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Objectives of the lecture

To introduce the 
importance of 
ethics in service 
learning

1
To introduce 
threats and 
themes of ethics 
related to service 
learning

2
To reflect 
pedagogy of 
service learning 
course with a 
sensitivity of ethics

3
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Why ethics matters 
in service learning?



1. Human beings are ethical animals

• “Human beings are ethical animals. I do not mean that we naturally 
behave particularly well, nor that we are endlessly telling each other 
what to do. But we grade and evaluate, and compare and admire, 
and claim and justify. We do not just ‘prefer’ this or that, in isolation. 
We prefer that our preferences are shared; we turn them into 
demands on each other. Events endlessly adjust our sense of 
responsibility, our guilt and shame, and our sense of our own worth 
and that of others. We hope for lives whose story leaves us looking 
admirable; we like our weaknesses to be hidden and deniable.” 
• Cf., Simon Blackburn, Ethics: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2001), p.4.



• à Our service will be evaluated by clients, service partners 
and general public if it is good
• à Students also need to reflect how to do good in the 

community, and why some actions are good while others 
bad



2. The nature of service learning

• “service-learning as a form of experiential education in 
which students engage in activities that address human 
and community needs, together with structured 
opportunities for reflection designed to achieve desired 
learning outcomes”
• B. Jacoby, Service Learning Essentials (San Franscisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 2015), 1-2.





à Need to address 
needs and welfare 
(in other words, to 
avoid of harms) of 

the service recipients

à Need to bring 
personal growth of 
students through 
service learning 

activities



Threats to ethics



Relativism

Egoism

Determinism and futility 

Unreasonable demands

False consciousness  



Relativism

• No absolute good or bad. All are opinions. 
• Make us blind to service needs
• Way outà we should recognize that for human beings,
• happiness is preferable to misery
• dignity is better than humiliation. 
• It is bad that people suffer, and worse if a culture turns a blind 

eye to their suffering. 
• Death is worse than life; the attempt to find a common point of 

view is better than manipulative contempt for it. 



Egoism

• We are pretty selfish 
• Perhaps our concern for others is a sham. 
• Way outà
• reflect our deep down concern; 
• Seeking common good and win-win situation



Determinism and futility

• Out attempt is hopeless because it tries to alter fixed 
nature 
• Our service cannot change anything
• Way outà
• The experience of social innovation



Unreasonable demands

• Want a total and final solution, or ask others to solve the 
problem for us
• We may ask others (usually the government or other social 

institutions) to address the clients’ needs
• Way outà
• What we can help them here and now?
• Examples of other places 



False consciousness

• The self-serving nature of systems of human societies (e.g., 
religion, or caste systems, or market systems) can be 
almost entirely hidden from view to those who practise 
them. 
• Our service may reinforce our prejudice towards the 

clients in our society
• Way outà
• Sensitive to the feeling and complaints of the clients and reflect 

why we do not feel what they feel



Pedagogical reflection

• Using Flipped classroom to prepare students 
• To come out from their ‘comfort’ zone or bias and; 
• To help them reflect on the real needs of the clients and 

possibilities of the service

• Sharing of service partners and clients
• Site visit













Ethical approaches 
can be employed in 
service learning 
courses



Approaches, possible problems and 
their promises
• In ethical studies, different approaches can 

be considered conflicting or competing 
theories

• If discussing them theory qua theory, we 
may get stuck in endless debate



Promises of different 
approaches

• Use life experience to bring out 
the best part of the approaches
• Approaches as wisdom rather 

than a grand narrative
• Approaches as handy principles 

for students to reflect



• Deontology: human as ends rather than means
• Consequentialism: considering the outcomes of our 

actions
• Capability approach: expanding people’s opportunities, 

choices and substantial freedom(s) to achieve what they 
value doing and being (i.e., advancing human 
development and the common good).
• Virtue ethics: developing virtues or moral character of the 

people



Pedagogical reflection

• Using the strengths of different approaches in different 
stages of teaching



• Deontology: human as ends rather than meansà at the 
beginning of the course à to challenge the students to 
consider their motive of joining service learning



• Consequentialism: service planning 
stageà to remind the students to think 
thorough which service can bring 
maximal benefits to the clients and 
communities



Capability approach: planning 
and service stageà to encourage 
the students to keep their eyes on 

bringing possibilities and 
empowerment of the clients

Time for students’ creativity and 
improvisation 



• Virtue ethics: training, service debriefing and reflection of 
the studentsà to help students to identify their growth and 
character building 



Ethical themes 
related to service 
learning



Ethical themes related to service learning

Being interested in 
the welfare of 

clients 

Practicing within 
the scope of one’s 

competence 

Understanding and 
respecting the 

cultural values of 
clients 

Distinguishing 
between personal 

values and 
professional values 

Avoiding harm and 
exploitation 

Establishing and 
maintaining 
appropriate 
professional 
boundaries 

Protecting client’s 
confidentiality and 

privacy 

Practicing within an 
ethical and legal 

framework 

Avoiding 
discrimination in 

providing services 
to clients 

Striving for the 
highest level of 
ethical practice 

Recognizing the 
importance of self-
care as a basis for 

competent 
practice 

Cf., G. Corey, M.S. 
Corey, and Cindy 
Corey, Issues and 
Ethics in the Helping 
Professions, 10th ed. 
(Boston: Cengage 
Learning, 2017)



Pedagogical Reflection

• Being interested in the welfare of clients 
• Understanding and respecting the cultural values of 

clients 
• The importance of entering the context: site visit and sharing of 

clients and service partners



• Practicing within the scope of one’s competence
• Not too ambitious for the service plan
• Students’ discipline as basic competence
• Training sessions for skills
• Planning sessions to see if the service plan is feasible
• Problem based learning and teacher’s intervention as 

empowerment



• Distinguishing between personal values and professional 
values 
• The strength of gathering students from different disciplines



• Recognizing the importance of self-care as a basis for 
competent practice 
• The importance of debriefing, sharing and reflection



• Practicing within an ethical and legal framework
• Protecting client’s confidentiality and privacy 
• Avoiding harm and exploitation 
• Avoiding discrimination in providing services to clients 
• Striving for the highest level of ethical practice  
• Exchange with service partners and;
• Planning sessions as monitoring mechanism



• “Formal ethical principles can never be substituted for an 
active, deliberative, and creative approach to meeting 
ethical responsibilities”
• Cf., G. Corey, M.S. Corey, and Cindy Corey, Issues and 

Ethics in the Helping Professions, 10th ed. (Boston: 
Cengage Learning, 2017), p.6.


