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decisions based on implicit social 

analysis. Holland and Henriot's 

framework helps to make that process 

more explicit and precise for students. 

Furthermore, social analysis is not a 

neutral process. To do social analysis 

best, it is important to be as honest as 

possible about one’s social location, 

including one's own biases and 

assumptions. Finally, Holland and 

Henriot admit that social analysis “is a 

difficult task [because] it is complex, 

never ending, and always 

controversial.”
30

 Despite the challenges 

implicit in social analysis, engaging in 

rigorous social analysis is essential to 

gain insight into social structures while 

engaging in service-learning. 

 

Social analysis is useful for facilitators 

who wish to broaden their students’ 

learning through service beyond a 

particular discipline by posing questions 

about the social contexts of service. The 

method of questioning is designed to 

help students appreciate the multiple 

social influences on the particular social 

problems they encounter, as well as the 

multidisciplinary research required in 

order to understand and solve the social 

problems. Because most social issues 

have multiple dimensions, students 

should be cautioned that they cannot 

easily construct a complete analysis of a 

social situation. Rather, social analysis 

helps them to appreciate the complexity 

of the issues. 

 

Because service-learning projects are 

usually done in collaboration with 

community organizations serving 

community members who are 

economically poor or otherwise 

                                                

 
30

Ibid., 19. See also 15 and 16. 

vulnerable, students are likely to first 

notice the deficits and needs in a 

community. As a facilitator, it is 

important to help students to notice the 

community’s assets. Community assets 

include churches, neighborhood 

organizations, and other community 

associations and institutions such as 

businesses, schools, and libraries. These 

assets constitute the community’s 

capacities, resources and strengths.
31

 The 

model of noticing assets presumes that 

there are already committed people 

within the neighborhood working for its 

improvement. Students and 

colleges/universities can partner with 

local residents rather than see 

themselves as the outsiders with 

solutions to impose upon the 

community. 

 

For students who are novices at social 

analysis, the goal could be to pose 

questions that, if researched well and 

answered, could yield a rich 

understanding of the systems affecting a 

particular experience they encounter 

while engaging in service-learning, e.g., 

homelessness. The goal for the novice 

would not be to provide definitive 

answers but to practice asking good 

questions to more deeply understand the 

relevant issues. One way to think about 

the social analysis would be to ask, “In 

what directions would we need to focus 
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 The classic text describing the 

Asset-Based Community Development 

Model is found in John L. McKnight and 

John P. Kretzmann, Building 

Communities from the Inside Out: A 

Path Toward Finding and Mobilizing a 

Community's Assets (Evanston, Illinois: 

Northwestern University Institute for 

Policy Research, 1993). 






























