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The things we have to learn before we can do them, we
learn by doing them, e.g., men become builders by building and
lyre-players by playing the lyre; so too we become just by doing
just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing
brave acts.

                         —  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. II.

I.  INTRODUCTION

Many college and university mission statements make some kind of
reference to educating students to become leaders. Consider the follow-
ing excerpts from university mission statements:1

The university endeavors to prepare women and men for
lives of personal and professional service and leadership (Univer-
sity of Evansville).

Ball State University is a learning community engaged in
the discovery of knowledge, the integration of learning experi-
ences, and their application through civic and professional lead-
ership. 

Bradley University is committed to nurturing the multifac-
eted development of students to enable them to become leaders,
innovators, and productive members of society. 

The university encourages a way of living consonant with a
Christian community and manifest in prayer, liturgy and ser-
15
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vice. Residential life endeavors to develop that sense of com-
munity and of responsibility that prepares students for
subsequent leadership in building a society that is at once more
human and more divine (University of Notre Dame).

Even if a college or university mission statement makes no explicit
reference to leadership, it is very often implied. Certainly, we wish to
graduate student leaders, but not just leaders of any sort. We wish to edu-
cate leaders who feel committed to serving the community, leaders that
care about the well-being of others, especially at-risk populations. If we
accept this pedagogical goal as legitimate, then it is worth thinking care-
fully about how college courses might achieve it. Admittedly, many dif-
ferent kinds of courses would be possible vehicles for promoting this
kind of caring leadership. Nonetheless, ethics courses would be ideal.
Colleges offer ethics courses in the hope that students will gain an under-
standing of the various traditions in moral theory and develop skills in
moral reasoning. However, to focus exclusively on cognitive goals such as
these is to overlook other appropriate outcomes related to leadership
development. Surely we would be disappointed to find that our students
emerge from ethics courses totally indifferent to, say, justice, or worse,
less committed than when they began the course. Affective goals, such as a
felt commitment to social justice and a concern for the victims of injus-
tice and misfortune, are equally important, though perhaps more difficult
to assess. Hence, if colleges hope to graduate ethically sensitive and com-
passionate leaders of the community, they must give more deliberate
attention to these affective aspects of ethics education.2

Through a description of a Good Samaritan model of service-learning
developed by the University of Detroit Mercy’s Leadership Development
Institute (LDI), this paper will describe an approach to using service-
learning in undergraduate ethics courses that strives to spark feelings of
compassion and a motivation to help others. Drawing from research in
social psychology and data collected from student surveys (see Appendix
A) we suggest that, through service-learning, students can increase their
awareness of social problems and experience growth in their capacities to
listen, empathize and sympathize. Finally, we will also offer some practi-
cal advice about setting up and implementing a service-learning compo-
nent in an ethics course.
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II.  SERVANT LEADERSHIP & THE PARABLE OF 
THE GOOD SAMARITAN 

The name of UDM’s Leadership Development Institute provides
no obvious clue of the particular character of leadership we promote.
LDI does not promote entrepreneurial leadership, or positional leadership.
Rather, what we promote is leadership as service for social change. Robert K.
Greenleaf, author of “Servant Leadership,” stated it simply: “The great
leader is servant first.” He made it clear that leadership, if it was to call us,
would call us from within that service and that the nature of our leader-
ship would become apparent to us based on that service.3 Service-learn-
ing has become our primary method of promoting leadership as service
for social change. We suggest that the significance of service-learning in
the formation of servants for social change may be found in the Parable
of the Good Samaritan. Recall that the parable is a story about a local
man, a Jew who had been robbed and left, stripped and badly beaten, on
the side of a road outside of town. In the morning, the first two who
came by him were powerful — priest and lawyer. Both glanced at him
and continued on their way. The third person who came by was a Samar-
itan, thus ostracized by the Jews. The Samaritan saw him in a deeper way,
and felt compassion toward him. He bandaged his wounds, took him to
the inn, and gave the innkeeper money and the charge to take care of him
until he could be on his way.

Howard Gray, S.J., presents an analysis of the Parable of the Good
Samaritan that proposes a sequence of four (4) unfolding responses that
are, he says, Jesus’ teaching on what it is to be human.4 These four
responses, each of which arising from the prior, are 

1. To see 
2. To feel compassion
3. To provide immediate help, and 

4. To do all that one can to make things better when one is gone.5

From within the seeing, the Samaritan experiences the blossoming of
compassion. From within the compassion, he is moved to help. In helping,
he becomes determined to do all he can to change the situation of the per-
son when he is gone. These are unfolding responses, each emerging in turn
from the human awareness of the internal movement that came first with
really seeing. Gray proposes that in this sequential unfolding of awareness
and response, the person is becoming human. It is worth noting that the
Samaritan specifically followed two powerful people, signifying the
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power that the Jews were permitted to retain by the Roman occupiers:
religion and religious law. The Samaritan’s emergent humanity and his
subsequent legendary heroism arose not from power, but response to
need in the form of service. Thus, Gray’s analysis illuminates and ani-
mates Greenleaf ’s maxim. Understood in this way, leadership is born out
of caring response to others. 

III.  SERVICE-LEARNING 

When he encountered the victim, the Samaritan was pre-occupied.
He was on his way somewhere. He was busy. But his awareness of the
victim gave rise to a sympathetic experience that allowed him to become
powerful, capable of affecting the society that attempted to ostracize
him. Like the Samaritan, our students are preoccupied. They want to grab
their credits and go, or solve their homework problems during flat spots
in the lecture. Service provides the opportunity to touch the hearts of
students and awaken them to the real needs of real people. In service-
learning, moral problems come with faces, names and stories. It repre-
sents a chance to enter into the hardship of others and to make personal
connections that would not occur in a classroom discussion of, say, theo-
ries of justice. Certainly, service-learning should not replace classroom
discussions of distributive justice, but if we want our students to care
about justice and to care about victims of injustice, then service-learning
may provide an important supplement to traditional classroom strategies.

Service-learning is not a course or a discipline, but a method of
teaching in an existing discipline. As a tool, it serves the existing objec-
tives of the course, and the mission of the department, college, or univer-
sity. It is a method of teaching which engages the student in direct service
as an integral part of an existing course. According to numerous contrib-
utors to the National Service-Learning Clearinghouse, essential compo-
nents of service-learning are 

1. Analysis of community need: identification of actual service that stu-
dents can provide, responding to unmet needs

2. Preparation of students for the experience, open to the experience 
and capable of rendering the needed help

3. Performance of direct service, in which they are able to experience the 
humanity of the person served. 

4. Reflection as a continuous state of mind, through examining, journal-
ing, etc.
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5. Integration of the experience with other sources of learning in the course, and by 
engaging students in classroom conversations relating their experi-
ence and reflections with these other learning sources.

6. Evaluation of the impact of the service on their learning and on the 
students, as well as social analysis of the implications of that learn-
ing.6 

Analysis and preparation are key elements to the success of service-
learning. This requires some effort, contacting agencies, determining
their needs and services, and getting a sense of their willingness to partic-
ipate in service-learning. Failures to complete these beginning steps care-
fully will compromise the value of the experience. If students are not
meeting a real need, service-learning may be only a hindrance to the
agencies and people we intend to support. For instance, at UDM, the
lowest number of service-learning hours a course can require of its stu-
dents, and still count as a service-learning course, is ten. However, we
have found that for some agencies, because of the need to train student
volunteers, 10 hours of service is not helpful. If four of the ten hours is
spent in training, the students do not offer much help to the agency.
Conversely, if the service assignment does not meet the service-learning
needs of the student, it loses its educational value. Moreover, instructors
should try to match students with placements and activities that build on
students’ existing concerns. Recent research in social psychology under-
scores this. For instance, psychologist Anne Colby has recently examined
what she terms a “transformation of goals,”. . .“a process in which moral
development occurs as a result of the interaction of the goals, motives,
values, and beliefs a person brings to a situation and the social influences
she experiences once in that situation.” Colby has found that such trans-
formations are most pronounced when students’ activities involve issues
with which the student is already concerned.7

The performance of service to the direct beneficiaries of the agency is
also important. While many tasks may be helpful to an agency, it is crucial
that students have face-to-face encounters with those in need. As we will empha-
size below, if students’ empathetic experiences are going to foster a sense
of sympathy or compassion, service must involve experiences that evoke
sympathy or compassion. Direct service to the poor, for example, creates
a greater likelihood of sympathy than balancing the books of the agency.
Colby’s research suggests, not surprisingly, that “compassion and (moral)
outrage become more intense when students develop personal connec-
tions with those who have experienced hardship and injustice.”8
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As students perform the service, they must reflect on their experi-
ence. One way or the other, students should be required to integrate their
reflections into the content of the course, applying the core concepts of
the course to the service experience. In an ethics course, a variety of
assignments are possible.9 Journaling is one common way to accomplish
this. For instance, students might write a Kantian analysis of their experi-
ences with the poor, identifying the sorts of factors that challenge their
dignity and undermine their status as ends-in-themselves. Similar entries
could be made from a natural law perspective. St. Thomas Aquinas refers
to basic goods such as life, procreativity, sociability and knowledge.10

Trying to identify the sense in which the poor (or the infirm or the eld-
erly) may be deprived of basic goods. And certainly, students must reflect
on the systemic source of the suffering they encountered. What are its
sources, and how ought we to respond. It is also advisable to culminate
the service-learning experience with a group reflection, comparing expe-
riences, impressions and insights. 

A closely related point concerns the timing of the reflection. It is
important that service-learning reflection go on throughout the course,
and not just, as sometimes happens, at the very end of the semester.
Building service-learning connections into assignments that are turned in
throughout the semester helps to integrate the experience into the rest of
course. 

Finally, at the end of the semester, it is important to evaluate the
impact of the experience, as well as that can be determined. At UDM,
this is made possible by LDI’s tracking system data collection. LDI has
developed four forms (see Appendix B) that are filled out sequentially.
After listening to a half-hour in-class Service-Learning orientation, stu-
dents fill out form SL1. SL1 records basic information about the student
(name, e-mail address, year, major), and includes a “leadership self-evalu-
ation” rating of the student’s “social justice interests.” The leadership self
evaluation asks students to rate, on a scale from 1 to 5, their current level
of competence in the areas such as listening, empathy, foresight, and
building community. Similarly, students also rate their interest in a variety
of social justice concerns, including dignity of the human person, option
for the poor and dignity of work. SL1 is turned into LDI immediately
after being completed. 

After filling out SL1, students contact an organization that reflects
their social justice concerns and arrange to provide a service for the orga-
nization. The SL2 form records the agreement between the student and
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the organization and SL3 verifies that the student did satisfactorily per-
form the service.

One of the most important steps in the process occurs when, at the
end of the semester, students revisit their leadership self-evaluation and
social justice interests in SL4. It is in SL4 that students compare their per-
ception of their leadership skills before their Service-Learning with their
perception afterward. They do the same with the social justice interests.
See Appendix A for a spreadsheet showing the resulting data, comparing
the Ethics course students with the total group of students in all Service-
Learning courses. Section V of this paper will discuss some preliminary
results.

IV.  CULTIVATING CONCERN

So far, we have been describing and discussing service-learning at
UDM as a means to the development of compassionate servant leaders,
with special attention on how it would fit into an ethics course. Toward
this end, UDM’s Leadership Development Institute has adopted a Good
Samaritan model of service-learning intended to provide opportunities
for students to be touched by the hardship of others and to foster their
affective moral development. Indeed, studies show that activities like ser-
vice-learning do promote moral development. For instance, Anne Colby
and William Damon have shown that participation in prosocial activities
like service-learning can transform a student’s moral values and goals.11

Howard Gray’s understanding of the stages of experience in the Parable
of the Good Samaritan, especially those from seeing to feeling compas-
sion, is consonant with Colby’s and Damon’s conclusions. Through face-
to-face encounters with the poor and otherwise vulnerable, service-learn-
ing provides precisely that medium to foster concern. Recent research in
social psychology lends support to our claims.12 Were it the case that the
experience of working with those who are suffering led only to feelings
of aversion, sending students out to work in soup kitchens may only
seem to deter them from serving the poor. If our service-learning model
is expected to work, then empathy with suffering must correlate more
with feelings of sympathy rather than antipathy. 

This question of the relationship between empathy and sympathy
(or concern for another) is not new. Indeed, the eighteenth and nine-
teenth century Scottish moralists, such as David Hume and Adam Smith,
reflected on precisely this question. While it is unclear that either pro-
vided a satisfactory explanation, their view that a concern for others
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arises out of a participation in the sentiments of others seems to be
true.13 There is considerable evidence that empathy with suffering is
strongly correlated with sympathy and helping.14 However, what remains
unclear is why empathy may lead to such prosocial attitudes and behav-
iors. There have been a variety of hypotheses. Two main contenders are
the Empathy-Altruism Hypothesis and the Empathic Joy Hypothesis.15 Accord-
ing to the empathy-altruism hypothesis, empathy leads to prosocial
behavior simply out of a desire to help someone in need. By contrast, the
empathic joy hypothesis suggests that empathy leads to prosocial behav-
ior because people have a self-interested desire to empathically experi-
ence the joy of those whose suffering they relieve. The majority of
evidence supports the empathy-altruism hypothesis.16 In one particular
study, students watched video of people in need. They were told that they
would have an opportunity to help the people in the video. Students were
divided into four groups based on different combinations of two factors:
Two groups were high empathizers (i.e., they were explicitly told to put
themselves in the shoes of the person in the video) while the remaining
two groups were low empathizers (i.e., they were told to adopt an objec-
tive, detached perspective).17 

In addition to the high empathizer-low empathizer division, one of
the groups was told that it would receive feedback from the persons in
the video if they provided help. The other group was given no informa-
tion about feedback. As expected, the high empathizers provided help
more readily than the low empathizers. However, if the empathic joy
hypothesis were correct, then one would expect little motivation to help
when there was no promise of feedback (i.e., no opportunity to partici-
pate empathically in the beneficiary’s joy). Yet, no such correlation was
recorded. Those who did not expect feedback to be provided, helped at
the same rate as those who expected it. This suggests that the self-inter-
ested desire to experience the joy of others does not appear to be a com-
pelling hypothesis. Moreover, the empathy-altruism hypothesis finds
support in that those in the high empathy group were more willing to
help, but were willing to do so without any expectation of vicarious joy.

The support for the empathy-altruism hypothesis (and against the
empathic joy hypothesis) is important for our understanding of the Para-
ble of the Good Samaritan and our hope for service-learning at UDM. If
the empathic joy hypothesis were true, the Samaritan would be a psycho-
logical egoist of sorts. He would have provided help because he saw an
opportunity to experience the pleasurable sensation of empathic joy. This
would imply that the helping would not be driven by the need of the
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other, but rather by the self-interested anticipation of participating in the
other’s feeling of relief. Moreover, he would only provide help when he
believed he would be able to vicariously participate in the joy of those he
helped. This would significantly alter our understanding of the parable.18

The same points hold for service-learning. First, since the research
substantiates that high empathy correlates strongly with prosocial atti-
tudes and behavior, it is important to heighten students’ empathetic
experiences by first insuring that their service-learning project involves
face-to-face encounters with those who are the intended beneficiaries of
the organization. They may include the homeless, the sick, children, the
elderly, substance abusers, rape victims and so on. Again, if the service
lacks this, it may be helpful to the organization, but do little to foster a
student’s sense of concern. 

Notice, if the empathic joy hypothesis were true, service-learning
would be ill-suited to foster concern because, in many cases, the benefi-
ciaries of the help do not express the kind of joy with which a student
could empathically participate. Admittedly, they often do express joy, and
this will naturally be pleasurable for the helper. However, if concern and
altruistic behavior were contingent upon this, service-learning would be
an ineffective way to foster concern for the poor and vulnerable.19 

VI. PRELIMINARY ASSESSMENT

Appendix A shows a number of salient results. With regard to inter-
est in social justice issues, post-course self-assessments show an increase
over pre-course assessments in every case. In addition by the end of the
course students had, in most cases, raised their personal standard, rating
their starting level as lower than they had at the beginning. The average
assessments of students in this Ethics class increased more than those of
the total group Service-Learning students in 6 of 7 social justice issues.
With regard to Greenleaf ’s leadership attributes, students increased
markedly in all of them. Self-assessment of Ethics class students showed
a marked increase in the “Commitment to the Growth of People” cate-
gory compared to the total group, strongly supporting the premise of this
paper.

VII. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Our goal in this paper was to suggest that service-learning is one
method of fostering compassionate servant-leadership in a college ethics
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course. We described a Good Samaritan model used at the University of
Detroit Mercy in which students provide service for community agencies
and organizations and, in the process, have direct encounters with people
in need. We suggested that one key affective goal in service-learning is
the development of a sympathetic disposition toward the poor and other
vulnerable populations and that an ethics course is an appropriate con-
text for this activity. Through an appeal to social psychology and other
related empirical research, we suggested that direct service with those in
need creates an opportunity for an empathetic experience that can lead to
concern and a motivation to help; and it is out of these experiences that
servant-leadership may develop. If the mission of many colleges and uni-
versities is to graduate morally committed leaders, then capitalizing on
opportunities to foster attitudes of concern and sympathy is a worthy
goal, and one well suited for an undergraduate ethics course. 

NOTES

1 Italics added. 
2 There is strong evidence that the college experience by itself correlates with a
transformation of moral commitment. Ann Colby, et al., argue that a more
deliberate, intentional approach to promoting moral (and civic) commitment
will yield an even more significant moral growth. See Anne Colby, Thomas
Ehrlich, Elizabeth Beaumont and Jason Stephens. Educating Citizens (San Fran-
cisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003), 9.
3 Greenleaf, Robert K. Servant Leadership, a Journey into the Nature of Legitimate
Power and Greatness (New York: Paulist Press, 1977), 7.
4 Gray, Howard, S.J. What Are We? An Introduction to Boston College and Its Jesuit
and Catholic Tradition (Boston College, The Center for Ignatian Spirituality,
1991), 77-121.
5 See Latane, B., and J.M. Darley. The Unresponsive Bystander: Why Doesn’t He
Help? (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1971). In this well-known work
in social psychology, Latane and Darley enumerate five steps to a prosocial
response: (1) Does the person attend to the situation? (2) Does the person
interpret the situation as an emergency? (3) Does the person assume responsi-
bility to take action? (4) Does the person have the knowledge, skill and training
to provide help? (5) Does the person decide to help? These steps reflect parts
of our Good Samaritan model, especially steps 1-3 (To see, To feel compas-
sion, To provide help). One main difference is that, while Latane’s and
Darcey’s steps seem to be descriptive determinants of whether a person will,
or will not, provide help, our Good Samaritan is intended to be normative. 
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6 See www.servicelearning.org/welcome_to_service-learning/_is/index.php
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10 Timmons, Mark. Conduct and Character : Readings in Moral Theory, 5th edition.
(Wadsworth, 2006), 64. 
11 Colby, Anne & Damon William. Some Do Care: Contemporary Lives of Moral
Commitment (New York: Free Press, 1992); Colby, et al., 2003, 115.
12 Colby, et al., 2003, 140.
13 See Hume, David. A Treatise of Human Nature (first published 1739-40) edi-
tor L. A. Selby-Bigge, 2nd edition, rev., editor P.H. Nidditch, (1978; reprint,
Oxford, 1985), 385-86; and Adam Smith. The Theory of Moral Sentiments ed. A.L.
Macfie and D.D. Raphael (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976). Reprinted
(Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1982), 9-13.
14 Batson, C. Daniel, Judy G. Batson, Jacqueline K. Slingsby, Kevin L. Harrell,
Heli M. Peekna, and R. Matthew Todd. “Empathic Joy and the Empathy-
Altruism Hypothesis,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 61
(3)(1991), 413-426. This article can point you to a variety of others on the
topic of empathy and altruism.
15 Ibid.
16 Smith, K.D., J.P. Keating & E. Stotland. “Altruism reconsidered: The effect
of denying feedback on a victim’s status to empathetic witnesses,” Journal of
Personality & Social Psychology 57 (1989), 641-650.
17 Smith, et al., 644-50. 
18 It is possible to say that those who help perceive an overlap between self
and other. Perhaps this kind of interpretation might resonate with the lesson
of the parable. For this kind of explanation for altruistic behavior see Cialdini
R.B., S.L. Brown, B.P. Lewis & S.L. Neuberg. “Reinterpreting the empathy-
altruism relationship: When one into one equals oneness,” Journal of Personality
& Social Psychology 73 (1997), 463-476.
19 This point, of course, is not intended as an argument, since, if that were the
case, it would be circular. We make this point only to suggest that our goals in
service-learning make most sense within the context of the empathy-altruism
hypothesis.
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APPENDIX A: GRAPH OF THE RESULTS
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APPENDIX B: FORMS SL1 - SL4 
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APPENDIX C: SAMPLE SERVICE-LEARNING ASSIGNMENTS

PHILOSOPHY 201
ETHICS

Dr. M. Leever

ESSAY I
(40 points)

You are to write an essay in which you discuss the moral philoso-
phies that we have examined thus far in the semester (natural law, Hume’s
account of sympathy, and utilitarianism) and apply them to at least one
experience that you had in your service-learning placement. Your essay
must include:

1. An introduction
2. An account of the main elements of natural law, including basic 

goods
3. An application of basic goods to your service-learning experience 

(What kinds of basic goods are missing from the lives of the people 
you have encountered in your SL assignment?)

4. An account of Hume on sympathy, along with an empathetic reflec-
tion of what it would be like to be one of the persons whom you 
have encountered in your SL assignment

5. A conclusion
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PHILOSOPHY 201
ETHICS

Dr. M. Leever

ESSAY II
(40 points)

You are to write an essay in which you discuss the moral philoso-
phies of Immanuel Kant and W.D. Ross, and apply them to at least one
experience that you had in your service-learning placement. Your essay
must include:

1. An introduction
2. An account of Kant’s categorical imperative

a. The Formula of Universal Law
b. The Formula of the End-in-Itself
c. The Formula of the Kingdom of Ends

3. An application of the Formula of the End-in-Itself to the person 
whom you have encountered in your SL experience (What factors 
challenge their dignity and undermine their status as ends-in-them-
selves?)

4. An account of W.D. Ross’s prima facie duties
5. An application of Ross’s prima facie duties to your SL experience. 

Which ones apply? What do they require?
6. A conclusion 
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