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Abstract 

Although service-learning increases several important development and learning 

outcomes in college students (Yorio & Ye, 2012), it is not clear whether service-learning is 

better preparing these students for their future careers (Gray, Ondaatje, Fricker, & Geschwind, 

2000). To better understand the influence of service-learning on student development, an 

exploration of a leadership service-learning course and an important workplace attribute, Positive 

Psychological Capital, are theoretically explored. 

Introduction and Purpose 

Service-learning is an experiential pedagogical tool that enhances learning through 

students engaging in course content in applied community service projects and reflection 

activities (Madsen, 2004). The use of service-learning in leadership courses is well documented 

(Zimmerman-Oster & Burkhardt, 1999), and researchers exploring the impact of service-learning 

have provided evidence for some of the expected benefits, including increases in learning 

(Strage, 2000), civic responsibility (Myers-Lipton, 1998), choosing service-related occupations 

(Reed, Jernstedt, Hawley, Reber, & DuBois, 2005), and social justice (Keen & Hall, 2009). The 

potential impact of service-learning in leadership coursework however is not simply limited to 

promoting students’ civic and community engagement. Through service-learning, students are 

also expected to develop knowledge, skills, and dispositions to help them in their future careers 

(Govekar & Rishi, 2007; Papamarcos, 2005), even if those careers are not in the government or 

not-for-profit sectors. For example, service-learning provides students the opportunity to engage 

in the community through volunteering, and the experience provides a relevant context for 

learning about important leadership skills, including adaptability and innovation (Govekar & 

Rishi, 2007) and interpersonal and problem solving skills (Moely, McFarland, Miron, Mercer, & 

Ilustre, 2002). However, the direct link of service learning to career preparedness has had mixed 

results (Gray, Ondaatje, Fricker, & Geschwind, 2000). Specifically, the impact of service-

learning on self-evaluative processes, including self-efficacy and self-esteem, which are largely 

regarded as having a positive relationship with job satisfaction and work performance (Bono & 

Judge, 2003; Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998), are mixed (Bernacki & Jaeger, 2008; Knapp, Fisher, & 

Levesque-Bristol, 2010; Osborne, Hammerich, & Hensley, 1998). Furthermore, a recurring 

criticism of service-learning research is the lack of quality research using defensible, well-

established assessments (Bringle & Steinberg, 2010; Moely, Mercer, Ilustre, Miron, & 

McFarland, 2002; Papmarcos, 2005; Reeb, 2006). Despite the recommendations to use service-

learning, the mixed findings on self-evaluative processes (e.g. self-efficacy and self-esteem) 
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demonstrates a gap in the research. Furthermore, a sound theoretical foundation is the first step 

to generating research that is likely to address this gap.  

 

 In an effort to build the empirical foundation for the appropriateness of service-learning 

in preparing leadership students for future careers, a relatively new self-evaluative construct is 

explored, positive psychological capital (PsyCap; Luthans, Luthans, & Luthans, 2004). Because 

evidence suggests that PsyCap (Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007) has a reliable measure 

that demonstrates predictive validity with workplace success, this theoretical review will provide 

needed insight about the potential impact of service-learning on career preparedness.  The 

purpose of this paper is to describe how students’ levels of PsyCap could be impacted by a 

service-learning leadership course, and to provide practical applications of pedagogical strategies 

to promote workplace readiness development.  

 

Literature Review 
 

Service-Learning. Service-learning is an experiential teaching and learning pedagogy, as 

students are provided direct experience to link the course content to real-world situations. The 

reciprocity between student learning and community partner benefits provides the framework for 

preparing future civic responsibility. As such, considerable amount of research on service-

learning has focused on student outcomes associated with social/civic responsibility (Myers-

Lipton, 1998), social change (Lewis, 2004), moral development (Bernacki & Jaeger, 2008; Boss, 

1994), personal value development (Markus, Howard, & King, 1993), cognitive complexity 

(Osborne et al., 1998), and awareness of differences and appreciation of diversity (Einfeld & 

Collins, 2008; Roodin, Brown, & Shedlock, 2013). Furthermore, given that service-learning 

occurs in institutions of higher education, it is no surprise that much of the research has also 

established broad support for the positive impact service-learning can have on cognitive 

development and enhancing content knowledge (Conway, Amel, & Gerwien, 2009; Yorio & Ye, 

2012). In contrast, very little research has explored how service learning might impact student 

preparedness to enter the workforce. Even when outcomes expected to be associated with 

preparing students for the workplace (for example the Civic Attitudes and Skills Questionnaire 

includes a leadership and social skills factor; Moely, Mercer, et al., 2002), the measures used to 

assess the constructs have not been tested for predictive validity within the workplace 

environment.  
 

 A recent meta-analysis conducted by Yorio and Ye (2012) analyzed 40 studies 

categorized into one of three learning outcomes, cognitive development, understanding social 

issues, and personal insight. Though the reported effect sizes were significant for each learning 

outcome (cognitive development, Est. δ =.52, p<.01; understanding social issues, (Est. δ = .34 

p<.01; personal insight, (Est. δ = 0.28, p<.01), one caveat should be explained about these results 

in relation to the personal insight outcome. The meta-analyzed effect sizes were taken as 

absolute values even though there was evidence that the effects of service-learning with the 

personal insight criterion variables were both positive and negative. After reporting a decrease in 

self-esteem after students completed their service-learning course, Osborne and colleagues 

(1998) suggest that the decrease “may represent a more realistic assessment of self-worth than at 
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the onset of the semester” (p. 9). Yorio and Ye (2012) build off this work to suggest that a 

decrease in criterion variables associated with personal insight (e.g. self-esteem, self-efficacy) 

after a service-learning course may not be a negative effect because these changes represent a 

more realistic self-image. Though this may be true, predicting the direction of expected changes 

in the criterion as a result of service-learning classes is absolutely necessary in order to grasp the 

impact and evaluate effectiveness.  

 

Psychological Capital.  The positive psychology movement lead researchers to focus not 

only on mental illness, for example depression and schizophrenia, but on psychological issues 

that have a positive impact on people’s live, for example happiness (Diener, 2000), optimism 

(Seligman, 1998), and hope, (Snyder, 2002). From this foundation, researchers also began 

applying the ideas of positive psychology to organizations. Specifically, the movement of 

Positive Organizational Behavior (POB), which was introduced by Luthans (2002a), initiated a 

call to conduct rigorous research, as is done in the fields of psychology and the social sciences, 

to investigate the potential impact positive psychology could have on organizational behavior. In 

this effort, the conception of POB to create a scientifically measurable impact on leadership and 

human resource development within organizations was initiated by five criteria for inclusion 

(Luthans, Youssef, et al., 2007):  

 

1. Constructs must be positively-oriented (as opposed to negatively-oriented) 

2. Positive constructs that are theoretically-based and empirically researched 

3. Measurable with an assessment-tool that had been found reliable and valid in scientific research 

4. Be able to be developed, that is, people must be able to learn them 

5. Be related to performance and relevant organizational outcomes, for example job satisfaction 

 

The desire to focus on positive psychological constructs helps organizational behavior pivot from 

the disease model often used in psychology research. Instead of focusing on only helping people 

overcome their deficits in order to achieve “normal behavior”, the first inclusion criterion for 

POB is that the constructs be positively-oriented. This criterion helps researchers flip the 

paradigm to developing positive psychological capacities that will help people achieve greater 

than average organizational outcomes (Luthans, Youssef, et al., 2007) because sustainable 

organizations require more than average performance (Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997).  

 

 The second criterion for inclusion ensures that the scientific rigor that had been applied to 

the study of mental illnesses would also be applied to the study of positive psychological 

constructs in organizations. The impact of this criterion provides the foundation for which 

experimentally-based research can be conducted. If the goal is to develop interventions that 

cause changes, then they must be based on well-constructed research-based theories.   

 

 Measurement is the foundation for scientific inquiry. Researchers must be able to reliably 

measure the constructs with assessments that meet validation standards in order to advance 

scientific inquiry. The third criterion for inclusion ensures that scientific research can be 

conducted with established measures. 
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 Trait psychology postulates that people have enduring individual differences in the way 

they think, feel, and act (Costa & McCrae, 2008). Trait-like constructs are thus enduring and are 

relatively stable over time (Judge, Higgins, Thorese, & Barrick, 1999) and are significantly 

predicted by biological genes, ranging from 41% to 61% for the five-factor model (Jang, 

Livesley, & Vemon, 1996) and approximately 50% for general cognitive ability (Plomin, 1999). 

The fourth criterion for inclusion for POB required that the construct be relatively more 

malleable than trait-like constructs. Both the five-factor model, also known as the “The Big-

Five,” and general mental ability are considered trait-like constructs that have relatively strong 

predictive power in terms of career success but are relatively stable over one’s lifespan (Judge et 

al., 1999). Including factors that can be developed is an important characteristic in professional 

development contexts, where the goal of a training session or intervention is to change the way 

people think and act.  

 

 The last criterion for inclusion of positive constructs into POB is that they must be related 

to performance and relevant organizational outcomes. Accountability is a key concern in 

organizations, and justification must be provided to ensure training and development investments 

are producing measurable results.  

 

Based on the inclusion criteria, the four constructs initially included within POB are 

hope, efficacy/confidence, resilience, and optimism and led to new thinking about capital in 

organizations, positive psychological capital (PsyCap; Luthans, et al., 2004; Luthans & Youssef, 

2004). Creating a competitive advantage using a resource-based model, for example, increasing 

resources and capital to enhance performance, is not a new concept in enhancing organizational 

performance (see Peteraf, 1993 for example), and there are many different types of capital. For 

example, creating a competitive advantage to increase organizational performance has been 

linked to economic capital (Cooper, Gimeno-Gascon, & Woo, 1994), social capital (Lepak & 

Snell, 1999), and human capital (Kim & Ployhart, 2014). Luthans and colleagues (2004) present 

a framework for understanding the different types of capital used to create a competitive 

advantage: (a) economic capital is what you have (i.e. finances, tangible assets); (b) human 

capital is what you know (i.e. experience, education, skills); (c) social capital is who you know 

(i.e. relationships, contacts, friends); and (d) psychological capital is who you are and what you 

can become (hope, efficacy/confidence, resilience, and optimism). PsyCap moves beyond one’s 

relatively stable individual resources to provide a framework for individual development from 

the actual self to the possible self (Avolio & Luthans, 2005).  PsyCap provides the framework for 

not only understanding why a person might set challenging goals and believe he/she can achieve 

them (efficacy), expect he/she will achieve challenging goals (optimism), find the will and the 

way to achieve goals (hope), and overcome setbacks to achieve goals (resilience), but PsyCap 

also provides the framework for developing these psychological capital resources within 

individuals to create a competitive advantage for organizations. 

 

 Through empirical POB research, the four constructs of hope, efficacy/ confidence, 

resilience, and optimism – measured with empirically researched assessment tools that were 

modified for workplace settings (Luthans, Youssef, et al., 2007) – were reported to be 

empirically linked to one higher-order, core construct, PsyCap, (Luthans, Youssef, et al., 2007; 

Luthans, Avolio, et al., 2007). Luthans, Avolio, et al. (2007) reported that the combined success 
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of the higher-order, core construct of PsyCap is greater than the success calculated by summing 

up the impact of the four constructs individually. The theoretical mechanism of this success is 

due to the core construct of PsyCap, which is “one’s positive appraisal of circumstances and 

probability for success based on motivated effort and perseverance” (Luthans, Avolio, et al., 

2007, p. 550). Thus, PsyCap is a higher-order core construct that consists of four lower-order 

constructs – hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism – and to provide more depth to the 

discussion of PsyCap, a review of each of the four components is provided in the following 

section. 

 

 Self-Efficacy/Confidence.  Self-efficacy/confidence is likely the most established 

construct within PsyCap, as this construct is deeply based on the work of Bandura (1986; 1997, 

2001). The empirical link between self-efficacy and performance in a variety of contexts is well 

established through the use of meta-analyses (see Moritz, Feltz, Fahrbach, & Mack, 2000 for 

sports performance; Multon, Brown, & Lent, 1991 and Richardson, Abraham, & Bond, 2012 for 

academic performance; Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998 for workplace performance; and Stajkovic, 

Lee, & Nyberg, 2009 for group performance).  
 

The measurement of PsyCap self-efficacy/confidence is based on the theoretical work of 

Bandura (1986, 1997, 2001), and the measurement of the PsyCap construct was based on 

Parker’s (1998) research focusing on work role self-efficacy. Parker’s (1998) measure, which 

focuses on the workplace self-efficacy related to proactivity, interpersonal skills, and operating 

across organizational boundaries is more state-like than the universal trait-like measures of 

generalized self-efficacy (Scholz, Doña, Sud, & Schwarzer, 2002). Parker’s (1998) measure of 

self-efficacy met the key POB inclusion criteria of being based on a positive state-like – 

developmental – construct, and the measurement tool had also been developed using rigorous 

psychometric methods. 

  

Hope.  The development of hope as a modern positive psychological construct developed 

from an initial, and long standing view that hope was “the perception that one can reach desired 

goals” (Snyder, Rand, & Sigmon, 2002, p. 257) to “a cognitive set that is based on a reciprocally 

derived sense of successful (a) agency (goal-directed determination) and (b) pathways (planning 

of ways to meet goals)” (Snyder, Irving, & Anderson, 1991, p. 571). Pathway thinking and 

agency thinking act iteratively and additively to increase the likelihood of goal achievement. In 

other words, those who have hope have the will (willpower) and the way (pathways or 

waypower) to achieve their goals (Luthans, Youssef, et al., 2007).  

 

 The relationship between hope and a number of significant outcomes is well established 

(for example, life satisfaction, Bailey, Eng, Frisch, & Snyder, 2007; college academic 

achievement, Snyder et al. 2002; sport achievement, Curry, Snyder, Cook, Ruby, & Rehm, 1997; 

workplace engagement, Ouweneel, Le Blanc, Schaufeli, & Wijhe, 2012), including, and perhaps 

most importantly for the study of POB, a recent meta-analysis reporting the positive link 

between hope and workplace performance (Reichard, Avey, Lopez, & Dollwet, 2013). 
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 The consideration of measuring hope is important, in that hope is conceptualized and is 

measured as both a trait-like (Snyder et al., 1991) and state-like (Snyder et al., 1996) construct. 

Empirical evidence suggests that these two measures have sound psychometric properties 

(Snyder, 2002), but the state measure of hope fits the POB inclusion criteria. State hope is more 

malleable than trait hope because state hope is focused on more proximal events and time 

(Snyder et al., 1996). The measure of state hope has demonstrated strong support for internal 

reliability and convergent and discriminate validity with several key variables (see Snyder et al., 

2002 and Lopez, Ciarlelli, Coffman, Stone, & Wyatt, 2000 for a review), including trait hope 

(Snyder et al., 1996; Feldman, Rand, & Kahle-Wrobleski, 2009). 

  

Optimism.  The conceptual framework for optimism is based on explanatory or 

attributional style of the cause of events (Peterson & Steen, 2002). Pessimists would attribute the 

cause of negative events to internal factors that cannot be easily changed, whereas optimists 

would attribute the cause of negative events to external factors that are temporary. In terms of 

positive events, optimists would attribute the cause as internal, relatively permanent factors, 

whereas pessimists would attribute the cause of positive events to external, temporary factors 

(Seligman, 1998). Stated another way, optimists believe that they are the cause of positive 

events, and that negative events are caused by situation-specific factors; whereas, pessimists 

believe that they are the cause of negative events, and that positive events are caused by chance. 

The relationship between optimism with physical health and subjective well-being is well-

established (see Carver & Scheier, 2002 and Carver, Scheier, & Segerstrom, 2010 for a review), 

including a recent study demonstrating that relatively more optimistic women live longer 

(Engberg et al., 2013). Optimism has a demonstrated relationship to performance, both in 

academics (Peterson & Barrett, 1987) and in the workplace (Luthans, Lebsack, & Lebsack, 2008; 

Medlin & Green, 2009; Seligman, 1998). The measure of optimism included within PsyCap is 

based on Scheier and Carver’s (1985) measure and was adapted for a work setting (Luthans, 

Youssef, et al., 2007; Luthans, Avolio, et al., 2007). 

  

Resilience.  A considerable amount of work in clinical and developmental psychology 

has focused on the resilience of children and youth (see Masten, 2014 for a review), and in this 

work, resilience is defined as the capacity to adapt and rebound from adverse events (Masten & 

Reed, 2002). PsyCap resilience broadens this conceptualization in two ways (Luthans, Youssef, 

et al. 2007). First, PsyCap resilience includes not simply “bouncing back” from adversity, but 

also includes rebounding from positive change (for example, a new job; Luthans, 2002a). 

Second, PsyCap does not limit resilience to simply “bouncing back” to a level of normality 

because resilience can also have the impact of helping people rebound beyond “normality” to 

higher levels of performance because overcoming positive and negative challenges can build 

capacity (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003; Luthans, Vogelgesang, & Lester, 2006). The measurement of 

PsyCap resilience is based on the work of Wagnild and Young (1993), and like the PsyCap 

optimism scale, the resilience scale had to be adapted for a general workplace setting. Broadly, 

research on individual resilience has focused on what causes some people to overcome adversity 

and challenges, and what prevents some people to fail to overcome adversity (Masten, 2014). At 

the time Luthans formulated PsyCap, research linking developmental resilience with workplace 

performance was rather limited (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003, Youssef & Luthans, 2007), however, 

since that time the study of resilience as a component of PsyCap (Newman, Ucbasaran, Zhu, & 
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Hirst, 2014) and within positive organizational scholarship (POS; Lengnick-Hall, Beck, & 

Lengnick-Hall, 2011; Richtnér & Löfsten, 2014) has flourished. In all three streams of research 

mentioned (POB, POS, and clinical and developmental psychology), resilience is considered 

state-like and has the potential to be developed within individuals (POB, Luthans, Avolio, et al., 

2007; POS, Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003; clinical and developmental psychology, Masten, 2014).  

  

PsyCap Outcomes.  Since the formulation of PsyCap, a tremendous amount of research 

has explored the construct, and in recent years researchers have begun to take a step back to 

review the work completed thus far, including a meta-analysis (Avey, Reichard, & Luthans, 

Mhatre, 2011), two reviews (a psychometric review Dawkins, Martin, Scott, & Sanderson, 2013 

and a general review, Newman et al., 2014), and a special issue dedicated to the topic in the 

Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies (Luthans & Avolio, 2014). The meta-analysis 

conducted by Avey and colleagues (2011) provide strong empirical evidence to support the 

significant relationship between PsyCap and a number of key workplace outcomes. The 

relationship between PsyCap and negative workplace attitudes including cynicism (ρ=- .49, 95% 

[.-.55, -.42]), turnover intention (ρ= -.32, 95% [-.36, -.28]), and stress/anxiety (ρ= -.29, 95% [-

.34, -.24]) were negative – the expected direction. PsyCap was also positively related to 

workplace relevant outcomes, including work satisfaction (ρ= .54, 95% [.50, .57]), commitment 

(ρ= 0.48, 95% [.44, .52]), and psychological well-being (ρ= .57, 95% [.51, .62]). The 

relationships between PsyCap and workplace behaviors were also significant and in the expected 

direction, including organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB; ρ= .45, 95% [.41, .50]), 

workplace performance (ρ= .26, 95% [.24, .29]), and deviance (ρ= -.42, 95% [-.47, -.38]).  

  

Measuring PsyCap.  The most recent review of PsyCap (Newman et al., 2014) stated 

that out of the 60 empirical PsyCap studies, 33 used the PsyCap Questionnaire (PCQ), a 24-item 

scale (Luthans, Youssef, et al., 2007). The PCQ uses six items based on previously created scales 

that had demonstrated strong reliability and validity to measure each of the four constructs: hope 

(Snyder et al., 1996), efficacy/confidence (Parker, 1998), resilience (Wagnild & Young, 1993), 

and optimism (Scheier & Carver, 1985). A 12-item shortened scale (PCQ-12) has also been used 

in research (Luthans, Avey, Clapp-Smith, & Li, 2008). However, as Newman et al. (2014) 

discuss, one major concern with the PCQ is the potential for social desirability to impact the 

results. People may be more apt to answer the items in a way that will help them “look good.” 

Harms and Luthans (2012b) reported on the use of an implicit measure of PsyCap (I-PCQ), was 

related to several workplace factors (e.g. job performance, job satisfaction), but it was less 

susceptible to response bias.  

  

Developing PsyCap.  The developmental nature of PsyCap is at the foundation of the 

theory, and although the hope, efficacy/confidence, resilience, and optimism may be conceived 

of as trait-like, there is growing evidence that the constructs, as conceived and measured within 

the PsyCap formulation, are indeed state-like – developmental (Demerouti, van Eewijk, Snelder, 

& Wild, 2011; Luthans, Luthans,  & Jensen, 2012; Luthans, 2012). The initial empirical evidence 

supporting the state-like nature of PsyCap compared the test-retest reliabilities of 

conscientiousness, core self-evaluations (both considered trait-like), PsyCap (state-like), and a 

positive emotions measure (considered more state-like than PsyCap), and the calculated 

reliabilities aligned with the expected order, where conscientiousness and core self-evaluations 
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had the highest reliabilities (.76 and .81 respectively), followed by PsyCap (.52) and positive 

emotions (.46; Luthans, Avolio, et al., 2007).  

 

 Luthans, Avey, Avolio, and Peterson (2010) describe one example of a PsyCap 

intervention focused on goal-setting derived from hope theory (Snyder, 2000). Hope consists of 

both agency – a belief that one has control over achieving goals – and pathways thinking – 

identifying various avenues available to achieve goals (Snyder et al., 1991). The first step was 

for the participants to create a personal goal, followed by facilitators helping participants 

increase agentic capacity. To increase agentic capacity, the facilitators used several activities 

drawn from both hope theory (Snyder & Taylor, 2000) and self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 2008), 

for example, one activity helped participants divide large goals into smaller, manageable pieces. 

Next, facilitators led small group discussions focused on increasing pathway thinking. The small 

group discussions provided participants with additional pathways to accomplish their respective 

goals. Luthans et al. (2010) theorized that by using these goal-setting activities to increase 

agentic capacity and pathway thinking (hope), participants would have increased confidence in 

their abilities to achieve goals (efficacy), positive expectations of success (optimism), and 

increased ability to foresee and overcome obstacles (resilience), thus increasing overall PsyCap. 

As expected, the results from the study indicated that participants’ level of PsyCap increased 

after the two-hour intervention (Luthans et al., 2010).  

 

Theoretical Framework for Linking Service-Learning and PsyCap 
  

Using a service-learning course titled, “Interpersonal Skills for Leadership” as an 

example, the following section will provide a theoretical connection between activities in a 

leadership service-learning course with PsyCap developmental activities (Luthans, Avey, Avolio, 

Norman, & Combs, 2006; Luthans et al., 2010). Three specific elements of the course, goal-

setting, written reflections, and presentations and updates are reviewed. 

 

 The service associated with the course provides the context for learning to occur. Some 

instructors explain that the service project is the “lab” for the class, where students get to practice 

the skills that are covered in the course content. The focus of this theoretical review is the 

integration of the service experience with goal-setting, reflections, and presentations and updates, 

providing an outline of how these specific elements in the service-learning course are related to 

developing hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism; Table 1 summarizes the following 

discussion. 

 

Goal-Setting.  In the service-learning course, students spend a significant amount of time 

focusing on goal-setting. The goal-setting method used in the service-learning course are 

STEAM goals, goal s that are specific, time-oriented, ensure success, action-oriented, and 

measurable (Fritz, Brown, Povlacs Lunde, & Banset, 2005).  

 

 “Specific goals” are more precise than non-specific goals. For example, a goal that states 

“I will become better at communicating” is less specific than a goal that states “I will become 

better at actively listening when I’m engaging in my service learning project.” Communicating in 

this example is rather vague because of the many different aspects of communication. For 
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example, the goal of becoming “better at communicating” could focus on a variety of activities, 

including giving presentations, talking one-on-one, and writing e-mails. The broadness of the 

goals would make it difficult for the person setting the goal to know whether or not their goal 

was achieved because of the many different possible interpretations. However, a focus on active-

listening, a specific component of effective communication provides for adequate specificity. 

Students are encouraged to choose specific goals associated with interpersonal skills covered in 

the course content (e.g. active listening, nonverbal communication, time management, handling 

stress, building trust, resolving conflict, responding with empathy, and cross-cultural 

communication). 

 

 “Time-oriented” goals have a specific time-limit. Using the example from above, “I will 

become better at actively listening when I’m engaging in my service learning project” does not 

explicitly include time specificity. However, restating the goal as “I will become better at 

actively listening during my 20 hour service-learning project this semester” would be much more 

time-specific. In this example, it is clear that the service project is 20 hours long and that the goal 

needs to be achieved by the end of the semester. 

 

 “Ensuring success” refers to creating goals that are both realistic and desirable. Creating 

realistic goals ensures that a person can actually accomplish the goals. For example, setting a 

goal to “become the best active listener in the class” would be unrealistic for several reasons. 

First, it would be very difficult to determine who the best active listener in the class was. Second, 

there is no way for the person setting this goal to control how good everyone else in the class is 

at active listening.  

 

 The second aspect of “ensuring success” is that goals must be desirable. Desirable goals 

are something that a person wants to achieve. In the examples given, the person creating the goal 

would actually want to become a better active listener, and to help reinforce this goal, the person 

would articulate reasons to accomplish the goals, for example: “I want to be a better active 

listening because it will help me work with my clients better, it will help me better understand 

my clients, and it will help my clients feel valued because they will be listened to.” 
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 “Action-oriented” goals have steps outlining how to achieve the goals. Building off of the 

active listening goal, a person could create steps to help them achieve their goal. For example, to 

become better at active listening, each time I am at my service project, I will engage in a 

conversation with at least one person. When I am engaged in conversation I will demonstrate 

active listening by paraphrasing what the other person says, by asking questions, and by 

demonstrating the proper body language, for example head nodding. All of these are steps 

outlining the pathway for becoming a better active listener. 

 

 “Measurable” goals must be met using quantifiable behaviors. For example, “I will 

become a better active listener” is not clearly measurable. However, using the action steps 

provided earlier, behavioral goals could be created. For example, “After each interaction I have 

Table 1. 

PsyCap Development Based on Elements of Service-Learning Course  

 
Goal-Setting Reflections Presentations and Updates 

Hope 

• Specific goals lead to clear 

conceptualization of goal. 

• Action steps can promote 

pathway analysis. 

• Desirable goals provide 

source of motivation and 

willpower.  

• Increased agency. 
• Pathway creation by 

listening to others. 

Optimism 
• Goals promote positive 

expectancy. 

• Promotes realistic 

view of past events. 

• Promote positive 

expectancy by 

stating how lessons 

learned will be used 

in the future. 

• Presenting success 

promotes positive 

expectancy. 

• Feedback and questions 

can promote realistic 

appraisals. 

Resilience 
• Action steps can help 

identify obstacles. 

• Building capacity 

to recognize and 

identify obstacles. 

• Provides opportunity to 

build social support 

network. 

• Building capacity to 

recognize obstacles. 

Efficacy/ 

Confidence 

• Action steps help create 

opportunities for 

incremental success. 

• Increased agency. 

• Identifying success. 

• Vicarious learning from 

the success of others. 

• Sharing success builds 

confidence. 
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with my first three clients, I will keep track of how many times I paraphrase, asked questions, 

and demonstrated proper body language. At the beginning and end of each week, I will re-record 

this information with the first three clients of the day. I will know that I’ve successfully 

accomplished my goal when, at the end of the semester, I have increased the number of times I 

paraphrased, asked questions, and demonstrated proper body language 20 percent more often 

than when I started. 

 

 The purpose of focusing on STEAM goals in the service-learning course are to ensure 

that students learn how to create effective goals. Creating goals that meet the STEAM standards 

are more motivating and increase the likelihood for success (Fritz et al., 2005). STEAM goals 

also meet the key components of effective goals as suggested by Locke and Latham (2006), in 

that the goals are specific and challenge the students to stretch themselves.  

 

 Developing hope, optimism, and self-efficacy are all theoretically linked through the 

focus on goal-related thinking (Snyder et al., 2002). Developing hope includes, at least in part, a 

clear conceptualization of goals, creating pathways to attain goals, and finding the motivation to 

focus on achieving the goal (Lopez, Floyd, Ulven, & Snyder, 2000). In relation to developing 

hope, STEAM goals focus on all three components of hope development. Writing goals ensures 

students are conceptualizing their goals. Creating action steps helps students think through their 

goals from start to finish, ensuring that they outline the pathways to achievement. When students 

focus on “ensuring success,” specifically creating goals that are desirable, students provide the 

motivational foundation to sustain the required energy to follow through on their goals.   

 

 By focusing on the successful completion of goals, students are promoting the positive, 

optimistic expectancy. Creating action steps for goals helps students identify potential obstacles, 

building resilience. The action steps also help students create opportunities for incremental 

success, promoting efficacy. The goal-setting strategy in the service-learning course, creating 

STEAM goals, provides significant opportunities to promote each element of PsyCap. 

 

Reflections. Using reflection activities within service-learning courses is a major factor 

in achieving learning outcomes (Conway et al., 2009; Knapp et al., 2010; Parker-Gwin & 

Marbry, 1998; Strage, 2000; Yorio & Ye, 2012), and these activities can also impact the 

development of PsyCap. The written reflection format used in the service-learning course 

consists of three parts – What, So What, and Now What. This reflection format is widely used in 

higher education to support service-learning outcomes (Connors & Seifer, 2005), and it is based 

on Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (2005): 

 

Immediate or concrete experiences are the basis for observations and reflections. These 

reflections are assimilated and distilled intro abstract concepts from which new implications for 

actions can be drawn. These implications can be actively tests and serve as guides in creating 

new experiences (p. 194). 

 

 The “What” section requires students to recount concrete events from their service 

experiences. The “So What” section requires students to reflect on how they responded to the 

events, both behaviorally and affectively. The “Now What” section requires students to reflect 
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on how they can use the information they have now just reflected on and apply it to future 

situations to help them achieve their goals. These activities enable students to impact PsyCap in 

several ways. First, as Seligman (1998) suggests, reflecting on a situation can lead to a more 

realistic view of the events. Second, ensuring that students write about the lessons they learned 

from each event and reflecting on how to apply those lessons to a future situation, students are 

developing optimistic expectancy. Third, focusing on what aspects of the situation were 

influenced by the students actions and emotions (using the “So What” section), and developing a 

plan to use the lessons in the future (using the “Now What” section), students are developing 

agency. Fourth, students are expected to reflect on events where they successfully used their 

interpersonal skills. Reflecting on their success helps students build efficacy and confidence in 

using their skills. Also, by reflecting on the successes and failures of past events, students are 

building capacity to recognize and identify obstacles. 

 

Presentations and Updates.  Throughout the course, students must provide updates 

about their service projects. Some of these updates are only a few minutes long, while other 

presentations can be five to 10 minutes in length. Many of the expected outcomes associated 

with reflections are also be expected by creating presentations. Thus, for sake of parsimony, this 

discussion focuses on the act of presenting or listening to presentations, and not necessarily the 

preparation of the presentation.  
 

Participating in strategy discussions about completing tasks has been linked to higher 

levels of task completion by promoting new ideas – pathways – on how to complete the task 

(Latham, Winters, & Locke, 1994; Locke & Latham, 2002). Correspondingly, listening to other 

students present about how they achieved or did not achieve their goals provides students with 

the opportunity to recognize additional pathways. By listening to other students present, there is 

not only an opportunity to recognize obstacles, but there is also an opportunity to build a network 

of people with similar experiences to provide support. In general, sharing stories about goals also 

provides opportunities for vicarious learning. 

 

 Giving presentations can also promote development. Specifically, sharing success in a 

group setting helps promote confidence and positive expectancy. Also, receiving feedback and 

questions from peers who have gone through similar experiences, provides opportunities for 

more realistic appraisals of events. 

 

Conclusion 
  

The purpose of this review was to demonstrate the theoretical connection of the potential 

impact a leadership service-learning course could have on an important workplace relevant 

outcome, PsyCap. It is undeniable that many of activities in the course were chosen or “cherry-

picked” to support the theoretical foundation that PsyCap is developed during the course, as 

there are learning outcomes and activities students engaged in that are not included in this review 

of the course. The goal was to provide a theoretical outline of how the course could develop 

PsyCap by drawing clear connections between course activities and the theories of hope, 

efficacy, resilience, and optimism development. Although developing PsyCap has not been an 
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explicit learning outcome, the examples of the course activities do demonstrate that, if PsyCap 

can be developed as theorized (Luthans et al., 2006; Luthans, Youssef, et al., 2007), this course 

should help students increase their PsyCap.  

 

 Finally, given that a theoretical foundation for developing PsyCap in a leadership service-

learning course has been provided, several recommendations arise. First, testing the development 

of PsyCap, using of the well-tested measures of PsyCap, in a service-learning course that 

includes some of the activities listed using pre/post-test design could provide quantifiable 

evidence of the theoretical connection. Second, purposefully and explicitly incorporating 

activities used in PsyCap development in service-learning could help promote student career 

preparedness. Third, trait-like variables that are linked to career success, for example, Core Self-

Evaluations (Judge & Bono, 2001; Judge, Erez, Bono, & Thoresen, 2003), should also be 

explored to determine the developmental impact service-learning can provide. There could be 

limits of the measurable impact of service-learning, such that, although PsyCap could be 

developed over the course of a semester, a more trait-like characteristic would not be developed.  
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