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Chapter 14
The Promise of Problem-Based 
Service- Learning and SLIFE: Building 
a Future in the Middle School, High 
School, and GED Classrooms Today

Margaret Aker, Lynn Rochelle Daniel, and Luis Javier Pentón Herrera 

Abstract In this chapter, we propose problem-based service-learning (PBSL) as an 
effective instructional framework to support students with limited or interrupted 
formal education (SLIFE). Problem-based service-learning instruction fosters lit-
eracy development and the skills that SLIFE will need in their future workplaces as 
identified by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) (Education for all 2000–2015, EFA Global Monitoring Report. http://
unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002322/232205e.pdf, 2015), the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (The future of education and 
skills. Education 2030: The future we want. https://www.oecd.org/education/2030/
E2030%20Position%20Paper%20(05.04.2018).pdf, 2018), and the Partnership for 
21st Century Skills (Framework for 21st century learning. Definitions. http://static.
battelleforkids.org/documents/p21/P21_Framework_DefinitionsBFK.pdf, 2019). 
As such, the chapter is divided into four main sections proceeding the introduction: 
(1) PBSL: An introduction; (2) explanation of how to integrate PBSL in the class-
room, (3) real-life applications of PBSL in the middle school, high school, and 
General Educational Development (GED) classrooms; and (4) final thoughts. The 
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primary purpose of this chapter is to showcase the promise of problem-based 
service- learning for the SLIFE population in providing the development of twenty- 
first- century skills SLIFE currently need to succeed in their learning environments 
as well as in their future.

Keywords SLIFE · PBSL · Twenty-first-century skills · Middle school · High 
school · General educational development (GED)

 Introduction

Having access to inclusive, equitable, and quality forms of formal education is 
increasingly becoming a matter of global sustainability and social justice. In 2015, 
the United Nations published The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, pro-
posing a plan of action for prosperity and peace for the planet. In this document, the 
United Nations commits to working towards the achievement of 17 sustainable 
development goals and targets to improve our world and end poverty. One of the 
goals shared in this document—Goal 4—advocates for ensuring “inclusive and 
equitable quality education and [promoting] lifelong learning opportunities for all” 
(United Nations, 2015, p. 19) as a requirement for global sustainable development. 
At the same time, the United Nations stated that “all people… especially those in 
vulnerable situations, should have access to life-long learning opportunities that 
help them to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to exploit opportunities and 
to participate fully in society” (United Nations, 2015, p. 9).

The United Nation’s commitment to world change (United Nations, 2015) comes 
at an opportune time. The International Organization for Migration (IOM) reports 
that an estimate of over 272 million people, or 3.5% of the global population, from 
around the world are global migrants (2020). Within this population of international 
migrants, there are those who leave or are forced out of their homes and countries 
for a range of “compelling and sometimes tragic reasons, such as conflict persecu-
tion and disaster. While those who have been displaced, such as refugees… com-
prise a relatively small percentage of all migrants, they are often the most in need of 
assistance and support” (IOM, 2020, p. 19). The population of students with limited 
or interrupted formal education (SLIFE) is often found within this percentage of 
international migrants arriving in their host countries with varying levels of print 
literacy in their first language (L1) and with diverse understandings and experiences 
of formal schooling, through no fault of their own.

A report by The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) indicated that 617 million—or more than one-half—of children and ado-
lescents are not learning worldwide (2017). This number is “equivalent of three times 
the population of Brazil being unable to read or undertake basic mathematics with 
proficiency” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 1). Given the slightly faster increase of international 
migrants in recent years (IOM, 2020), host nations can no longer ignore the effects of 
limited or interrupted schooling for the newcomer student population. For arriving 
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adolescents and young adults,1 specifically, overlooking limited or interrupted formal 
education can result in academic failure, demotivation, detachment from peers, teach-
ers, and staff, and eventual school dropout (see Custodio & O’Loughlin, 2017; 
Marrero Colón & Désir, this book, Chap. 10; Pentón Herrera, this book, Chap. 3, 
2021). For SLIFE entering the public education system at an older age, inadequate 
academic support and time become additional barriers keeping them from attaining 
enough proficiency in English, print literacy, and content knowledge to graduate high 
school or complete a General Educational Development (GED) diploma.

In this chapter, we propose the instructional strategy of problem-based service- 
learning (PBSL) as an experiential learning tool to bridge the school-community 
gap often found in traditional schooling (Edwards, 2001). The focus of this chapter 
is adolescent and young adult SLIFE, first in traditional middle and high school 
classrooms, and then in a community college GED program. To do this, we begin 
the chapter with an explanation of PBSL, including the appropriateness of PBSL for 
adolescent and young adult SLIFE. Also, we highlight important considerations for 
teachers hoping to incorporate PBSL into their learning spaces and provide seven 
strategic steps students can follow to successfully engage in PBSL. Then, we share 
real-life examples of how PBSL was applied by the authors of this chapter in middle 
school, high school, and a GED program at a community college. The chapter con-
cludes with an invitation for teachers and practitioners to incorporate twenty-first- 
century skills into their learning spaces to support adolescent and young adult 
SLIFE in their classrooms and beyond.

 Problem-Based Service-Learning: An Introduction

PBSL is an effective instructional model combining elements of service-learning 
and problem-based learning. PBSL fosters literacy development and skills, supports 
differentiated learning, encompasses practical applications in the real world, and 
promotes lifelong learning (Aker et al., 2018; Bielefeldt et al., 2009). Guided by the 
principles of civic engagement and community service, “PBSL takes into consider-
ation the skills learners—especially minority and underserved students—need 
today to be successful in their classrooms and will need in the future to be success-
ful in their workplaces” (Pentón Herrera et al., 2019, p. 1). The PBSL model focuses 
on “collaboration, critical thinking, deep learning, teamwork, oral and written com-
munication, problem-solving, reflection, and the development of social skills” 
(Aker et al., 2018, p. 166). These aforementioned skills are desired in the twenty- 
first century as our world becomes more interconnected, and schools are tasked with 
educating learners to acquire global perspectives, knowledge, and skills.

The core of problem-based service-learning is practical, authentic, experiential, 
real-world, twenty-first-century learning. Through PBSL, students work with 

1 In this chapter, we use the term adolescents and young adults to refer to students who are between 
the ages of 13–21.

14 The Promise of Problem-Based Service-Learning and SLIFE: Building a Future…



244

community members—or with community members in mind—to understand, make 
recommendations, and develop a solution to a problem. Under the PBSL model, 
students are regarded as consultants, and the community or community members 
are addressed as clients (Heffernan, 2001). PBSL creates the possibility for authen-
tic, real-world problem solving through a variety of projects where students, regard-
less of previous formal schooling background, can contribute by offering solutions. 
For SLIFE, the PBSL model is beneficial because they “see learning in terms of 
real-world experiences and problem-solving strategies” (Marshall & DeCapua, 
2010, p. 397). For adolescent and young adult SLIFE, specifically, additional ben-
efits of participating in PBSL projects include orality, visuality, real-world experi-
ences, and strong community ties (Lypka, 2019; Portes & Rumbaut, 2006).

In Table 14.1, we offer a brief overview of desired twenty-first-century skills that 
are also found in PBSL, which adolescent and young adult SLIFE will need to be 
successful global citizens (OECD, 2018; Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2019). 
Under SLIFE Skills, we make a direct connection among PBSL skills, twenty-first- 
century skills, and the available literature on best practices for teaching SLIFE. We 
hope that teachers and practitioners will find the SLIFE Skills section particularly 
relevant for their practice and knowledge as they support SLIFE.

 Fast Start: How Do I Integrate PBSL Into My Classes?

Before engaging in a PBSL activity, teachers must first explain in detail the model 
and expectations to students and determine where the project will take place (i.e., in 
the classroom or in the community). As educators, our intentions are always to cre-
ate rich learning environments filled with wonder, high expectations, and an atmo-
sphere replete with respect, empathy, and compassion revolving around a community 
core. To increase the chances of accomplishing these intentions, appropriate plan-
ning, and a detailed explanation of expectations is necessary to avoid misunder-
standings among students, teachers, and community members involved in the 
project. It is important for students to know and be reminded that, when they are 
engaging in PBSL, their title changes from students to consultants, and the com-
munity or community members are addressed as clients (Heffernan, 2001). In turn, 
their goal as consultants is to work together to solve a problem for the benefit of 
their clients, who may be members of the community or the community at large.

Some considerations that teachers and practitioners should keep in mind when 
planning to implement PBSL are:

• Learn about your students’ stories and explore PBSL topics relevant to their 
experiences and strengths.

• Engage in backward planning; begin by forming engaging topics, brainstorming 
problems, and creating assessments.
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• PBSL is student-centered. Utilizing the gradual release model (see Fisher & 
Frey, 2014) affords SLIFE the opportunity to assume responsibility for their own 
learning.

• Ground PBSL in standards and objectives, set realistic goals, and pro-actively 
prepare a web of support to make those targets achievable (Custodio, 2011; 
Custodio & O’Loughlin, 2017).

• Share with SLIFE why inquiry learning is important and how they will benefit.
• Create excitement to motivate; hook the students with engaging problems.
• Provide student choice and remember to facilitate enthusiastically.
• Link the unknown (new information) to the known (students’ funds of 

knowledge).

Table 14.1 Skills for success and SLIFE

PBSL skills
Twenty-first- 
century skills SLIFE skills

Collaboration Collaboration “Learning is accomplished through sharing among 
SLIFE” (DeCapua & Marshall, 2010a, p. 165).

Critical thinking Critical thinking “Teachers should focus directly on academic tasks that 
help [SLIFE]…develop their critical thinking skills” 
(DeCapua & Marshall, 2010b, p. 54).

Deep Learning Deep Learning “One of teacher’s most important roles is to assist students 
develop a set of strategies that they can use as needed to 
facilitate their own learning” (Custodio, 2011, p. 89).

Oral language Oral language “Learning is an oral process for SLIFE” (DeCapua & 
Marshall, 2010a, p. 165).

Problem-solving Problem-solving Democratic learning environments train young people to 
“be critical thinkers, engaged in their communities, 
activists and problem solvers working toward a more 
equitable society” (Lukes, 2015, p. 25).

Reflection Reflection Opportunities for reflection and expression “can validate 
student migration experiences and connect reading, class 
discussion, and journaling” (Custodio & O’Loughlin, 
2017, p. 78).

Social skills Social skills Hos (2016) emphasizes the importance of the role of 
schools in social-emotional learning: “Schools, in most 
cases, are the primary contexts through which refugee 
children learn about and are socialized to their relocation 
community” (p. 480).

Teamwork Teamwork “The majority of SLIFE come from collectivistic cultures, 
where the needs and expectations of the group outweighs 
those of the individual and where relationships and 
networks are highly prized” (DeCapua et al., 2020, p. 63).

Written 
communication

Written 
communication

“True literacy involves both reading and writing, and 
students must have exposure to and experience with both 
every day. In a newcomer school, every teacher becomes a 
reading and writing teacher, in every class” (Custodio, 
2011, p. 54).

14 The Promise of Problem-Based Service-Learning and SLIFE: Building a Future…
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• Add new skills to skills you have already noticed in your students and/or skills 
your students have told you they possess.

• PBSL is based upon collaboration; develop teamwork activities.
• Provide a wide range of activities—focus on oral and visual activities at first and 

gradually introduce reading and writing as SLIFE’ print literacy develops.
• Celebrate, engage, and connect the classroom to the community at every 

opportunity.
• Engage interested partners within the community, including your own school 

and students’ family members.

 Integrating PBSL into the Classroom: Finding a Topic

The PBSL process is constructed upon student choice. PBSL problems are real- 
world, which means that, at times, PBSL activities might look ill-structured, messy, 
and may possess multiple solutions. Finding solutions to real-life struggles and 
challenges through PBSL projects is relevant and of interest to adolescent and 
young adult SLIFE. The initial process for a PBSL project is separating the class 
into PBSL groups based on the knowledge the teacher has gained about (and from) 
the students. At this point, teachers assume the role of facilitator (i.e., instructing, 
modeling, coaching, and guiding). Each PBSL group is allowed to explore a prob-
lem in the community to which they must find a solution. As an important clarifica-
tion, students must understand that engaging in PBSL projects means they will find 
a solution to a problem for the benefit of someone in the community or for the com-
munity at large. For a detailed planning strategy built on backward design, see 
Appendix.

 Strategic Steps to Problem-Based Service-Learning

After coming to an agreement on the topic for the PBSL project and groups, teach-
ers can give each group a seven-step guide, shared in Table 14.2., that students can 
follow as a group to understand, plan, make recommendations, and develop a solu-
tion to the problem. These seven steps are inspired by Perren (2013) and incorporate 
elements of service learning and problem-based learning.

 Practical Applications of PBSL for SLIFE

In this section, we share examples of PBSL projects conducted by each of the 
authors in our classrooms with SLIFE. The following examples illustrate PBSL 
in action with SLIFE at the middle school, high school, and community college 
levels. In each example, we identify the steps shared in Table 14.2 as points of 
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reference. As readers will notice, depending on the learning context, situation, 
and group of learners, the steps proposed in Table 14.2 have the flexibility to 
evolve as needed.

Table 14.2 Strategic steps to problem-based service-learning

 Strategic steps to PBSL 
(Perren, 2013) Explanation

Step 1 Planning Students assemble as a group to explore a problem (or identify a 
problem if it has not been selected yet). As applicable, conduct 
initial virtual or in-person site visits to the place where the problem 
has been identified. Share prior knowledge about the problem. The 
facilitator assigns student groups or guides students with member 
selection. The group names are posted in the classroom with 
members’ names and assigned roles. Each student/partner group is 
assigned a task to research/perform individually. Provide students a 
timeline when the task should be completed and reported to the 
group.

Step 2 PBSL: The 
background

Each student engages in individual or partnered research 
(previously assigned in step one) to gain a deeper understanding of 
the problem. Students use classroom/ asynchronous/hybrid 
learning time to conduct the research via credible sources on the 
internet, textbooks, articles, or other vetted materials. The PBSL 
groups reassemble to share findings and further analyze the 
problem in light of this new information. The group lists possible 
solutions to the problem.

Step 3 Preparing for 
service-learning

All PBSL groups vote on a solution from the list. Identify, discuss, 
and vote on a solution delivery method (in-person/asynchronous/
hybrid). Construct a problem-solution survey. Field test survey on 
the PBSL group members for revisions. Develop a problem- 
solution implementation timeline. Identify potential roadblocks 
and remedies. Review the problem-solution implementation 
timeline with necessary stakeholders (i.e., Principal, community 
leaders).

Step 4 Implementing 
field experience 
and civic 
engagement

When applicable, implement the plan/solution to resolve the 
problem. Then, all PBSL groups collaborate to survey a small 
community sample to test the effectiveness of the implemented 
solution. Collect and review the sample survey responses and 
adjust the plan of action if necessary. Survey the larger community. 
Collect and review the responses.

Step 5 Reflecting and 
connecting

All PBSL groups reflect on their learning experience using a 
reflection tool (survey/checklist/journal prompt). Students discuss 
their reflections and group experiences. Review the community 
surveys again to glean community feedback/celebrations from the 
surveys.

Step 6 Diversifying and 
repeating

Communicate with the community to collect reflections about the 
PBSL effort to stimulate ongoing conversations with students 
concerning the perceived needs, problems, and solutions.

Step 7 Expressing 
gratitude and 
evaluating

Celebrate to acknowledge students’ efforts and dedication to 
solving a problem and serving their community.

14 The Promise of Problem-Based Service-Learning and SLIFE: Building a Future…
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 Middle School: The Indigenous Garden (Shared by Daniel)

During the 2017–2018 academic year, middle school students collaborated on proj-
ects focusing on the sustainability of desert landscapes. At the outset of the project, 
students chose various aspects regarding the sustainability of desert landscapes to 
investigate (Step 1). The teacher/facilitator created random student groups. Then, 
the students researched their topic and shared the information with their group (Step 
2). After the PBSL groups developed a solid foundation of knowledge concerning 
their topic addressing the sustainability of desert landscapes, a service-learning 
component was added to plan: to develop and build an indigenous garden (Step 3). 
The groups focused their attention on the beautification of their school campus by 
constructing a sustainable desert garden.

All of the PBSL groups worked together to survey the school campus and select 
a site that they felt could support an indigenous garden. Students listed potential 
problems, for instance, the dearth of water in the desert, and drafted solutions, 
including a potential irrigation system using run-off water from a nearby field (Step 
4). Throughout the process, the students reflected in their PBSL groups upon what 
they had learned from their individual and group experiences; the conversations 
often were punctuated by rich stories. As the popularity of the indigenous garden 
grew, the conversations shifted to sustaining the garden—what would the plants 
require for survival? The PBSL groups sprang into action to research the sustain-
ability of the indigenous plants in the garden posting their findings on digital anchor 
charts. Word spread in the community about the garden (Step 5).

The PBSL sustainable indigenous garden activated the community. Parents, fam-
ilies, and community members were eager to join the effort to create a sustainable 
garden; opportunities were generated for the PBSL groups to work with the volun-
teers to finish the garden under the supervision of the facilitators (Step 6). After the 
completion of the project, a celebration was held to acknowledge the students’ 
efforts and their dedication to solving a problem and serve their community. To 
extend the garden project, facilitators created questions to stimulate ongoing con-
versations with students concerning the needs and problems they perceived on the 
school campus to continue PBSL as an instruction technique at the middle school 
(Step 7). Figures 14.1, 14.2, and 14.3 share some of the portraits of the PBSL sus-
tainable indigenous garden at the middle school. The portraits frame the entire 
PBSL sustainable indigenous garden project.

 High School: Monuments and Landmarks (Shared  
by Pentón Herrera)

During the 2018–2019 school year, my newcomer high school English learners, and 
I had been learning about monuments and landmarks. At this time, our classroom 
had a mixed representation of students with various ranges of limited or interrupted 
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Fig. 14.1 Students working at the sustainable indigenous garden at the middle school

Fig. 14.2 Indigenous plant Prickly Pear
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formal school, students with adequate prior formal schooling experiences, and two 
students with special needs. At the beginning of this unit, I was planning a school 
field trip to Washington D.C. so my students could learn about the Washington 
D.C. monuments and landmarks as well as monuments and landmarks around our 
community. However, the budget became a challenge, and I had to modify my initial 
plans for teaching monuments and landmarks. I wanted my students to learn about 
important monuments and landmarks in a way that was both fun and engaging for 
them, so I approached this learning experience through a PBSL lens.

As my students and I began to explore the most authentic ways to learn about the 
monuments and landmarks in our community and the United States (Step 1), stu-
dents formed small groups of four or five. Each group was given a textbook with 
landmarks and monuments in the United States as a resource for further research 
(Step 2). Because this was a PBSL project, I asked students to “think about how we 
can learn about monuments and landmarks in our community and the United States 
and also serve our community in the process.” One of the groups proposed creating 
models of monuments and landmarks and donating them to the school library. My 
students’ vision was that, by donating their models and displaying them in the 

Fig. 14.3 Sustainable indigenous garden
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school library, other students in the school could also learn about them. The other 
groups in the class enthusiastically agreed to this service-learning element (Step 3).

At this point, I shared with the school librarian all the information about our 
PBSL project and invited her into our classroom the following day. The librarian 
gave students relevant information they needed to keep in mind when building the 
model for display at the library (i.e., materials to use, size of the model, adding a 
short description somewhere in the model, etc.) and invited our class to present the 
models at the library once completed (Step 4). Then, with the school librarian’s 
instructions in mind, each group chose a monument or landmark and designed an 
action plan for building the model outside of school (Step 5). After a week, each 
group brought their models and briefly presented relevant facts about their chosen 
monument or landmark at the library. After the presentation, my students donated 
the models, and the librarian displayed them in the school library for everyone to 
see and learn about these monuments and landmarks (Step 6). At the end of the day, 
the librarian made a special announcement for the whole school, thanking my stu-
dents by name. My students were very proud of their accomplishment and appreci-
ated the school-wide recognition. Figures  14.4 and 14.5 share two of the final 
products for our PBSL project.

Fig. 14.4 PBSL project: The White House
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 Community College: A GED Literacy Program (Shared by Aker)

My experience teaching SLIFE began in a community college library. As a literacy 
instructor, I spend many hours in libraries. The library opened every morning at 
seven; there were few students. A student who was waiting at the door most morn-
ings when the library opened was hard to miss. Ricardo (pseudonym) quickly 
became a fixture in the library, making coffee and shelving books. By the middle of 
the morning, he was gone. Relationships often unfold slowly. Over time, I learned 
Ricardo left school so long ago he could not remember; he was in the library because 
he wanted to learn. I slowly discovered he left school when he was in the third grade 
and never went back. Now in the United States, he needed an education to obtain 
steady employment.

I started working with Ricardo. He could type, so I utilized NovaNet—a math 
and English computer program that is no longer available. One day, Ricardo brought 
a friend. Soon we had a group; every week, the group grew. Every student in the 
group had a similar story—they needed an education to gain employment. There I 
was unofficially teaching a “class” at seven in the morning in the library when the 
Dean of the college walked in and, after learning about our informal class, asked to 

Fig. 14.5 PBSL project: 
The Statue of Liberty

M. Aker et al.



253

meet with me that afternoon. The next week I was invited to lunch with members of 
the administration and three local partners of the college. By the end of the meal, a 
new course to teach the students was underwritten by community leaders.

The “early-bird” SLIFE class became an official class with sixteen students. The 
class was built on trust and respect. A group of faculty members helped to write the 
curriculum, and support was elicited from the counseling, math, computer, and psy-
chology departments. Some of the librarians volunteered to become tutors. The 
course utilized the NovaNet program and multimedia materials. The class met in a 
library classroom. The goal of the course was to teach the group of students to 
become proficient in English so they could pass the GED. The class was not adver-
tised; if students arrived wanting to become a member of the group, they were 
invited to join. The students ranged in age from 21 to 35 and were predominantly 
from Central and South America. The pacing was individualized; for some students, 
it was slow while others completed the GED more quickly. Some of the students 
who finished their GED became tutors for the other students. As the pool of volun-
teer tutors increased, evening tutoring sessions at the library were offered.

The PBSL Experience Our PBSL project began with an interesting fact I shared 
with my students: the site where the community college was currently standing had 
been a pueblo which was demolished due to urban growth. Also, near the college 
was a canal and Native People used the water to survive in the desert. To add interest 
in the topic, I mentioned the Native Peoples had a keen interest in sports. As we 
continued to talk about the history of the community, students became excited about 
the possibility of finding artifacts remaining in the area. This conversation led to our 
PBSL project, and the problem focused on saving archaeological sites, many of 
which had been looted, damaged, or destroyed (Step 1). Students organically cre-
ated groups, and each group began with a discussion of what they knew about 
archaeological ruins, urban growth, and Native Peoples using a variety of photos. 
Pairs of students within each group focused on one area of the problem. The follow-
ing week, the students visited a local open-air museum featuring some of the ruins 
found in the community—including a sports court. Through collaboration, the 
group gained knowledge (Step 2).

For the service-learning component, the PBSL group learned a state standard for 
third grade, which was exploring the state’s cultures, including prehistoric peoples. 
I contacted surrounding school districts to volunteer my students as presenters at 
elementary schools who might be learning about this topic. Through my conversa-
tions with the surrounding school districts, I learned there were two classes of third- 
graders at the neighborhood school who were learning this information in their 
classes. The PBSL group prepared a presentation, an activity, and a poster to leave 
in each classroom, highlighting the Native Peoples (Step 3). The PBSL students 
visited the third-grade classes on four successive Friday afternoons. Each PBSL 
student was responsible for one component of their presentation—they could work 
alone or together with another PBSL student (Step 4). On the fifth Friday, the third- 
grade classes held a party for the PBSL group. Walking to the parking lot, one of the 
PBSL students said, “I am part of this community; I want to live here forever.”

14 The Promise of Problem-Based Service-Learning and SLIFE: Building a Future…



254

The PBSL experience was not over. Upon returning to the classroom, the groups 
reflected upon what had been learned, and a long list was produced (Step 5). After 
filling the board with lessons learned, I proceeded to put a checkmark in front of the 
skills most likely they would need in their workplaces in the future: communication, 
collaboration, critical thinking, problem-solving, oral presentation, written commu-
nication. The integration of PBSL infuses many of the twenty-first-century skills the 
students will need to be successful in their future workplaces (Step 6). The PBSL 
component of the course ended with a celebration. The school district administra-
tors, community partners, school principals, teachers, students, parents, and com-
munity college administrators, faculty, students, and importantly the librarians were 
invited. The cafeteria catered the event, and, as guests of honor, we invited the com-
munity leaders who underwrote the course (Step 7). The GED literacy course ended, 
but the learning did not. As the students completed their GEDs, they gradually left 
the program, and others stayed in the neighborhood and continued taking classes. 
The program eventually became known as one of the first SLIFE classes in the com-
munity college district.

 Final Thoughts: The Future Is Here

Literacy continues to be a global challenge and point of concern in the twenty-first 
century, especially for adolescents and adults (Cassidy et al., 2020; Richmond et al., 
2008). As technology continues to rapidly evolve, the literacy gap between literate 
and non-literate nations and peoples becomes wider, contributing to the perpetua-
tion of inequality. Thus, some initiatives around the world have been developed with 
the vision of making literacy learning more accessible for adolescent and adult 
SLIFE while also equipping them with the necessary, applicable skills they need to 
become qualified in the job market. An example of these initiatives includes the 
United States Department of Education’s Rethink Adult Education Challenge, a 
nationwide “series of prize competitions to develop new products and services to 
both increase access to, and expand the capacity of, career and technical education” 
(United States Department of Education, 2020, para. 7).

As we end this chapter, we would like to finalize with a succinct but clear mes-
sage: For adolescent and adult SLIFE, tailored literacy instruction and the opportu-
nity to engage in experiential learning that supports twenty-first-century skills are 
non-negotiable. Experiential learning opportunities, such as PBSL, gives SLIFE the 
convenience to learn using authentic materials while involving them in real-life situ-
ations that simultaneously demand the practice of twenty-first-century skills and 
foster community appreciation through service-learning. The future is here; for ado-
lescents and adults with limited or interrupted formal education, authentic, experi-
ential, twenty-first-century literacy education, such as PBSL, creates the conditions 
to leveling the playing field.
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 Reflection Questions

 1. How may you use problem-based service-learning (PBSL) with your learners? 
Jot down ideas for possible projects you may use in your learning 
environments.

 2. What problem-based learning and/or service-learning programs do you have in 
your community? How can these programs benefit your adolescent and 
adult SLIFE?

 3. What other experiential and twenty-first-century learning frameworks are you 
familiar with in addition to PBSL? How can you use these frameworks to sup-
port your learners?

 4. How could you go about eliciting ideas for PBSL projects for/from SLIFE in 
your setting?
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 Appendix: PBSL Backward Planning

Problem-Based Service-Learning

Course: Teacher: Grade Level:

Problem: Dates:

Standards: Aligned Objectives:

Problem Summary:

Problem Background:

Problem Focus Questions: Problem Hook:

Standards:

Group Members: Group Experience Connections:

Disciplinary Support: Specialist Support:

21st Century Skills (check all that apply)
Collaboration Global Awareness Reflection

Critical Thinking Interpersonal Skills Social Skills

Deep Learning Oral Language Team Work

Flexible Knowledge Problem-Solving Written Language  
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Community Outcome Community Benefits

PBSL Group Implementation Notes:

Differentiation Strategies Scaffolding Strategies

Assessment
Partner Retell Emoji Exit Ticket Video Clip

Thinking Map Storyboard Two Minute Audio

Three Things Drawing Poll Anywhere

Reflection Exit Ticket Photo Log Padlet or Plickers

Group Reflection: Individual Reflection:

PBSL Culminating Activity: Individual Responsibility:

Community Celebration: Community Workforce Extension:

Video Links: Auditory Links:

Supplies:

Resources: Equipment: Community Resources:

References:

Community Partners Community Contact
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