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Traditionally learning a foreign lan-
guage (L2) happens in the classroom. 
No matter what instructional method 
is used, the classroom is still the limited 
space of most learning environment. 
In the past decade, the idea of send-
ing students into the community has 
become a popular hands-on teaching 
and learning experience, particularly 
with social studies. However, the fi eld of 
foreign languages can fi nd its place in 
this concept of serving the community, 
bringing the outside world to learners. 
This is a also a wonderful opportunity for 
recruitment within our programs but also 
from our surrounding community. Before 
mentioning potential projects for French 
service-learning projects, it is important 
to defi ne service-learning and hereafter 
justify it in regard to foreign languages.
What is service-learning?

The Standards of Quality for School-
Based and Community-based Service-
Learning (Alliance for Service-Learning in 
Education Reform, 1995) defi ne service-

learning as an integration of  “curricular 
concepts with ‘real-life’ situations”, which 
equips students with analytical, evalua-
tive, critical-thinking, synthesizing, and 
problem-solving skills (p. 2). Students 
are in the midst of a community and put 
in action the curriculum they acquire 
(Terry & Bohnenberger, 2007), while 
receiving opportunities to be engaged 
“in responsible and challenging actions 
inside and outside the classroom” (Morris, 
2001, p. 245).  While the community is 
served through a multitude of actions 
and situations, students are in the center 
of active learning (Gascoigne Lally, 2001). 
From learning that takes place in the 
classroom, learners can bring it outside of 
the classroom in a multitude of projects 
involving L2 use.
How is French relevant with service-
learning?

Due to the nature of service-learning, 
students are brought out into the “real” 
world. When considering their French 
learning experience, one main limitation 
is an exposure to authentic practices. 
Although many educators attempt to 
simulate authentic conversations and 
situations, in most cases it stays quasi-
authentic and never real. Service-learn-
ing has been one positive manner to 
bring students outside the classroom to 
encourage them to genuinely use their 

French-language skills. Several stud-
ies have shown that learners who are 
exposed to native speakers of their own 
L2 or who are using their L2 outside the 
classroom feel more motivated (Grim, 
2010, 2011a, 2011b). It creates oppor-
tunities for authentic conversations, for 
meaning negotiation, for authentic input 
in unique contexts, for appropriation of 
the L2.
What types of programs?

Although our focus here is French, 
service-learning is applicable for any 
foreign language and can be done at 
most secondary and college levels. 
Indeed, with their teachers’ supervision, 
middle and high school students can get 
involved in social organizations and com-
munity services that support migrant 
populations and can use their language 
skills to make them and their children 
feel welcome. Particularly to French, 
students can organize reading programs 
in local libraries for small children. High 
school students can team-teach an 

elementary-school level class along with 
a college student; together, they can also 
partner in diversity-oriented programs 
such as puppet shows presented to 
schools or programs targeting cultural 
integration. Besides being involved in lo-
cal organizations as their younger peers 
are, college students can create lesson 
plans and teach for community schools 
in after-school programs; they can get 
involved in retirement homes to expose 
the elderly to French and the multiple 
cultures attached to the language; they 
can participate in language camps; and 
depending on the geography, they might 
be able to off er their help in interpreting, 
translating or introducing their own cul-
ture to newly arrived migrants. Although 
Spanish has the most diverse off erings 
for service-learning programs (Mollica, 
Nuessel and Cedeño, 2004), French, as 
well as other languages, can easily fi nd a 
place in educational programs.
Giving charge to learning through 
service-learning

According to constructivist theory 
(Vygotsky, 1978), a learner acquires 
knowledge through experience, and 
learning is a continual and active process. 
Service-learning allows students to be 
faced with social interaction, decisions, 
planning and issues to be solved, all of 
these, allowing for knowledge to be re-

organized and creating new knowledge. 
Due to the nature of service-learning, 
the student involved in any project takes 
charge of his or her learning, in part due 
to the depth of commitment, but also 
because of the preparation they ought to 
do to serve. Regarding foreign languages, 
when one has to deliver a message, 
either in a teaching situation or in a more 
intimate relation (such as giving one-
one-one attention to a newly arrived 
person), they are using their language 
skills as they wish, with little or without 
any monitoring from the instructor and 
with a certain appropriation of their 
learning. The appropriation theory (Hung, 
1999) explains that from social and cul-
tural input, new knowledge is integrating 
into current representations. The process 
starts from dependency to indepen-
dency of knowledge (Hung, 1999). Again, 
service-learning allows this to happen 
from social and cultural experiences 
and transforming new knowledge into 
acquired knowledge.

Benefi ts
The main advantages of these op-

portunities are that it not only serves 
the community through many angles 
but it allows students to practice what 
they have learned in real-life situations, 
it gives them confi dence, it provides 
quasi-professional experiences, and they 
stay in charge of their language produc-
tion. Goldberg, McCormick Richburg and 
Wood (2006) and McKenna and Rizzo 
(1999) mention how service-learning 
facilitates eff ective content teaching, en-
courages students to refl ect on their ex-
perience, gives a deeper understanding 
and a concrete application of the content 
learned in class, increases the level of 
students’ critical thinking, teaches inde-
pendence in the real world, and provides 
students with a valuable experience. 
When looking at how service-learning 
enriches a learner’s life, service-learning 
should be systematically included in any 
language program.
Conclusion

It goes without saying that for a 
teacher or school, the work involved in 
organizing service-learning activities is 
not to be underestimated.  The value of 
service-learning is  so worthwhile that 
French educators who truly want to 
provide authentic opportunities to their 
students and who want to help them be 
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in charge of their own learning should 
consider integrating service-learning 
in their classroom. Besides, integrating 
learning into a community-based project 
helps students reach a new perspective 
on their role as second language learners 
and deepens understanding of course 
content. The impact this program has 
goes beyond learning; it changes stu-
dents, and provides a tool for recruitment 
as it highly motivates students.
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