
I
n 1903, Ellen White wrote: “Our
ideas of education take too narrow
and too low a range. There is need
of a broader scope, a higher aim.
True education . . . has to do with

the whole being, and with the whole
period of existence possible to man. It
is the harmonious development of the
physical, the mental, and the spiritual
powers.”1

Based in part on this statement, Sev-
enth-day Adventist educators have de-
veloped a model comprised of these
three elements—physical, mental, and
spiritual development, often depicted
as an equilateral triangle (see Figure 1).
To varying degrees, Adventist educa-
tion systems have endeavored to imple-
ment this balanced, whole-person per-
spective. Could it be, though, that there
might be a fourth dimension that is

crucial to true education?
The very next sentence in the 1903

passage holds the answer. “[True educa-
tion] prepares the student for the joy of
service in this world and for the higher
joy of wider service in the world to

come.”2 This indicates that there is an
added element that is vital for life and
learning—one that incorporates time
and space, integrates the social arena,
and emphasizes service (see Figure 2).3

This fourth element is the social di-
mension, in which service is a key com-
ponent. Jesus, for example, “grew in wis-
dom and stature, and in favor with God
and man” (Luke 2:52, NIV 1984).4 Later,
in His ministry, Christ “went through-
out Galilee, teaching in their syna-
gogues, preaching the good news of the
kingdom, and healing every disease and
sickness among the people” (Matthew
4:23, NIV 1984). Here again, we find
four facets: teaching, preaching the
gospel, healing, and associating with
others—in essence, the cognitive, spiri-
tual, physical, and social dimensions. 

Jesus’ life and ministry are our
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Figure 1. 
The Harmonious-Development Model

SERVICE
The Fourth Dimension in Adventist Education



model, and Adventist education has an
important role to play in producing
Christians whose lives illustrate this in-
tegration of faith, learning, and practice.

A Biblical Foundation
The responsibility to serve God and

humankind is clearly taught in the
Bible. Paul wrote: “Through love, serve
one another” (Galatians 5:13, NKJV).
This statement depicts service as a way
of life. In the eloquent words of 1
Corinthians 13, Paul insists that love
must be the motive of service5: “If I
give all I possess to the poor and sur-
render my body to the flames, but have
not love, I gain nothing” (vs. 2, NIV
1984). Love, however, must have an ob-
ject and must produce tangible results.
In summarizing the law of God, Christ
stated that it involved two cardinal
principles: “‘“[L]ove the Lord your
God with all your heart, with all your
soul, and with all your mind,”’” and
“‘“[L]ove your neighbor as yourself”’”
(Matthew 22:37-39, NKJV). Love re-
sults in service, oriented first and fore-
most to God. Joshua, for example, di-
rected the Israelites to “serve Him [the
LORD your God] with all your heart”
(Joshua 22:5, NKJV).6 Similarly, Paul
admonished the Christian believers to
“keep your spiritual fervor, serving the
Lord” (Romans 12:11, NIV). 

Love for God also leads directly to
serving others, particularly to those in
need. Christ instructed His disciples,
“‘A new commandment I give you:
Love one another, as I have loved you.

. . . By this all men will know that you
are my disciples: If you love one an-
other’” (John 13:34, 35, NKJV). To il-
lustrate His definition of service, Christ
told the story of a traveler on the road
to Jericho (Luke 10:29-37), which high-
lighted three basic philosophies of life:

1. The philosophy of the thieves, “I’ll
take what you have.” 

2. The philosophy of the priest and
Levite, “I’ll keep what I have.” 

3. The Samaritan’s orientation was
outward-looking, other-focused: “I’ll
share what I have.” The Samaritan,
Jesus said, was the one who truly un-
derstood the concept of service and ex-
emplified it in his life.7

In addition to passages that empha-
size the concept of service (see Figure 4),
the Bible also provides tangible exam-
ples of what constitutes selfless service.
In the Old Testament, for instance, we
find the case of Abraham, who refused a
reward for having rescued the inhabi-
tants of Sodom (Genesis 14:22-24); the
widow of Zarephath, who shared her
limited provisions with Elijah (1 Kings
17:12-15); Elisha, who left behind a life
of comfort to serve an elderly prophet (2
Kings 2:1-6); and Esther, who risked her
own safety to save the lives of others (Es-
ther 4:16). Similarly, in the New Testa-
ment, we read of a widow who placed all
she had in the temple treasury (Luke
21:4); a young boy who shared his lunch
(John 6:8-11); Barnabas, who sold his
possessions to support the early church
(Acts 4:36-37); and a group of women
who followed Jesus and cared for His
well-being and that of the disciples
(Mark 15:40, 41).

The greatest example of service,
however, comes from the life and
teachings of Jesus.8 On one occasion,
the mother of James and John asked
Jesus to give her sons eminent posi-
tions in His kingdom. Jesus’ response
clarified that the highest position is
held by one who serves. “‘[W]hoever
wants to be great among you must be
your servant, and whoever wants to be
first must be your slave’” (Matthew
20:26, 27, NIV 1984). 

Jesus also taught by example. In the
upper room, He washed His disciples’

feet, performing the work of a servant
(John 13:4-17).9 The supreme act of
service, however, took place on Calvary,
where Jesus gave all that He had to save
humanity (John 3:16). In Jesus’ own
words, “‘The Son of Man did not come
to be served, but to serve, and to give
his life as a ransom for many’” (Mark
10:45, NKJV).

The Place of Service Learning
How should we incorporate the

fourth dimension in Adventist educa-
tion? What is the best way to foster the
principle of service in all our instruc-
tional settings? One approach that has
proved effective is service learning. Vol-
unteerism also provides important
service opportunities in many educa-
tional institutions,10 but service learn-
ing has proved more challenging to im-
plement. Thus, the remainder of this
article will focus on this area. 

Service learning is a form of experi-
ential education where students apply
what they are learning to community
problems, seeking to strengthen the
community as well as to acquire a
deeper understanding for themselves.11

It is a credit-bearing, course-, pro-
gram-, or discipline-based experience
that combines community service with
academic instruction and personal de-
velopment.12 In essence, service learn-
ing is a flexible pedagogy that (1) is or-
ganized around clear learning goals, (2)
offers service activities that address real
community needs, and (3) provides
students with opportunities for critical
reflection (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 2.
The Four-Dimensional Model

Figure 3. 
Underlying Elements of Service Learning



Service learning thus in-
corporates focused and en-
hanced academic study,
purposeful and relevant
practical experience, and
meaningful and valued civic
engagement (see Figure 4).
This enables service learn-
ing to add a layer beyond
volunteerism and commu-
nity service, which tend to
focus on the recipient
and/or a social cause, often
with no direct connection
to meaningful learning out-
comes. It also sets service
learning apart from intern-
ships and field experiences,
which focus mainly on ben-
efits to the learner, particu-
larly in terms of career expectations.
Rather than being peripheral or sup-
plemental, service learning is inte-
grated into the core curriculum and
closely connected to course content.13

Ellen White on Service and 
Learning

Ellen White urged that service be
considered an essential element in Ad-
ventist education: “The true object of
education is to fit men and women for
service.”14 She believed that young peo-
ple especially should be intentionally
prepared for service: “Children . . .
should be trained to help in various
lines of unselfish service.”15 “Young
men and women should be educated
for service in the cause of God.”16

This preparation was to be inte-
grated into the educational experience:
“Students . . . are not to look forward to
a time, after the school term closes,
when they will do some large work for
God, but should study how, during
their student life, to yoke up with
Christ in unselfish service for others.”17

These service experiences are to take
place both within the school and
throughout the broader community.18

Ellen White envisioned, for exam-
ple, that younger students would serve
collaboratively, with their teachers and

limitations of sinful human-
ity, it is in service that our
greatest joy and our highest
education will be found.”23

Implementing Service
Learning

How does one go about
integrating service learning
into the educational experi-
ence? To implement service
learning requires four key
components: (1) a commu-
nity that affords opportuni-
ties for service and learning;
(2) a teacher who identifies
community needs, super-
vises student efforts, and
connects service experiences
and teaching objectives

through reflection; (3) students who
provide a service and learn both content
and application; and (4) a supportive24

school administration. Ideally, the com-
munity, or an agency in the community,
would also be a partner and not merely
a recipient in the service-learning en-
deavor, as this can help the school to
identify community needs and perhaps
coordinate projects. In larger educa-
tional institutions, there may also be
designated service-learning staff, who
help link faculty, students, and commu-
nity within a service-learning paradigm. 

The service-learning process in-
volves five main stages: investigation,
preparation, action, reflection, and cel-
ebration (see Figure 5).25 First, we—as
educators, and ideally in collaboration
with our students, as feasible—investi-
gate community priorities. This helps
ensure that service-learning projects
align with community concerns and
engage community members as part-
ners. As a result of this research, we de-
velop goals for the project, both in
terms of learning and service. Personal
growth goals, including relational and
spiritual development, can also be
identified. The activities in this phase
help students to develop communica-
tion skills and research techniques,
such as gathering and interpreting in-
formation, and to prioritize among al-
ternatives.
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parents joining them in these endeav-
ors. “Let [the students] organize into
bands for Christian service, and the co-
operation will prove an assistance and
an encouragement. Parents and teach-
ers, by taking an interest in the work of
the young people, will be able to give
them the benefit of their own larger ex-
perience, and can help them to make
their efforts effective for good.”20

In sum, Ellen White emphasized
that service was a matter of priority. To
parents she wrote, “We are under sa-
cred covenant with God to rear our
children for His service. To surround
them with such influences as shall lead
them to choose a life of service, and to
give them the training needed, is our
first duty.”21 She reminded teachers,
“The true teacher . . . cannot be content
with imparting to them only technical
knowledge, with making them merely
clever accountants, skillful artisans,
successful tradesmen. It is his ambition
to inspire them with principles of
truth, obedience, honor, integrity, and
purity—principles that will make them
a positive force for the stability and up-
lifting of society. He desires them,
above all else, to learn life’s great lesson
of unselfish service.”22

Service is, in fact, a theme that links
the school on earth with that of heaven.
“In our life here, earthly, sin-restricted
though it is, the greatest joy and the
highest education are in service. And in
the future state, untrammeled by the
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The second stage is to prepare. Dur-
ing this phase, we organize the activity
by communicating goals, building
partnerships, identifying budgets and
timelines, clarifying roles, and distrib-
uting tasks. Most importantly, we en-
sure that students have the necessary
understanding, skills, and attitudes26 to
effectively carry out the project. In this
stage, we also attend to a variety of lo-
gistical matters, such as obtaining sup-
plies, arranging for transportation, and
addressing safety and liability concerns.
Finally, we develop strategies and
rubrics for evaluating the service-
learning activity, and decide how to re-
flect upon and celebrate the
outcomes, making sure to
gather needed evidence
during and after the proj-
ect. While this stage can be
time-consuming, it is vital,
as careful preparation is es-
sential to a successful, on-
going service-learning proj-
ect. Furthermore, the
activities that take place in
this phase help students to
develop planning, negotiat-
ing, and networking skills.

In the third stage, we act,
actually implementing the
service-learning activity.
During this phase, it is im-
portant to create a support-
ive environment, promote
dialogue, provide supervi-
sion, and ensure students’
safety. We also make sure that the partic-
ipants document their experience while
it is taking place, as this will provide the
basis for reflective analysis and celebra-
tion. In addition to enhancing disci-
pline-specific learning and deepening a
commitment to service, students in the
action stage develop skills needed for
leadership, teamwork, and project man-
agement.

The fourth phase is a time to reflect,
an opportunity to explore the meaning
of the experience.27 This can be done
individually and as a group. Reflection
can include journaling, debriefing, and
group discussions, as well as dialogue
with experts and community members.
It can summarize findings, connect
back to original goals, and identify next

steps. The activities in this phase help
students develop skills in analysis,
problem solving, integrating informa-
tion, and reaching conclusions.

In the final stage, we celebrate, invit-
ing program participants, partners,
and the community at large to recognize
and affirm the program’s learning and
impact. This dem onstration and recog-
nition of results—the telling of the
story—may find expression through po-
etry, music, drawing, and drama; it may
involve bulletin boards, Websites, social
media sites, articles in the student and
alumni publications, community news
reports, and multimedia shows. It may

culminate in a special event to recognize
and express appreciation for the efforts
and effect of those involved, perhaps
through tangible symbols, certificates,
and plaques. Overall, the activities of
this phase serve to develop communica-
tion skills, to broaden awareness in the
community, to set the stage for future
action, and to validate the expertise of
participants for training other young
people in service-learning activities.

Examples of Service Learning
Service learning can be effectively

integrated into the K-12 curriculum, as
well as higher education programs.
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Here is what some K-12 teachers are
doing:
• “I have had students make cards

for the elderly in church, in connection
with Bible class and worship. They then
take the card to church and give it to an
elderly person to encourage him or her
and show that they care.”
• “We linked P.E. [Physical Educa-

tion] to a walk-a-thon to raise money
to help pay someone’s medical bill.”
• “During writing class, we wrote

letters to soldiers in Iraq. On another
occasion, we wrote thank-you notes to
our school volunteers.” 
• “At Thanksgiving time, we had a

can drive to replenish the
church’s food pantry for the
needy. At the time, we were
discussing economics in our
class.”
• “When we were study-

ing Social Studies and the
importance of preserving
natural resources, the stu-
dents helped the community
by cleaning up the neighbor-
hood and by collecting recy-
clables. They also extended
this to their English class and
wrote newspaper articles
about pollution or recy-
cling.” 
• “When studying verte-

brates in science class, stu-
dents volunteered at a local
animal shelter, working with
animals that were aban-

doned or abused. They then wrote arti-
cles or went on the media to make ap-
peals for homes for these animals. In a
sense, they became ‘animal activists’ to
stop the abuse of God’s creatures.”
• “Students used their fine-arts skills

as part of our service-learning pro-
gram. The drama team and Puppet
Ministry brought various plays to chil-
dren at community centers, other
schools, or the less fortunate in nursing
homes or hospitals.”28

A number of service-learning mod-
els have been successfully implemented
in higher education. In some institu-
tions, for example, all students com-
plete certain service-learning require-
ments, such as service-oriented

Figure 5. Stages in the Service-Learning Process
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1. International Rescue and Relief students from Union College in Lincoln, Ne-
braska, provided medical clinics for Miskito Indian villages in Nicaragua dur-
ing their three-month stay in 2012.  2. Carlos Reyes, a computer-sciences stu-
dent at Montemorelos University in Mexico, participates in community service
on the university’s Day of Kindness and Compassion.  3. Students from Greater
New York Academy (New York City) and their sponsor clean up a beach in south
Brooklyn after Hurricane Sandy.  4. Juniors and seniors at Calexico Mission
School in Calexico, California, take turns each month picking up trash along
two miles of Highway 11.  5. A student at Indiana Academy in Cicero, Indiana,
volunteers to assist the Birthright Pod, which makes blankets, teddy bears, and
other items for women with unplanned pregnancies.

1
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coursework, field activities, and reflec-
tions.29 Programs of study may also in-
clude required service-learning courses
as part of the student’s major or minor,
or the general education curriculum.
Sometimes, an extended service-learn-
ing field experience serves as a capstone
for a department/school’s degree re-
quirements. At the course level, here is
a sample of what teachers have been
doing:30

• Young Adult Literature: Students
partner with a student in the local
school district and read and discuss
young adult literature.
• Human Anatomy: Students serve

at local independent living, assisted-
living, and adult daycare centers and
observe/analyze the impact of aging.
• Chemistry: Students assess and an-

alyze lead content in the paint of older
homes; students lead hands-on science
projects at middle and high schools.
• The Exceptional Child: Students

spend time working with children in
the local school district special-educa-
tion program.
• Christianity and Media: Students

divide into groups based on technical
and non-technical skills to create a
video documentary of residents at a
local health-care facility, which is then
given as a gift to the residents’ families.
• Business: Students develop busi-

ness plans for projects to benefit low-
income communities.
• Vocal Pedagogy: Students offer free

voice lessons to a student from the
public high school, after which they or-
ganize an end-of-semester recital for
their students.

Results of Service Learning
The results of service learning are

significant (Figure 6). In a longitudinal
study of college undergraduates, for ex-
ample, 82 percent reported that the
service experience enhanced their un-
derstanding of the academic material.31

Furthermore, service-learning partici-
pants were better able to apply class
learning to real-world situations.32

There were also positive career re-

sults. In a sample of “undecided” fresh-
men, 41 percent of those engaged in
service learning during college indi-
cated on a follow-up survey that they
now planned to pursue a service-re-
lated career, compared to only 18 per-
cent of those who did not participate in
service.33 Additionally, finding a calling
or work that is personally satisfying
was more likely to be achieved by stu-
dents who engaged in service-learning
experiences.35

Overall, participation in service
learning showed positive effects on
eleven outcome measures: 
• Academic performance: GPA, writ-

ing skills, critical thinking skills
• Leadership: Leadership activities,

self-rated leadership ability, interper-
sonal skills
• Values: Commitment to activism,

promoting racial understanding
• Self-efficacy
• Choice of service career
• Plans to participate in service after

college36

Perhaps the results of service learn-
ing are most clearly reflected in the
words of the students themselves:37

• “Through reflecting on my service
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Figure 6. Benefits of Service Learning34

For Students
• Enriches personal growth
• Advances intellectual development and academic learning
• Ignites an awareness of societal issues
• Develops social responsibility and civic engagement
• Develops a habit of critical reflection
• Fosters teamwork
• Integrates theory with practice
• Enhances career development
• Promotes service-minded professionals

For Teachers
• Enables teaching outcomes to become more process-oriented
• Enhances student understanding
• Provides authentic assessment opportunities
• Creates new areas of research and scholarship
• Generates opportunities for professional recognition

For Educational Institutions
• Supports the mission of the institution
• Enriches and enlivens teaching and learning
• Builds partnerships with the community
• Extends campus resources to the community
• Reinforces the value of the “scholarship of engagement”
• Provides opportunities for institutional recognition

For the Community
• Introduces innovative programs to address community needs
• Contributes the energy and enthusiasm of young people to meet community needs
• Fosters an ethic of service and civic participation throughout the community
• Creates potential for additional partnerships and collaboration



experiences, I gained intense awareness
of myself, the privilege I experience,
and the profound injustice lurking in
our world.” 
• “Service has taught me courage,

compassion, love, appreciation, team-
work, humility. I have seen hardship
and pain and the power that a simple
act of kindness holds. And I have been
forever changed by the people I have
met, worked with, and served.” 
• “College is not just about the expe-

riences that shape you, but also the way
you are able to shape others while you
are here. . . . Service has given me the
unique and invaluable opportunity to
engage in my community, burst the
university bubble, and truly make a dif-
ference.” 
• “Service has made me a better per-

son. I am more willing to see other sides
of a story, more aware of the great diver-
sity in the world, and more willing to do
more for people outside of my immedi-
ate community of friends and family.”
• “I find that I enjoy living life most

when I feel that I am living not just for
myself but for other people as well.” 
• “Service is not just something I do,

it is now a part of who I am.” 
Ellen White highlights the results of

service.38 She notes that service shapes
character, develops talent, and provides
purpose in life.39 She observes that it
deters temptation and offers enduring
happiness.40 Most significantly, partici-
pation in service deepens one’s rela-
tionship with Christ and prepares one
for heaven.41

Forward Thinking
What can be done to equip and em-

power students for a life of service?
First, recognize and confirm in your
own life that service is an essential di-
mension of the Christian experience.
Sensitize those around you to the bibli-
cal foundation and value of service,
particularly within the educational set-
ting. Seek innovative and effective av-
enues of integrating meaningful service
with the academic program. Finally, af-
firm that service is not just a segment
of life, but a way of life.

“Let us not love in word or in

tongue, but in deed and in truth” (1
John 3:18, NKJV). Throughout Ad-
ventist education, let’s break through
the confines of a 3D world and enter
the fourth dimension! 

For additional reading, consult the
list of Websites online at this address:
http://circle.adventist.org/files/jae/en/
jae20137503490.pdf.

John Wesley 
Taylor V, Ed.D.,
Ph.D., is Associate
Director of Educa-
tion at the General
Conference of Sev-
enth-day Advent -
ists. He may be con-

tacted at taylorjw@gc.adventist.org.
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