Society, the Society for Community Organisation, and Engineers 
Without Borders, a SL subject, Housing for the Community, was developed for students to 
address the housing problems that underprivileged members have to face, and to assess 
whether the housing standards as prescribed by UNHabitat have been met (Table 2).     

Adequate housing UNHabitat categorization 
Affordability and security of tenure (1) Security of tenure 

(6) affordability 
(8) accessibility  

Habitability of housing unit (7) habitability 
Building condition (2) Materials 

(4) facilities 
Community Services and Facilities (3) Availability of services  

(4) infrastructure 
(9) location 
(10) cultural adequacy 

Source:  UNHabitat, 2009  
Table 2 : Adequate housing standards prescribed by UNHabitat  

The project was expected to help students not only broaden their knowledge in regard to 
technical building skills, but also develop their sense of civic responsibility with the 
objectives to achieve: 1. apply the building knowledge and skills acquired to help the 
underprivileged community, 2. demonstrate empathy for disadvantaged people and 
enhance awareness of the community, and 3. reflect on their role and responsibilities as a 
responsible citizen. 

In Stage 1, by use of lectures, seminars and workshops, students were equipped with 
the knowledge and able to comprehend what they learned through hands-on training.  
Lectures were delivered by instructors to provide students with an understanding of the 
building knowledge and skills relevant to their profession.  Seminars were also given by 
practitioners in the industry and social groups including the Society for the Community 
Organisation to share their views about the living condition of the most vulnerable groups 
in the society and the difficulties and social issues that they face. Collaborative workshops 
were organized with community organisations to give students with hands-on training 
before conducting the home-visits. The workshops were of significance as through coaching 
of the instructors and practitioners, students had learned the importance of self-control and 
emotional regulation in handling with people who might come from a difficult background 
through role-playing and perspective taking.  Technical workshops were also organized in 
performing building inspections given by Engineers Without Borders, the Urban Renewal 
Authority and the Housing Society, and the assistance schemes available for helping these 
residents and for improvement of the living environment.   
 In regard to the field services in Stage 2, guiding by the Three-Pronged Model, Home 
visits were conducted to examine the satisfaction on housing of disadvantaged households.  
Information in regard to the health and safety of the buildings and the utility and 
recreational facilities of the community were collected by building inspection and site survey.  
Students were required to plan the activities for performing the community services under 
the guidance of the supervision team which included preparing for the site investigation, 
building inspection checklist, interview questionnaire for the home-visits, and consolidating 
and analyzing the information collected. Consultations and periodic reviews were arranged 
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by the supervision team in which students reported their progress of the community 
services and the difficulties encountered before further progression.   Based on the 
problems encountered by the community members and their housing needs identified from 
the surveys, students playing a role as a service advisor would then search for the 
assistance schemes available to meet the specific needs of the impacted households.    

In regard to evaluation of the project outcomes in Stage 3, both pre- and post-program 
evaluations were conducted with students by use of questionnaires and reflective journals.    
Reflective journals were used to evaluate not only the living conditions that the service 
recipients encountered, but also the role of the students that they played as a responsible 
citizen.  The questionnaire was used to assess the efficacy of the curriculum and 
pedagogical design of the subject, the improvement of the students’ generic skills and 
demonstration of social responsibility.  A 5-point Likert scale was used in the rating with 5 
represents the most importance and 1 represents the least.  A total of 46 students enrolled 
in the study carried out during the period from June 2012 to December 2013, and 50 
disadvantaged households, either by cold calls or referred by the community organizations, 
were interviewed. They live either in SDUs, partitioned rooms or bedspace. The summary 
statistics of these households including their demographic characteristics are contained in 
Table 3 and 4.    

  Mean Median Min Max 
Internal Floor Area (m2) 3.1 3.0 2.0 6.0 
Age 35 32 1 75 
Family size 2 2 1 4 
Rent (HK$) 2498 2500 1300 4000 
Household income (HK$) 7900 8000 3000 14000 
Rent-to-Income Ratio (%) 33 32 23 57 
Tenancy (years) 2.58 1.50 0.50 8.00 
Applied social housing Yes 

 
No 

 
 

15 (30%) 
 

45 (70%) 
 Financial Support Employed Social Support Savings Students 

  32 (64%) 15 (30%) 1 (2%) 2 (4%) 
No. of households 50 

   No. of members 97 
   Note: statistics are per household except Internal Floor Area and age which are 

per household member.  
Table 3:  Summary statistics of interviewed households   

Family Type No. of households No. of members 
Family   5 (16.5%) 18 (31.0%) 
Single-mom with children 3 (10.0%) 8 (14.0%) 
Couples 8 (26.5%) 16 (28.0%) 
Singletons 12 (40.0%) 12 (20.0%) 
Others: students 2 (7.0%) 4 (7.0%) 
Elderly ( ≥ 60 age) 7 (23.0%) 11 (19.0%) 
Hong Kong citizens 22 (73.0%) 42 (72.0%) 
New immigrants 8 (27.0%) 13 (22.0%) 
Ethnic Minority       6 (20.0%) 15 (26.0%) 
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Table 4:  Family types of interviewed households 
 
5. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS   
Objective 1:  Apply the building knowledge and skills acquired to help the underprivileged 
community   
In regard to the pedagogical design of the teaching by use of inter-disciplinary study, 
students find the technical workshops offered by the departmental teaching staff and the 
community organisations particularly useful for carrying out the following site survey, 
building inspection and home-visits.  According to the assessment of the students stated in 
the reflective journals, although the districts under the study are affected by urban decay, 
the public facilities and community services which include the provision of education, 
medical and recreational facilities are found adequate.  However, in regard to the condition 
of the buildings where the disadvantaged households accommodate, serious safety and 
hygiene problems are found, many of them are resulted from illegal structures.  They 
include concrete spalling, improper fire exit and expired fire-fighting equipment, scattered 
electricity wires, and even rats and cockroaches.  In regard to home visits, most interviewed 
households lived in sub-divided units.  They face not only sub-standard housing with poor 
health and safety conditions, but also under-consumption of space, problems of tenure 
security and affordability.  For example, a family of three jammed in a cubicle of only 100 
sq. ft, concrete spalling, water seepage, debonding of plaster and electrical short-circuit are 
common due to the unauthorised alterations made inside the units.  Although these units 
possess the facilities of independent kitchen and washroom specified by the UN, they can 
hardly meet the health and safety requirements.  Nevertheless, upon identifying the unique 
problems that the households face, students are able to look for the assistance schemes to 
help ease the problems of the households.  They include, for example, the Integrated 
Building Maintenance Assistance Scheme offered by the Urban Renewal Authority and the 
Housing Society, Public Housing Schemes offered by the Housing Authority and Subsidy for 
Building Improvement by the Community Care Fund.    
 
Objective 2:  Demonstrate empathy for the disadvantaged people and enhance their 
awareness of the community  
Post-programme survey has been conducted with the students for evaluating the impact of 
the study on students.  The findings reveal that students treasure the learning experience 
of the subject with a high average score of 4.48.  Besides, they are more aware of the needs 
in the community (4.48) and their social responsibility (4.64) upon completion of the project.    

Table 5: Rating of students on the efficacy of the pedagogical design 
 

Efficacy of Pedagogical Design Rating 
Become more involved in the community 4.30 
Will continue to be involved in the community 
service  4.44 
My work benefited to the community 4.50 
Be more aware of the community's needs 4.48 
Have the social responsibility to serve the 
community 4.64 
Can make a difference in the community 4.10 
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Can apply the knowledge learned to the project 4.18 
Treasure the SL subject/project 4.48  

Here is a quote of the reflexion of a student which can represent the general views of most 
students in this subject:   

“Getting myself enrolled in this course has broadened me with new 
perspectives when looking at housing problems, which include the lack of 
facilities, social welfare and services, poor building structure and others.  
These problems cannot be alleviated unless different parties bear their own 
responsibilities. … By getting ourselves to home-visit the disadvantaged 
households, it made me more aware of and understand the real needs of these 
families.  We have always been sitting in classroom, getting lectured and 
studying issues that others have raised, so what is better than getting into a 
real situation, knowing what people needs, and finding out the problems and 
solutions by ourselves?”  

  
Objective 3:  Reflect on their role and responsibilities as a responsible citizen  
In regard to social and civic responsibilities, pre- and post-programme evaluations have 
been conducted to study whether their sense of social and civic responsibilities have been 
enhanced.  The findings reveal that students are more concerned about the well-being of 
people in the community upon completion of the project (Table 6).  They are more willing to 
help others even if they don’t get paid for it.  However, it is interesting to find that the 
rating in regard to making contributions to meeting the needs of the community went down 
slightly from 4.13 to 4.1.  From the reflective journals, the findings reveal that some 
students felt frustrated when they saw the deprived housing encountered by the 
underprivileged households but could do little to help except showing them the caring.  As 
cited by a student:  

“In our case study, the households clearly reflected that living in a small 
cubic is not the type of living that they want, but they have no choice … 
Being students, we have no power and no money. … Although we cannot give 
them tangible help, we would like to fulfill our roles. We believe that each 
tiny contribution from everyone can form big power to change the society in 
the long run. As a member of this society, we should act rather than just 
sitting in the classroom, go and seek for changes.”    

Social and Civic Responsibilities 
Pre-
Prog 

Post-
Prog 

% 
change 

Concern the well-being of the people and the community 3.84 4.16 8.33 
Be enthusiastic in serving the needy people  4.10 4.3 4.88 
Help others even if I don’t get paid for it 4.20 4.34 3.33 
Make contributions to meeting the needs of the 
community 4.14 4.1 -0.97  

Table 6: Pre- and post-program evaluations on social and civic responsibilities 
 

6. CONCLUSION  
Substantial numbers of studies have been conducted to explore the functions and 
pedagogical design of SL which can help students develop their civic responsibilities and 
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achieve an all-round development.  However, many of them are confined to liberal and 
humanities studies but not in technical subjects which are less associated with social 
services.  Very often, the hurdle that they face is the lack of a conceptual framework and a 
signature pedagogical design to follow.  To fill the gap, the study has proposed the 3-Stage 
SL Approach for the development of SL subjects, in particular for technical subjects such as 
building and engineering, by use of inter-disciplinary field study which can support 
technical teaching tied to themes of service-learning and civic engagement.  The Approach 
is different from most SL initiatives in which students participate in a highly structured 
pedagogical design not only acquiring technical skills but also serving a particular 
community.  A SL subject, Housing for the Community, in form of a capstone project was 
developed based on the 3-Stage SL Approach.  The findings reveal that the subject has been 
able to help students acquire the necessary technical skills for conducting building 
inspection, they are more aware of their civic responsibilities and concerned about the well-
being of the society after the study.    
 Although the 3-Stage SL Approach has offered a pragmatic pedagogical model for 
upholding the transfer of technical knowledge and the address of social issues by use of 
inter-disciplinary study which suits SL for engineering and building faculties, yet, more 
studies on the application of the Approach on other disciplines such as electrical and 
mechanical are warrant.  
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