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From Critical Community Service to Critical Service Learning  
and the Futures We Must (Still) Imagine 

 
Tania D. Mitchell 

University of Minnesota 
Mark Latta 

Marian University 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

This reflection offers an introduction of a survey of the theories, practices, and critiques of critical 
service learning. In doing so, the authors connect the historical lineage of community engagement to 
current and future practices of critical service learning as well as the need to continually imagine 
new and as yet unthought possibilities.  

Keywords: critical community engagement, critical service learning, futurity 
 
 
 

Critical service learning as a 
philosophy, pedagogy, and practice owes a 
debt of gratitude to Robert Rhoads1 who 
introduced the field to critical community 
service in his book Community Service and 
Higher Learning: Explorations of the Caring 
Self. His eight principles for moving 
community service to critical community 
service where “we can come together in 
solidarity as part of the struggle for social 
change and justice” (Rhoads, 1997, p. 220) 
was an early challenge to the field to work 
towards a community engagement strategy 
that advocated for more just and equitable 
communities. Troubled by her own practice 
and encouraged by Rhoads’s challenge, 
Cynthia Rosenberger (2000) conceptualized a 
critical service learning pedagogy through a 
Freirian approach “to generate a practice that 
seeks to transcend the status quo and promote 
justice and equality” (Rosenberger, 2000, p. 
24). 

Service learning and community 
engagement strategies in higher education 
have weathered criticism while simul-
taneously gaining praise. Chastising it as 
“forced volunteerism” and a “punishing 
pedagogy,” Forbes, Garber, Kensinger, and 
Trapp Slagter (1999, p. 158) questioned the 
practice, Eby (1998) claimed it was “bad,” 
while Butin (2006) warned “service-learning 
may ultimately come to be viewed as the 
‘Whitest of the White’ enclave of 
postsecondary education” (p. 482). More 
recently, Darder (2018) has criticized higher 
education for its complicity in “culturally 
invasive programming” (p. xiii) and Stoecker 
(2016) suggested that service learning “helps 
people conform to, and fit into, the existing 
social system that does not allow them to do 
more than eke out an unrewarding and 
unfulfilling survival” (pp. 6-7). Kortney 
Hernandez (2018) argued that ignoring the 
“historical legacy” of the communities oft 

1Professor Robert Rhoads passed away in October of 2018. We extend our gratitude to him for his pioneering work and 
dedicate this special issue to his memory. 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 11, Number 4 
 

                                                                                      4 
 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

 

targeted for service learning, as well as the 
“history of privilege of those who establish, 
direct, and control the movement” results “in 
the continuing colonization of the mind and 
body” (Hernandez, 2018, p. 17). 

As community engagement enters a 
new decade of practice, the field is still being 
asked to employ the action reflection dynamic 
central to its pedagogy in ways that prioritize 
equity and justice, that acknowledges and 
reconfigures imbalances of power, and that 
“moves beyond the work of taking care of 
immediate needs to community action that 
frees people from those needs” (Rosenberger, 
2000, p. 31). While critical service learning, as 
operationalized by Mitchell (2008), gave 
name to a community engagement practice 
committed to and acting for a more just world, 
the community engagement field continues to 
grapple with how the practice must change to 
advance the goals of social justice. 

The works presented within this 
special issue capture a shift currently taking 
place within critical service learning. As more 
scholars situate their work within a critical 
framework, focus is moving away from 
defining critical service learning and toward 
the exploration of a more evolved 
understanding of its enactment. The authors 
represented in this issue showcase a field that 
is engaged in critiquing the critical; 
developing nuanced understandings of terms, 
concepts, and assumptions; and seeking new 
and interdisciplinary traditions to better orient 
our work.  

 The selections in this special issue 
reflect an increasingly sophisticated 
understanding of critical service learning and 
offer perspectives developed through the 
challenging array of questions and concerns 
that emerge through attentive practice. In this 
sense, the work contained here succeeds in 
doing what we hoped it would do: convey a 
status report of the ways in which critical 
service learning has evolved; provide a survey 
of the ways in which critical service learning 
has been informed through theory and 
practice; and generate a mosaic of sorts of the 

ways in which critical service learning has or 
has not attended to social change, encouraged 
the development of authentic relationships, or 
worked toward the redistribution of power 
(Mitchell, 2008).  

 As we take stock in this survey, we 
feel it necessary to orient ourselves toward the 
periphery of what remains just beyond our 
grasp of understanding—not to remain 
satisfied with what we have come to 
understand but to attempt to imagine what we 
have yet to imagine. After all, pedagogy and 
curriculum are the spaces in which we tinker 
to build the world we hope to see, the means 
through which we labor to “inspire and to 
foster a collective imagination about how to 
make the world a more human dwelling place” 
(Ginwright, 2008, p. 14). It seems fair to ask 
how the practices of critical service learning 
and critical community engagement fuel this 
imagination. To that end, the works within this 
special issue chart a path toward nuanced and 
more complicated, perhaps even non-
teleological (Tuck & Yang, 2011), ways of 
understanding and imagining critical service 
learning.  

 This special issue includes insights, 
case studies, and empirical research in an 
attempt to complicate and question 
understandings related to critical service 
learning as part of a desire to make good on its 
aspiration to produce social change, to develop 
authentic relationships, and to continue the 
long struggle of the redistribution of power. In 
this sense, these works look toward the 
horizon of what might be possible while also 
attending to the ways that critical service 
learning is called upon as a pedagogical 
response to historical and current injustices. 
This tension between the demands and 
urgency of the present moment and the hopes 
and desires of future possibilities forms a 
significant center of gravity within this special 
issue. The authors tease out the complexities 
related to critical service learning as a way to 
begin to consider what it might mean if we 
move closer to accomplishing its goals.  
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 While several underlying themes run 
throughout this issue, one that seems 
especially crucial for us to begin to consider is 
how (or if) critical service learning should be 
concerned with futurity, the “ways that groups 
imagine and produce knowledge about 
futures” (Goodyear-Ka’opua, 2012, p. 86). If 
there is to be a social change, a more “human 
dwelling place,” as the desired outcome of 
critical service learning, what might this 
change look like? Which changes will be 
produced and which futures might these 
changes produce? What might the outcomes 
of authentic relationships be? When power is 
redistributed, what new terrains and features 
will this redistribution produce? Our 
continued refinement of understandings and 
questions related to critical service learning—
brought about through decades of work, 
conversation, and partnership—have brought 
us to the edge of just beginning to ask these 
questions.  

 It often seems as if critical service 
learning is a response to or in reaction to 
something, that its use is primarily an 
intervention within the present-day conditions 
that necessitate and warrant attempts to disrupt 
them. While we may feel compelled to use 
critical service learning as a response to the 
here and now, we should not lose sight of the 
future we hope to build. There are many good 
reasons to use pedagogy as a way to address 
social issues (as many of the works within this 
issue document), but we believe the field of 
critical service learning must also someday 
begin to approach this work through a lens of 
futurity. For that to happen, the field must 
continue to critique and examine its 
assumptions and understandings with the same 
critical perspectives that are applied within 
this collection. The works here respond to 
Rhoads’s (1997) challenge, contributing to 
“the larger struggle to create a more liberatory 
form of education” (p. 228).  
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Rethinking Service Learning:  
Reciprocity and Power Dynamics in Community Engagement 

 
Jason Wollschleger and Mark Killian 

Whitworth University 

Kayla Prewitt  

Communities in Schools 

 

ABSTRACT 

 
This article seeks to challenge existing power dynamics both within the service-learning classroom 
and between the classroom and community by offering a model of an alternative approach to 
community engagement. The class partnered with a community organization, at their request, to 
engage their community as the organization worked through a change in focus and identity. Within 
the classroom, the research project was led, designed, implemented, and ultimately written solely by 
the students.  

Keywords: critical service learning, reciprocity, power dynamics, student-centered 
 

INTRODUCTION 
This article will reflect on one iteration 

of an upper division sociology course (SO 425 
Making Change: Social Intervention 
Strategies) that I designed in response to my 
own critical engagement with service learning. 
Having used “traditional” service-learning 
approaches (see Mitchell, 2008) in past 
courses, I had become concerned about a 
number of aspects of this model. I began to 
feel that the traditional service-learning 
components of my courses were actually 
diminishing the capacity of local organizations 
by asking them to invest a non-trivial amount 
of time and energy to providing educational 
opportunities for my students and not really 
getting anything back from student 

involvement. I also became concerned about 
power dynamics in relationships—both in the 
classroom and between the university and the 
community partners.  

I became concerned about student 
development in the service-learning process. 
My goals were for my students to gain 
independence and begin to apply knowledge 
and skills they had gained in a “real world,” 
non-classroom setting. However, my course 
design was limiting their agency and not really 
providing a context for growth and 
application. Upon reflection, I also realized 
that I (as an agent of the university) had been 
asking my community partners to meet my 
instructional needs while offering an incentive 
of free, undergraduate labor, rather than asking 
how my students and my course could best 
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serve the needs of my community partner and 
our broader community. Additionally, I began 
to recognize that this was just one 
manifestation of a lack of reciprocity in the 
relationship. Service learning and community 
engagement that actually want to work toward 
social justice need to turn the directional flow 
of resources around so that the vast stocks of 
human capital and knowledge that are stored 
up in universities flow toward the community 
rather than—what was happening in 
traditional service learning—draining 
resources away from the community.  

This article will use one iteration of my 
Making Change class as a case study of an 
alternative approach to service learning. I hope 
to illustrate my (and my students’) effort to 
challenge the existing power structures in 
service-learning relationships in the classroom 
and between the classroom and the 
community, engage in reshaping reciprocity in 
order to benefit our community partner, and to 
employ our resources for real change in the 
community. This article is a co-authored 
collaboration that will include sections written 
by the community partner, as well as a recent 
alumnus who was a student in the course. 
Following Alexander et al. (2018), the author 
of each section will be indicated in the section 
heading both so that the reader knows from 
what perspective the section is written as well 
as to preserve the voices of each collaborator.  

 
Critical of Service Learning (faculty) 

I was not alone in these concerns over 
the traditional service-learning model; in fact, 
there has emerged a growing body of literature 
focused on critical service learning. As early 
as the late 1990s and early 2000s, scholars 
were criticizing the dominant model of service 
learning and calling for new approaches 
(Marullo, 1999; Marullo & Edwards, 2000; 
Robinson, 2000; Brown, 2001). Others voiced 
concern over the “forced volunteerism” 
(Boyle-Baise, 1998) and the paternalistic 
nature (Cipolle, 2004; Robinson, 2000) of 
traditional service-learning practices, but it 
was the publication of Mitchell’s 2008 article 
that really pushed the field forward and laid 

the groundwork for understanding and 
defining a critical service learning. Mitchell 
identified three key aspects of critical service 
learning that come to define the field (e.g., 
Latta et al., 2018): “working to redistribute 
power amongst all participants in the service-
learning relationship, developing authentic 
relationships in the classroom and community, 
and working from a social change 
perspective” (Mitchell, 2008, p. 50). 

Traditional service learning has tended 
to privilege the needs of the class and of the 
students over those of the community partner 
(Brown, 2001). Following Butin’s (2003) 
post-structuralist approach to service learning, 
Mitchell (2008) argues that a critical service 
learning “pedagogy names the differential 
access to power experienced by students, 
faculty, and community members, and 
encourages analysis, dialogue, and discussion 
of those power dynamics” (p. 56). Mitchell, 
drawing on the literature, provides a couple of 
strategies for doing just this: empowering the 
community (Marullo & Edwards, 2000), 
students and faculty working alongside of the 
community and using campus resources to 
address community needs, and focusing on 
long-term partnerships to prevent burnout 
among community partners (Brown, 2001).  

Similarly, critical service learning 
should question the distribution of power 
within the classroom (Mitchell, 2008). Butin 
(2005) argues that it should challenge “our 
static notions of teaching and learning, 
decenters our claim to the label of ‘students’ 
and ‘teachers,’ and exposes and explores the 
linkages between power, knowledge, and 
identity” (pp. vii-viii, as cited in Mitchell, 
2008, p. 57). Strategies for accomplishing this 
include incorporating community knowledge 
and input into the course curriculum (Brown, 
2001) through involving community members 
in the classroom, having teachers serve 
alongside of students, or having classes in the 
community. Other possibilities include 
reconfiguring the actual physical layout of the 
traditional classroom; shared class facilitation 
between teachers, students, and community 
members (Mitchell, 2008); and creating a 
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“professorless” environment where students 
and community members can interact without 
the influence of faculty (Addes & Keene, 
2006).  

 
The Community Partner: Liberty Park 
Child Development Center (LPCDC)  
(community partner) 

In the early 1960s, construction began 
on an interstate highway in Spokane, 
Washington, that would bisect historic 
neighborhoods. One of these neighborhoods 
was Liberty Park, named after an 18-acre park 
that was surrounded by working-class 
residences. Upon completion, the highway 
swallowed up 16 acres of the park as well as a 
large number of houses in the Liberty Park 
neighborhood, displacing many families. 

In response, the Presbytery of the 
Inland Northwest—the associated body of all 
Presbyterian Churches (United States) in 
Eastern Washington and Northern Idaho—
started a nonprofit housing agency called 
Proclaim Liberty. Incorporated in 1974, 
Proclaim Liberty developed Liberty Park 
Terrace, a 48-unit apartment complex that 
originally housed poor elderly residents 
displaced by the highway. Over the next 
decade-and-a-half, families receiving housing 
assistance from the Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD) began to 
occupy the apartments as the original 
occupants died or moved away. By the early 
1990s, nearly half of the residents had refugee 
status, and the other half met federal poverty 
standards. 

Understanding the structural 
conditions in which their residents were 
constrained, Proclaim Liberty petitioned the 
Presbytery of the Inland Northwest to start a  
separate nonprofit agency that would serve 

residents of the complex through day care and 
child development services. In 1992 Liberty 
Park Child Development Center (LPCDC) 
was incorporated, providing a subsidized day 
care service, free early childhood education, as 
well as a faith-based after-school tutoring 
program.  

Over the ensuing decades, LPCDC 
specialized in services for children in poverty. 
However, it eventually ended the day care 
program in order to pour more time and effort 
into the early childhood education and tutoring 
programs. Despite its relative success with 
these programs, in the early 2010s the newly 
hired executive director started to question the 
center’s focus on children. Arguing that 
LPCDC had an obligation to care for the needs 
of all residents located in neighborhood, the 
executive director urged the Board of 
Directors to consider expanding the center’s 
services. Subsequently, we commissioned Dr. 
Wollschleger to conduct a needs assessment of 
the center. 

 
SO 425 Making Change: Course Design, 
Project, and Processes (faculty) 

In line with the goals of critical service 
learning, I developed my SO 425: Making 
Change course in the hopes of engaging in 
reciprocity between the community partner 
and university, decentralizing the power 
dynamics in the classroom so as to facilitate 
student growth and learning, and to create an 
opportunity for real social change. My hope 
was that the community partner would benefit, 
my students would be able to apply their skills 
and knowledge from other courses, and the 
outcome would make a difference for our 
community.  

In previous iterations1 of this course, I  

 
1 Not every iteration of the course has been this successful. There has been a time where we were unable to 
complete the project in a semester. This failure has led to good, in-class reflection and contributed to student 
learning in its own way, and I did recruit students to continue working on the project through independent 
studies and some paid summer research positions. But, it is worth considering the scope of the project and 
what is feasible in a semester.
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had partnered with local organizations that had 
reached out to our director of community 
engagement for assistance doing research or 
projects that they did not have the human 
capital to do themselves.2 Usually these are 
small, local nonprofits who need to do 
program evaluations or learn how to best serve 
their population of interest or community 
through a community needs assessment or 
SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
threats) assessment. In this case, the director 
of the organization reached out directly to me. 
We had an initial meeting in which he 
informed me that the organization was seeking 
to redefine itself and its programming in order 
to better serve the community, but they did not 
have the human resources or the know-how to 
engage the community in a systematic way 
that would allow them to both truly hear the 
community and identify gaps in services. In 
this meeting I described my class and 
students—senior sociology students with 
research methods training who were preparing 
for careers in social and human services—and 
outlined what he could expect us to be able to 
do. Once the course started, the first couple of 
weeks were focused on theory and practice 
applying previously learned content and 
research skills. Then the students (without me) 
went to meet with the director on-site, and we 
then began the research process (explained in 
detail in the student’s section below).  

The goals for this project were to 
increase the scope and reach of the 
organization (rather than diminish it) by going 
out in the community on their behalf, and to 
provide the organization with access to the 
intellectual and human capital resources of the 
university. Additionally, it was essential that 
students get an opportunity to collaboratively 
lead a real-world project without faculty 

direction, but with faculty guidance and 
supervision.  

To facilitate these goals, the whole 
course was built around this project. Once we 
had a research design, students selected into 
groups where each group had tasks to perform 
(e.g., literature reviews, interviews, 
transcription and coding, designing and 
analyzing surveys, etc.), and then everybody’s 
work was shared with the whole class so that 
each student had access to all the resources 
created by all the groups. Students then wrote 
their own community needs assessment, 
complete with literature reviews, qualitative 
data analysis, quantitative data analysis, and 
proposed recommendations for the 
organization. These were then used to create a 
final, edited report that was given to the 
organization in time for their board of 
director’s retreat. Students were graded on 
their participation in the group tasks (through 
a combination of self-assessment and peer 
evaluation), their own written report, and a 
final reflection paper; and the organization 
received a report that allowed them to better 
engage their community and to therefore 
rethink their identity and role in the 
community, a report that was completely 
created by undergraduates. The subsequent 
sections are written by a student in the class 
and the community partner. Each will discuss 
the process and outcomes from their own 
perspective.  

 
Impacts on Student Empowerment 
(student) 

On the first day of Making Change, the 
professor commissioned my classmates and I 
with the responsibility of creating a 
comprehensive needs assessment for a local 
nonprofit agency looking to improve their 

 
 
2Our university has an excellent center for community engagement that maintains deep contact in the local 
community. The director maintains a list of organizations that have reached out to her in need of help on a 
short-term, research project. These are usually under-resourced nonprofits that would benefit enormously 
from hearing from their community, but do not have the staffing, money, or know-how to do this themselves 
in a systematic way. Thus, for them, it is worth taking the risk of having undergraduates represent their 
organization for a single project.
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community interventions and practices. The 
task at hand was made less daunting by our 
collective presupposition that our professor 
would lead the process, and our own 
contributions would be modest at best and 
useless at worst. After all, unlike the many 
“problems” that had been posed throughout 
my undergraduate career, there was no 
hypothetical component to this project: our 
research findings were to be presented to the 
Board of Directors and used to make real 
policy changes in their programs. Clinging to 
the assumption that the professor would 
provide the blueprint to this project was a form 
of reassurance for all of the students listening 
to the course syllabus. A few weeks into the 
class, it became evident that our assumptions 
had been entirely incorrect.  

The professor provided the theoretical 
foundation that undergirded our research 
process, but we were responsible for the direct 
application of the concepts. Our required 
reading by Kettner et al. (1999) provided the 
basis for in-class discussions and lectures. If 
we asked the professor questions about the 
direct application of our readings to the 
Liberty Park needs assessment, we were told 
to consult one another or were posed a 
question in return. For example, asking, 
“Should we focus on finding the normative 
need through a comparison study, or should 
we diagnose perceived need through an 
interview process?” would be answered with, 
“What would be the pros and cons of either?” 
The professor played a role of sounding board 
rather than project leader—not that we didn’t 
frequently try to challenge that role. 

The process began with an initial 
meeting with Liberty Park’s executive 
director, which was arranged—but not 
attended by—the professor. The other students 
and I arranged carpools with one another and 
arrived across town at LPCDC with 
independently compiled lists of questions for 
the director. Our objective was to get a 
complete picture of Liberty Park’s current 
services as well as what specific topics they 
hoped to address in the needs assessment. I 
specifically remember my initial hesitation to 

ask questions that were off the predetermined 
script, but I was emboldened by the realization 
that any gaps in understanding would directly 
impact the quality of the needs assessment. If 
we did not ask the questions, nobody else 
would be doing damage control.  

Once my classmates and I had a firm 
understanding of the job due to our meeting 
with the director, we began the process of 
detailing a multipronged research plan. A 
small group of students collected and shared 
census data that painted a picture of the South 
Perry neighborhood as a whole in order to 
provide a greater context to Liberty Park. With 
these community attributes in mind, we spent 
class time in the library compiling an 
extensive review of the academic literature 
pertinent to Liberty Park Child Development 
Center, looking at factors such as community 
efficacy in low-income neighborhoods, 
attributes of successful acculturation 
processes for refugees, and traits of other 
thriving community centers around the world. 
The literature review was shared with all 
students in class to ensure that we would all be 
viewing the project through the same 
academic lens.  

The director had emphasized his desire 
to work harmoniously with other nonprofit 
agencies in the community by not offering 
competing or repetitive services. We used part 
of our meeting with him to compile a master 
list of people/agencies with whom LPCDC 
was actively collaborating. Together, the other 
students and I created a uniform survey to 
administer in-person or over the phone to all 
of the agencies mentioned in the previous 
meeting. Four community organizations were 
willing to let us conduct interviews: Global 
Neighborhood, World Relief, Odyssey Youth 
Drop-in Center, and the South Perry Learning 
Center. A small subsection of students that felt 
comfortable conducting interviews recorded 
their conversations with the community 
partners, and in order to ensure an equitable 
workload, those students who did not conduct 
interviews transcribed and shared the data 
with the rest of the research team. The scribes 
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also highlighted and coded the interviews for 
commonalities in the agency responses.  

Perhaps the most memorable and 
impactful part of the research process was the 
Liberty Park community interaction via in-
person surveys. As a research team, we felt 
like we had a solid understanding of the 
direction LPCDC and their partners wanted to 
take—but we had yet to hear from those 
directly impacted by LPCDC’s services. Once 
again, I made the trek across town with three 
other peers on a November morning with 
temperatures well below freezing.3 We had 
compiled a “mini survey” of two to three 
questions: Have you heard of Liberty Park 
Child Development Center? Are you currently 
using any of their services? Which services 
would you like to see in the future? The four 
of us entered the Section 8 housing complex 
and knocked on all 48 doors of the Liberty 
Park Terrace apartments that enclosed 
LPCDC. Of those 48 units, we found 21 
residents willing to answer our questions. I 
would make an introduction—sometimes cut 
off by a door closing on us or a non sequitur 
comment—about our intent in collecting this 
information, and would then launch into the 
questions. As I spoke with the community 
members, my three research partners would 
take notes on the responses. The receptions to 
our questions ranged from warm and 
hospitable to irate and hostile. One woman 
invited us into her apartment—which, in 
retrospect, is an offer we would have been 
wise to politely refuse—and offered us tea. 
One man accused us of collecting information 
for the government and “sticking our noses in 
places they don’t belong.” Most of the 21 
residents answered us succinctly and politely. 

This process was helpful in under 
standing the expressed need in the community 
- 

itself; however, the results varied sig-
nificantly. Some residents stated that they had 
no need for any service LPCDC could provide; 
others said they would eagerly use all the 
services or programs proposed to them; and 
still others highlighted one or two programs 
that could be helpful. However varied our 
results, the general consensus of the 
researchers during our data analysis was that 
the true need of the community was not one 
that was explicitly expressed, but rather 
implicitly implied: There was a complete lack 
of community efficacy. In other words, 
neighbors were not connected with one 
another, there was not a strong sense of 
communal ties, and more than one resident 
expressed unhappiness with the neighborhood 
environment itself. This revelation marked a 
significant point in the research process for all 
of us. I felt as though we had finally 
discovered the crux of the problem that 
seemed to elude the LPCDC stakeholders; and 
we had done so methodically, painstakingly, 
and above all else independently. 

As a class, we had diagnosed various 
forms of need through quantitative and 
qualitative processes. As individuals, it 
became our responsibility to brainstorm 
interventions that could address the gaps or 
chasms between LPCDC services and their 
community members. We came together as a 
class to bring our individual ideas to the table, 
and opened up discussion to decide upon 
interventions or changes that would be most 
effective for Liberty Park. The class ultimately 
recommended an official collaborative model 
between Liberty Park and the other nonprofit 
agencies in the community based on our 
partner survey findings: Although a variety of 
complementary services to Liberty Park were 
being offered by other agencies (and vice 

 
3It should be noted that even though we are at a predominantly White institution, this was a fairly diverse class 
of students—diverse in terms of social class, race, ethnicity, and country of origin. The group responsible for 
the door-to-door community interaction was comprised of students who were most comparable to the 
demographics of the community (students self-selected into these groups). These were primarily students of 
color, students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and at least one student who was a naturalized citizen 
from the same country as a portion of the refugees in residence there. Her language and cultural knowledge 
helped facilitate some of the door-to-door interactions. 
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versa), a lack of communication between the 
agencies was preventing community members 
from receiving these other services. 
Furthermore, we recommended LPCDC 
prioritize facilitating connections between 
community members, rather than focusing on 
connecting community members to the agency 
itself. Our literature review indicated that high 
levels of community efficacy was a 
fundamental component to a successful 
community center, and our community 
outreach results indicated that such an 
atmosphere did not currently exist for Liberty 
Park Terrace residents. We shared a few more 
detailed findings from our research: programs 
that had been successful at other community 
centers, services that residents tended to 
dislike, etc. I compiled all of our findings into 
an accessible and user-friendly document that 
detailed our process and our 
recommendations. I submitted this document 
to the professor at the end of the term, who 
then turned it over to the board of LPCDC. 

Reflecting on the process, it seems 
remarkable that I did not participate in a fully 
student-led project until taking Making 
Change my senior year. It is important to keep 
in mind that this course was an upper level 
sociology class primarily composed of juniors 
and seniors well into their bachelor’s degrees, 
yet none of us originally had the expectation 
of making real social change for the simple 
reason that we had not yet had the opportunity. 
This class, more than any other, equipped me 
with post-graduate skills that I’ve used every 
day since. The technical skills have come to 
good use—the first week of my job, I was 
asked to conduct a needs assessment of a Title 
I elementary school—but more importantly, I 
gained the experience of true academic and 
professional freedom. Through Making 
Change, I experienced true empowerment as a 
student by way of complete autonomy. 

 
Outcomes for LPCDC (community 
partner) 

After reading the needs assessment 
report, the Board of Directors questioned the 

scope of LPCDC’s mission and vision. At a 
retreat in January of 2017, the Board of 
Directors adopted a new mission statement, 
which reads, “[The mission of LPCDC is] to 
share Christ’s love with our neighbors through 
education opportunities, community 
connections, and empowering 
relationships.” To mark the expansion of the 
center’s mission, we replaced “Child” with 
“Community” in the organization’s title 
(“LPCDC” now stands for Liberty Park 
Community Development Center). Although 
we maintain our original child development 
programs, we have begun to fulfill its 
expanded mission through two approaches. 

First, to strengthen ties with other 
nonprofit organizations, the Board of 
Directors asked an employee of World Relief 
to join their ranks. This connection helped the 
center start its first English as a Second 
Language (ESL) program and secured services 
for the refugee population in the apartment 
complex. We also worked with United Way 
Spokane to fund an Americorps VISTA 
position that would be dedicated to refugee 
assistance and the development of a 
sustainable ESL program. The center hired a 
VISTA employee in the fall of 2018. 

Second, in partnership with Proclaim 
Liberty, LPCDC started a Neighborhood 
Network center. Funded through HUD, the 
Neighborhood Network program provides 
computer training as well as other poverty 
alleviation services to aid residents of HUD-
supported complexes. In the spring of 2017, 
we hired a Neighborhood Network Director to 
oversee the training requirements of the 
program and to provide social service 
counseling to residents of the Liberty Park 
Terrace apartments. With these direct services, 
the hope is to build economic self-sufficiency 
among the residents, allowing them to move 
into sustainable market-rate housing. 
Although these programs are less than two 
years old, I believe, at least anecdotally, that 
these actions are generating greater levels of 
community trust and efficacy.  
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Discussion (faculty) 
The key aspects of this course and 

project that made it an effective critical 
service-learning experience were that we 
listened to the community partner and built 
everything around what would be beneficial to 
them. Secondly, we did not drain their 
resources, but rather expanded the scope and 
reach of the organization. We took issues of 
reciprocity and power dynamics between the 
community partner and university seriously, 
and tried to ensure that the community partner 
would be the beneficiary. Additionally, power 
dynamics in the classroom between student 
and faculty were turned upside down. Faculty 
got out of the way and the students became 
empowered to design, implement, and present 
a research project to a community 
organization. In this class, the course projects 
became an actual product that was given to a 
local organization. Finally, the project 
involved a lot of listening to community 
residents, stakeholders, and people receiving 
services. This alone is valuable from a social 
change perspective because it creates an 
opportunity for people to be truly heard, and 
for the community partner to better understand 
and engage the community that they are trying 
to serve.  

I recognize that not all courses can do 
this. For those who are interested in trying, I 
found it is most successful with a smaller class 
size (under 25), a diverse student group 
(diverse in both identities and skillsets), upper-
division majors, and a community partner 
whose research needs can be achieved within 
the scope of a single project and the timeframe 
of a semester. The point of this article is to 
show one possible embodiment of a critical 
service-learning course and the impacts it can 
have on both students and community partners 
in hopes that it will inspire other creative, 
critical service-learning courses and projects. 
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ABSTRACT 

Critical service learning is an approach that works toward social transformation and egalitarian 
partnerships. However, the ways in which space facilitates or undermines this approach has been 
largely unexplored. Drawing on a case study from an urban education course, we argue that a critical 
geography framework can develop students’ understandings of structural inequalities and nurture 
egalitarian relationships between partners. 
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Introduction 
 
Since the 1990s, service learning has 

gained popularity in colleges and universities 
across the country because it is seen as a 
pedagogical tool that deepens students’ 
knowledge and prepares them for the “real 
world,” all the while “doing good.” (Jacoby, 
2003). However, critics argue that service 
learning can do more harm than good when 
college students swoop into communities to 

offer “solutions” to problems they know very 
little about (Cranton, 2011; Hickel, 2013; 
Urciuoli, 2013), and when they do so with 
patronizing attitudes (Pompa, 2002). In 
contrast, critical service learning is an 
approach that works toward social 
transformation rather than “doing good” 
(Mitchell, 2008).  

To orient college students toward 
social transformation, critical service learning 
emphasizes: 1) teaching students about the 
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structural roots of social problems; and 2) 
nurturing egalitarian relationships with 
community partners. Some institutions and 
faculty may be earnest to implement critical 
service learning, but are uncertain of how to 
structure a course that teaches students about 
structural inequalities and encourages students 
to form reciprocal relationships with 
community partners. This case study draws 
upon our experiences in an urban education 
course at Swarthmore College—namely, the 
perspective of the professor designing the 
course (Roseann Liu), students who took the 
course (Sarah Fischmann and Ashley Hong), 
and a teacher from the community partner site 
(Kathleen Melville)—to provide insight into 
how space, as an analytic tool, facilitates 
students’ understanding of the root causes of 
urban educational inequalities and mitigates 
power differentials with community partners.  

A note about terminology: we will 
mainly use the term community-based 
learning (CBL) to describe the activities that 
Swarthmore students participated in. 
However, we will continue to use the term 
critical service learning when referring to a 
specific body of literature. We do this for two 
reasons: first, we wish to be consistent with 
how CBL is the preferred term used at our 
institution; and second, by privileging the term 
community-based learning, we hope to signal 
our privileging of practices that rely on notions 
of community and solidarity rather than 
service, which presupposes uneven power 
dynamics (i.e., privileged college students 
who are in positions to serve, and marginalized 
people who need to be served) (Taylor, 2002; 
Varlotta, 1997). Moreover, as we discuss how 
space can be a useful analytic for raising 
students’ awareness of structural inequalities 
and for reflecting on their subject location in 
relation to others, the term community-based 
learning, with its connotations of space and 
people, is a better fit for accomplishing our 
goal in this paper. 
 

Theorizing Space in Critical Service 
Learning — Using a Critical Geography 
Framework 

This section aims to show how the 
literature on critical service learning can 
benefit from a critical geography framework. 
The literature on critical service learning has 
laid out useful guidelines, two of which 
include: 1) the need to focus on social change; 
and 2) to redistribute power in university-
community relationships (Mitchell, 2008). 
First, critical service learning encourages a 
social change perspective that views problems 
as the result of unjust systems, rather than the 
misfortunes or actions of individuals. Central 
to creating a social change perspective among 
students is helping them develop structural 
understandings of social problems. While 
traditional service learning apoliticizes social 
problems (Hickel, 2013; Walker, 2000), the 
social change perspective combats superficial 
understandings, such as a student concluding 
that “poverty is no one’s fault” (Hickel, 2013, 
p. 28). The social change perspective also asks 
students to problematize the idea of service by 
reflecting on why service is necessary in the 
first place (O’Grady, 2000; Rhoads, 1998). 
But understanding spatial theory is key to 
helping students gain a sense of the broader 
political, economic, and social contexts over 
time (Clark & Young, 2005, p. 74).  

Spatial theories emerging from critical 
geography assert that under capitalist systems, 
space is a site of contestation among 
differently raced, classed, and gendered 
groups (Lipsitz, 2007). These contests are 
“essentially over who will live in the city, who 
will benefit from its growth and development, 
and who will get to participate in the 
fundamental decisions affecting economic and 
social life” (Lipman & Haines, 2007, p. 495). 
From the perspective of critical geographers, 
space is neither neutral nor unbiased; rather, it
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is the manifestation of policies and practices 
that seek to reassert the power of dominant 
groups and dominant values. For example, as 
Lipsitz (2007) maintains: 
 

The plantation, the prison, 
sharecropper’s cabin, and the 
ghetto have been visible and 
obvious manifestations of white 
supremacist uses of space. Per-
haps less visible and obvious, but 
no less racist, have been the spaces 
that have produced unfair gains 
and unjust enrichments for whites: 
the segregated neighborhood and 
the segregated school. (p. 17)  

 
Theorizing spatial arrangements within the 
context of Roseann’s urban education course 
helped students see how physical spaces are 
used to subjugate and reproduce inequalities, 
thus creating unequal educational conditions 
(Ares, Buendía, & Helfenbein, 2017). 
Professors can guide students to ask tough 
questions concerning how space produces 
inequalities and to be reflexive about their 
presence in such spaces. These questions may 
include, “by what social processes is space 
constructed? How does place shape/produce 
power in service-learning?” (Clark & Young, 
2005, p. 76). By theorizing space in 
community-based learning opportunities, 
professors are able to provide concrete 
examples of structural inequality—a concept 
that may seem abstract to undergraduates at 
first blush. Faculty can teach about how real 
estate policies and practices that actively 
manipulate urban spaces in favor of the White 
middle- and upper-classes, such as redlining, 
blockbusting, and white flight, create patterns 
of residential and school segregation that 
persist today. This prevents students from 
coming to the erroneous conclusion that 
segregation is “no one’s fault.” Instead, they 
come to understand that the “contours of racial 
inequality today flow directly from the racial 

and spatial heritage bequeathed to us from the 
past” (Lipsitz, 2007, p. 17). 

Focusing on space can also aid in 
redistributing power in community 
partnerships—the second guideline laid out in 
the critical service-learning literature. The 
emphasis on redistributing power comes from 
Pompa’s (2002) observation that university-
community partnerships often traffic in 
paternalistic attitudes. Redistributing power 
not only requires a conscious reflection of 
one’s social position, but also the recognition 
that marginalized groups are already 
recreating spaces to survive and thrive. 
Referring to segregated neighborhoods and 
schools, Lipsitz (2007) writes: 

 
For black people in the United 
States, struggles against the 
oppressions of race have by 
necessity also been struggles over 
space. African-American battles 
for resources, rights, and 
recognition have not only taken 
place, in the figurative term that 
historians use to describe how 
events happen, but they have also 
required blacks literally to take 
places. (p. 17) 

 
Acknowledging how people of color actively 
“take places” and assert a “right to the city” 
(Harvey, 2003; Lefebvre, 1991) helps college 
students with unearned privilege (Mitchell, 
2008) recognize the creative strategies that 
marginalized communities must employ to 
fight against unjust structural conditions. In 
segregated cities, white spatial imaginaries 
produce high rates of exchange-value and 
capital accumulation while excluding 
working-class communities of color from 
those financial benefits (Lipsitz, 2007). In 
contexts such as these, communities of color 
optimize the use-value of their neighborhoods 
by turning “segregation into congregation” 
(Lewis, 1991, pp. 91-92), thereby forming 
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solidarities against white spatial imaginaries. 
Redistributing power in university-community 
partnerships not only requires an interrogation 
of one’s own subject position, but also 
recognition of the work that communities of 
color are already engaged in. Utilizing a 
spatial analysis allows college students to have 
greater awareness of instances of creative 
agency in contexts of political economic 
precarity.  

Reflecting on the way space is 
unequally distributed, the populations that 
benefit from urban policies, and the actions 
that marginalized communities take to 
challenge these injustices is necessary in 
university-community partnerships. Service 
learning has become more popular on college 
campuses in the last decade (Celio, Durlak, & 
Dymnicki, 2011). With this, universities have 
an ethical obligation to think beyond the value 
that service learning brings to building a 
student’s resume. Applying a critical 
geography framework to the theory and 
practice of critical service learning can aid in 
accomplishing the goals of fostering social 
change orientations and more equal power 
relations. 
 
Teaching and Learning About Spatial 
Inequality 

In the spring of 2018, Roseann taught 
the Urban Education course at Swarthmore 
College, a small liberal arts college in 
Pennsylvania. Swarthmore serves about 1,500 
students, 42% of whom identify as White, 
17% Asian, 13% Latinx, 8% Multiracial, 6% 
African American, and less than 1% 
Indigenous. Three percent chose not to 
identify their race/ethnicity, and 11% are 
international students. Swarthmore’s 
endowment recently exceeded $2 billion.  

As part of the course, students 
participated in sites across Philadelphia—a 
city that is about 10 miles away and that is 
often derided as the poorest big city in 
America (The Pew Charitable Trusts, 2018). 

The city’s racial demographics are: 45% 
White; 44% Black; 7% Asian; and 14% Latinx 
(White and non-White). The Workshop 
School, where Swarthmore students 
participated during the semester, has about 
230 students, 91% of whom identify as Black 
and 87% of whom qualify for free or reduced 
lunch. Staff is about 50% people of color, 
which makes it less White than the School 
District of Philadelphia as a whole and more 
White than the student population. Given the 
racial and economic asymmetries between 
Swarthmore and Workshop students, the 
Urban Education course focused on 
interrupting denigrative assumptions about 
schools that serve poor students of color by 
presenting Swarthmore students with an 
explanation of structural inequalities and how 
these create the contexts they were about to 
enter into. 

Critical geography is a term that is 
introduced to Swarthmore students early on in 
the semester and used to teach about structural 
inequality. The term is broken down into their 
constituent parts: geography is the study of 
land use and resources; critical refers to an 
orientation toward social justice and 
understanding inequality. Put together, critical 
geography refers to an examination of how 
space, land, and resources are manipulated and 
exploited to produce inequalities. Using the 
lens of critical geography, students explore 
themes of racial segregation and 
gentrification. Because these themes help 
explain the history and contemporary 
experiences of so many neighborhoods in 
Philadelphia, including where The Workshop 
School is located in West Philadelphia, we 
spend the first three weeks talking about these 
issues in preparation for students’ school 
visits. 

One of the texts used to discuss racial 
segregation is an article by Douglas Massey 
(1990), “American Apartheid: Segregation 
and the Making of the Underclass.” The article 
is a difficult read for undergraduates, but it 
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usefully shows how the economic outcome of 
a neighborhood changes depending on how 
space is manipulated—that is, the more 
segregated the city, the more concentrated 
poverty experienced by a predominantly Black 
neighborhood. Massey does this by creating a 
series of simulated cities based on actual dem- 
ographic data (e.g., race and poverty levels) of 
urban residents. We go through the article 
together in class, beginning with identifying 

Massey’s (1990) main argument: “racial 
segregation is crucial to explaining the 
emergence of the urban underclass during the 
1970s” (p. 329). 

Next, we look at Massey’s figures to 
understand how he came to his conclusion. 
Figure 1 includes Roseann’s annotations of 
four aspects she points out in class to scaffold 
student learning. 

 

 
 

1. Each of the four larger boxes represent the different levels of segregation that exist in that simulated city, from 
“CITY 1: NO RACIAL SEGREGATION” to “CITY 4: COMPLETE RACIAL SEGREGATION.” 

2. Each of the 16 smaller boxes within the larger box represent different neighborhoods and the population of 
Black and White residents in each neighborhood. 

3. The thick band around a cluster of neighborhoods represents neighborhoods that include black residents, and 
indexes the degree of segregation that exists.  

4. Based on these models, there is a significant difference between the “Neighborhood Poverty for Ave. Black: 
0.125” in a non-segregated city (City 1), versus the “Neighborhood Poverty for Ave. Black: 0.200” in a 
completely segregated city (City 4).  
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Once students understand Massey’s figures, 
we discuss how “the concentration of poverty 
in neighborhoods inevitably concentrates 
deprivation in schools” (Massey, 1990, p. 
350). We talk about the fact that school 
funding mainly comes from local revenue 
sources and how concentrated poverty, as a 
result of housing segregation, “undercuts 
financial support for public schools serving 
poor blacks” (Massey, 1990, p. 350). Through 
this exercise, students begin to understand 
how space is manipulated by those in power to 
create racially segregated cities and the 
devastating economic and educational effects 
this has on communities of color.  
 Understanding the spatial story of 
communities like West Philadelphia and The 
Workshop School are incomplete without a 
conversation about gentrification. To help 
students understand the contemporary effects 
of gentrification—another form of spatial 
exploitation that low-income communities of 
color are particularly vulnerable to—we read 
Marketing Schools, Marketing Cities by Maia 
Cucchiara (2013). This ethnography is a 
favorite among undergraduates. In well-
written prose, Cucchiara convincingly 
challenges the myth that bringing middle-class 
students to urban schools improves urban 
school systems. Instead, she shows how 
middle- and professional-class parents are 
treated as “valued customers;” how they gain 
spots for their children in high-quality city 
public schools; how this pushes out working-
class students who live outside the school’s 
catchment; and ultimately, how this 
reinscribes exclusive geographies. These 
dynamics are then connected to what is 
happening in West Philadelphia, specifically 
around gentrifying areas near The Workshop 
School, including the repurposing of the old 
West Philadelphia High building as luxury 
apartments. In a testimony before 
Philadelphia’s City Council, Kathleen 
Melville, co-author of this article and teacher 
at The Workshop School, remarked 

(Philadelphia Public School Notebook, 
accessed July 2019):  

 
[O]ur children see what we value 
by the money we spend...When 
my students walk to school in 
West Philadelphia, they see that 
the old West Philadelphia High 
School is being transformed into 
luxury apartments. They see the 
fresh paint, the young trees, the 
new windows, the clean 
sidewalks. And when they arrive 
to school just down the street, they 
see the stark difference. Leaky 
ceilings, broken plumbing, and 
flaking paint. 

 
For Sarah, one of the students in the Urban 
Education course who was placed at The 
Workshop School, she began to see how 
“valued” professional-class residents are 
carving out exclusive geographies. 
Introducing Sarah to a critical geography 
perspective allowed her to better understand 
the processes that have led to the condition of 
“leaky ceilings, broken plumbing, and flaking 
paint” in one corner of West Philadelphia, and 
well-manicured luxury apartments in a 
different corner. Through a spatial framework, 
she developed a more sophisticated structural 
understanding of the challenges that urban 
schools face. 
 
 
The Workshop School: Designing Student-
Centered Spaces 

The Workshop School is designed to 
allow for strong relationships at several levels: 
student-to-student relationships, student-to-
staff relationships, and staff-to-staff relation-
ships. Students spend several hours a day in 
advisory in order to facilitate community-
building throughout the school year. Every 
Wednesday, staff spend two hours together in 
professional development that is designed and 
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led by other staff members. The guiding 
principle of the school is “Community First.” 

The surrounding community as well as 
the school space facilitates “Community 
First.” While admission to the Workshop 
School is open to students citywide, most 
students come from neighboring K–8 schools 
in West Philadelphia. Students get to school 
primarily by walking or taking the bus. About 
half of the staff members also live in West 
Philadelphia and arrive to school by walking 
or biking. The concentration of staff and 
students who live in West Philadelphia 
generates a sense of investment in the school 
and community. 

The Workshop School was founded in 
2013, in a space that originally housed the 
vocational automotive program of West 
Philadelphia High School. The school features 
two automotive garages and a maker space on 
the first floor, as well as more traditional 
classrooms on the second floor. During the 
school year, all parts of the building are 
constantly used. There are no unused 
classrooms or offices. When visitors come to 
the school, the only place for them to meet and 
talk with students is the cafeteria. The school 
does not have an auditorium or a gym. In other 
words, space is at a premium. 

Nevertheless, the school community 
has a history of making the space their own. At 
the entrance to the school, car parts and 
workshop tools are welded to the wall 
surrounding the door. It makes clear that this 
is a “work in progress,” a continual workshop 
for the world we are making. The sidewalk 
outside the door is covered in the colors and 
shapes of projects that have been spray-
painted, most prominently, the outline of the 
numbers 5300, which identifies a nearby block 
where a student lives. On the street outside the 
building are a student-designed food truck, a 
student-made “kinetic sculpture,” and an old 
shipping container that houses bikes under 
repair by students. On temperate days, the 
doors to the garages are open and students are 

on the sidewalks, working on or washing cars 
that partners have brought in to be repaired.  

Inside the building, the space has 
similar signs of student ownership. Over the 
past five years, several advisories have taken 
on the “Classroom Redesign” project. 
Students design changes to their space—from 
painting murals to building furniture, from 
changing the seating and lighting to adding 
plants and photos. As part of the “Gateway” 
projects that students undertake at the end of 
10th grade, students are tasked with 
redesigning either the cafeteria or the vacant 
lot next door to meet the needs of the school 
community. As students develop their ideas, 
the question often surfaces, “Why don’t we 
buy the lot next door?” The answer is simple. 
The principal inquired about buying the lot, 
but the owners are holding out for a wealthy 
developer (like the one who bought the old 
West Philadelphia High School and converted 
it into luxury apartments) to offer them at least 
$5 million. Both exterior and interior usages of 
space are declarations of Workshop students’ 
claim to the neighborhood; it is their way of 
making “segregation into congregation” 
(Lewis, 1991, pp. 91-92), and their vision of a 
future that is not dominated by luxury 
apartment buildings but rather an educational 
space in which students practice ownership. 

Students’ relationship to the space is 
visible in the way they give tours of the 
building. Visitors arrive in the building several 
times a week, either to partner with teachers 
on projects or to learn about school. When 
visitors arrive at the school, the principal does 
not show them around—the students do. 
During one occasion, Kathleen observed the 
principal ask a 10th grader, Janae, to guide the 
visitors through the building and tell them why 
it is special. Janae skillfully led the visitors 
through the building, intermittently stopping 
into classrooms to chat with students and 
teachers. In some classrooms, students were 
engaged in discussing community values, 
community-building activities, or refining 
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norms. Students enjoy giving tours, and giving 
one’s first tour is often seen as a rite of passage 
for ninth graders. Giving a tour is an 
opportunity for students to take pride in a 
space that is unique and uniquely theirs. 
Adults in the building do not reserve this 
responsibility for students with high grades or 
stellar behavior. In fact, quite the opposite. 
The principal will often select struggling 
students for the privilege, as a way to invite 
them to take pride in the school and invest in 
the community. 
 Although the school is crowded, the 
constant prospect of “redesign” makes it a 
malleable space, always transforming to suit 
the community’s needs. Every summer, at 
least one building project is underway, usually 
with students involved. Classrooms have been 
split in half, then restored to full size. Students 
have repaired walls that have suffered 
accidental holes. As part of a 10th grade 
project several years ago, students trained as 
peer mediators, then built a small peer 
mediation room in the corner of their 
classroom. Students built a recording studio on 
the second floor, then built another one on the 
ground floor when the Special Ed teacher 
needed the first one for an office. When it was 
damaged by rain, they repaired it. This 
summer, two more offices are being carved out 
of the largest classroom in the school to make 
way for an assistant principal, social worker, 
and college counselor.  

As part of the district’s Innovation 
Network, the school’s project-based model 
attracts a number of visitors. Students are 
accustomed to interacting with adults who are 
new to the space. One piece of advice that 
students offer to new ninth graders is, “We get 
a lot of visitors here, so you should get used to 
it.” For several years, one staff member of the 
school helped facilitate a writing center, a 
program to further develop Workshop 
students’ academic writing skills, staffed by 
student volunteers from the University of 
Pennsylvania and Swarthmore College. Some 

of the Workshop students have developed 
relationships with the college students and 
look forward to the one-on-one attention their 
visits provide. Because the space belongs to 
Workshop students, the engagement between 
them and visiting college students tends to be 
more equal than it would otherwise. 
 
Spatial Agency and Nurturing Egalitarian 
Relationships 

In the spring of 2018, Sarah spent time 
with Workshop students in their writing center 
as part of the Urban Education course. Over 
the course of 10 weeks, she spent two hours a 
week there. During her placement, Sarah 
worked mostly with 10th grade students on a 
variety of cross-subject projects evaluated by 
teachers and outside guests. She worked with 
students on a wide variety of writing 
assignments, from brainstorming to revising 
and editing. 

Sarah’s first impression was of how 
the school imagines and uses space in a radical 
way. In the main office, she noticed that 
students comfortably streamed in and out to 
grab items off the printer, borrow a camera 
from the principal’s office, or just say hello to 
administrators. The cafeteria, the only 
communal space in the school, was constantly 
brimming with mostly unsupervised activity 
as students set up green screens for their 
videos or practiced a scene for a play. In 
classrooms, tables were always set up in U 
shapes, and students were often allowed to sit 
comfortably either on top of them or in a seat. 
When teachers spoke, they often sat in the U 
and when students spoke, they often moved to 
the front of the classroom. Sarah was struck by 
how movement was comfortable, trusting, and 
respectful. Workshop students note this as 
well, as one student wrote in a school 
assignment, “This school believes in 
community building, which is why we set up 
classrooms in a way that involve the whole 
class, and it’s also why we have Circle and 
Advisory every morning.” The Workshop 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 12, Number 1 
  Special Edition: Critical Service Learning  

                                                                                      24 
 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

School’s use of space—open and usable by 
all—is in stark contrast to the many ways in 
which school spaces are used to discipline, 
control, and oppress (Ferguson, 2000).  

During Sarah’s first visit to The 
Workshop School, a student served as a guide 
and showed her the music studio, a small room 
in the lower floor of the school with a 
keyboard and some sound and recording 
equipment. He proudly explained how 
students were in charge of the design and 
creation of the music studio. It was clear that 
he had a strong sense of ownership over the 
space. The fact that the students felt ownership 
over their space deeply affected Sarah’s 
interactions with students. This was especially 
evident in the case of her interactions with 
Amy.  

Amy was brainstorming for a paper 
she would have to write in the future. Sarah sat 
down at the table next to Amy after being 
paired with her by a teacher. Without 
prompting, Amy immediately started 
explaining what she was working on, taking 
time to explain the basics of The Workshop 
School. These basics included a description of 
how the school day is organized, how school 
assignments are evaluated, and a description 
of a large-scale project that all students 
complete at the end of their sophomore year. 
Amy led the conversation. When Sarah asked 
a simple question, Amy would often give an 
extensive answer that included opening up 
other documents on her laptop to show Sarah 
her work. After many minutes of discussion, 
they began their work together. They would 
read over a question in the organizer, discuss 
an answer, and Amy would write down a 
couple of sentences based on their discussion. 
She would pause often so Sarah could read 
what she was writing. The meeting ended 
when the teacher announced to the class that  

they would be moving on to a different 
assignment. 

There was an inevitable power 
imbalance between Sarah and Amy. Sarah was 
entering the school space as an upper-class 
White woman from an elite liberal arts 
school—an unearned privilege that could have 
resulted in Amy’s deference to her viewpoints. 
While this imbalance existed, the control that 
Amy had over her space allowed her to 
exercise agency and take the lead in her 
interactions with Sarah. Exhibited in this 
example, students would often explain things 
without prompting and go into detailed 
descriptions of their work. Amy would often 
talk far more than Sarah, excitedly sharing 
what they had written about so far and their 
plans for future work. The sense of control that 
students had over the physical space of The 
Workshop School allowed for this power 
imbalance to be reduced. Because Sarah was a 
guest in a space where students exercised 
creative agency, students rightly assumed that 
she did not hold all of the knowledge about the 
school or their assignments. This pattern was 
sustained when they continued to establish 
that they held knowledge about how to 
complete their assignments in ways that Sarah 
did not. The school cultivated a culture of 
agency among its students—never did a 
student ask Sarah to come up with an idea for 
them or defer to her judgment. Because Sarah 
was at the Workshop school, a space 
specifically designed to facilitate its students’ 
agency, Amy felt she could (rightly) establish 
herself as knowledge holder. This helped 
counterbalance the ways in which Sarah’s 
background as a privileged White woman 
coming from an elite college could have 
potentially reinforced problematic 
dichotomies of who holds knowledge and 
power in university-community partnerships. 
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Discussion 
 

Based on this case study, we found that 
incorporating a critical geographic perspective 
into coursework and fieldwork helps to: 1) 
develop college students’ structural 
understandings of urban school inequalities; 
and 2) facilitate egalitarian university-
community partnerships. Since this directly 
maps onto two of the three elements most 
commonly cited in the critical service-learning 
literature—i.e., cultivating a social change 
orientation and working to redistribute power 
between universities and communities 
(Mitchell, 2008)—this case study offers an 
important window into how a critical 
geographic framework can advance critical 
service learning.  

First, exposure to readings about racial 
segregation and gentrification in cities helps 
college students gain a fuller understanding of 
how space is manipulated by those in power to 
maintain structures of inequality. Rather than 
believing that the rundown facilities at The 
Workshop School and its racially segregated 
student body is “no one’s fault,” Sarah 
developed a structural understanding of urban 
educational inequalities. This allowed her to 
contextualize the school’s conditions within 
an urban history of race-based spatial 
disenfranchisement and gentrification. Sarah 
understood that the school’s facilities and 
racially isolated student population were mere 
symptoms of broader interrelated problems of 
housing segregation, racially biased school 
funding, and changing urban economies that 
led to high rates of unemployment. By better 
understanding the root (i.e., structural) causes 
of social problems, college students can adopt 
a social change orientation to community-
based learning. 

Second, by gaining a heightened 
sensitivity to the relationship between space 
and power, Sarah and Amy were able to 
engage on equal footing. Having college 
students interrogate their privilege is one way 

of mitigating power differentials; another way 
is having them recognize the multitude of 
creative strategies urban school teachers and 
students employ in situations of structural 
racism and economic precarity. Because Sarah 
understood that space can be used to contest 
oppressive spatial imaginaries, she was more 
attuned to how marginalized communities 
actively repurpose spaces to create 
community. She noticed the ways in which 
students exercised agency over their school 
spaces, such as using the music studio to 
advance their dreams and interests. Moreover, 
school leaders’ own attention to space and 
commitment to repurposing the school in ways 
that give students more control fostered the 
redistribution of power within a university-
community relationship. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Overall, we argue that engaging in 

community-based learning requires students 
to both develop a structural understanding of 
urban inequalities and recognize the ways in 
which marginalized communities are already 
repurposing spaces to create community in 
spite of racially exclusive geographies. 
Because community-based learning is a 
growing practice among colleges, it is crucial 
that these factors be examined in order to 
orient college students toward social change 
rather than simply “doing good,” and to create 
more equitable partnerships. 

With these conclusions, we put forth 
the following suggestions for others engaged 
in creating community-based learning 
opportunities. In courses, faculty can assign 
readings such as those presented in this article, 
that introduce students to a critical geography 
framework. In hindsight, Roseann would have 
also created an assignment that asked students 
to write a spatial history of their school site by 
applying insights from critical geography 
readings. Faculty may also consider 
organizing a neighborhood walk around the 
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school site including having students conduct 
an asset-based inventory of the “funds of 
knowledge” in that neighborhood—i.e., 
community cultural wealth specific to a 
geographic location (Yosso, 2005). Lastly, 
partnering with an urban school that is 
similarly oriented in its values and mission 
was a major boon. It allowed coordinators 
from Swarthmore College and The Workshop 
School to be on the same page in terms of 
guiding student collaborations. 

It is important for students and 
universities to consider their place in the 
community context and how their actions 
impact the communities they hope to engage 
with. Carefully considering space as one 
among other components of community-based 
learning not only adds value to student 
learning, but also develops an orientation 
toward social change, rather than “doing 
good,” and facilitates more equal power 
relations between universities and the 
surrounding communities. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
Analyzing the development of the “New Orleans Black Worker Organizing History” digital 
humanities timeline, this case study addresses the inevitability of transient partnerships between 
students and community members, while pushing back on the notion of “authentic relationships” in 
service learning. Embracing the ephemerality of service-learning projects, I focus more on 
intentional strategies that can lead to transformative learning experiences and help to create a more 
even playing field in knowledge production. I link critical service learning with feminist pedagogy 
to offer collaborative strategies that better leverage resources to bridge campus and community.  
 Keywords: digital humanities, critical service learning, feminist pedagogy, authentic 
relationships, New Orleans 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

“You got the Tulane students to work 
with us, man, if we didn’t have this 
collaboration we wouldn’t have time to create 
such a timeline,” said Alfred Marshall, an 
organizer with Stand with Dignity (Stand) in 
2019, when I reconnected with him to begin 
planning the second phase of the “New 
Orleans Black Worker Organizing History” 
timeline. Alfred’s comment sheds light on the 
relationship between community partners and 
students involved in service-learning projects, 
addressing the potential value of this type of 
collaboration for stakeholders. The project 
began when another Stand organizer, Colette 
Tippy, reached out to me during a fundraiser 
in New Orleans in 2014. She asked casually 
how we could combine forces between Stand 
and Tulane University to highlight Black 
workers in New Orleans’ political history. “No 
one’s talking about this stuff,” she 

convincingly argued. I was familiar with the 
work of Stand, a grassroots organization of 
Black workers dedicated to racial equity in the 
New Orleans economy. Unsure of the exact 
strategy, the brief conversation led to coffee 
dates; those meetings led to including more 
stakeholders; and more voices led to 
collaborative visions and plans of action 
aimed to create a platform to elevate the stories 
of Black-led organizing in New Orleans.  

By June 2016, our informal sidewalk 
talk resulted in the production of the “New 
Orleans Black Worker Organizing History” 
digital history timeline—a collaborative 
project researched and designed by a cadre of 
Stand leaders, Tulane students, library staff, 
and a team of volunteers. But Alfred’s initial 
comment raises questions regarding 
“collaboration” in short-term community 
engagement projects, because my service-
learning students never met in person with 
Stand members. Would service-learning 
students have had a more transformative 
experience if they had face-to-face encounters 
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with their community partner? Did working in 
figurative silos limit the effectiveness of this 
collaborative project?  

Responding to Tania Mitchell’s call 
for more critical approaches to community 
engagement, particularly the idea to “center 
the knowledge, perspectives, and voices of 
marginalized people to advance community 
engagement practices in ways that might yield 
more just communities” (2017, p. 38), this 
paper focuses on the redistribution of power in 
service learning and offers a reflexive view of 
the processes employed in the development of 
the digital timeline project. Understanding that 
many service-learning projects are short-term, 
one-semester undertakings, this case study 
foregrounds the inevitability of transient 
student participation while pushing back on 
the notion of “authentic relationships” in 
service learning (Eby, 1998; Donahue & 
Mitchell, 2010; Mitchell, 2015). While 
embracing the ephemerality of service-
learning projects, I focus more on intentional 
strategies that can lead to transformative 
learning experiences and help to create a more 
even playing field in knowledge production.  

This article links critical community-
engagement with feminist pedagogy and 
offers collaborative strategies that better 
leverage resources between the campus and 
community. I argue that expectations to forge 
that level of “authentic relationships” between 
students and community partners may set 
projects up for failure and/or may deter 
instructors from wanting to engage in such 
programming. Moreover, as this paper 
illustrates, seeking authenticity can be a 
privileged act, and the pressure to create 
authenticity within a one-semester timeframe 
can be detracting for community partners who 
must redirect time and attention from 
campaigns and membership development in 
order to satisfy service-learning expectations. 

Nevertheless, through the case study, I 
illustrate that “doing with” can be without, 
meaning collaboration between community 
partners and students can still be achieved by 
working concurrently on projects, but not 
necessarily interacting in the same space 

(Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2000). Fostering 
transformative experiences for service 
learners, a fundamental part of critical service 
learning, can help to boost understanding of 
this collaboration and can be reached by the 
following: interrogating systems of inequality, 
setting out clear project objectives, sharing 
progress, addressing commonalities of project 
methodology, exercising reflexivity, and 
incorporating feminist pedagogy that is 
grounded in strategies to undo uneven power 
structures. 

 
Tapping into Positionality, University 
Access, and Community Engagement 

When Colette reached out to me in 
2014, I was teaching a survey course in Latin 
American Studies to undergraduate students at 
Tulane. My class included a service learning 
tier-one component, which is a graduation 
requirement for each Tulane student. In 
reshaping its university curriculum after 
Hurricane Katrina, Tulane launched the 
Center for Public Service in 2006 with the 
mission to forge collaborative, community-
based partnerships to promote empowerment, 
understanding, civility, and justice (Tulane’s 
Center for Public Service). Part of that mission 
is a requirement that all Tulane undergraduate 
students must complete two tiers of service 
learning during their university career. When 
done carefully, these projects allow students to 
apply knowledge beyond campus, highlight 
community voices, and provide organizations 
with university resources. But, the short-term 
nature of service-learning projects inevitably 
leads to much turnover in service learning.  

My role in this digital humanities 
project commenced through my connection 
with Stand, a branch of the New Orleans 
Workers’ Center for Racial Justice 
(NOWCRJ). As a NOWCRJ researcher and 
volunteer for over three years, I overlapped 
significantly with Stand through shared office 
space, campaigns, marches, and other social-
justice-oriented projects. In my own research, 
I use accompaniment as a theoretical and 
methodological framework to help inform my 
scholarship. As part of social movement 
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organizing, accompaniment is used by 
organizers as a way for allies to listen and go 
with individuals in order to better respond to 
injustices and help break down barriers 
through movement building strategies 
(Farmer, 2011; Lynd, 2012; Tomlinson & 
Lipsitz, 2013). Accompaniment refers to my 
experiences going with members of the 
NOWCRJ to drive them to community 
meetings and protests, and to help them 
navigate vulnerable spaces like traffic court 
and Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) check-ins. These experiences at once 
provided a service while also supporting the 
movement, allowing me to better grasp these 
structural challenges and understand the 
members’ resistance strategies to these 
challenges. 

Through my accompaniment work, I 
began to earn the trust of NOWCRJ members 
and leaders. Together, we brainstormed ideas 
on how to better leverage my position of 
privilege and access to university resources 
(e.g., students, funding, space, archives) with 
NOWCRJ projects. Colette’s partnership 
request on the timeline project presented an 
important approach to service-learning 
projects: the community organization coming 
to the university with an idea rather than the 
other way around. Once the project was 
underway, I took on the role as listener and 
project facilitator. As a queer, White scholar, I 
took cues from the organizers and followed the 
lead of Stand members who were central to 
identifying the key events, collecting data, 
leading workshops, and finalizing design. I 
focused my work on connecting with local 
resources and maximizing social and financial 
capital (i.e., small grants) to complete the 
project. 

During various meetings, I met with 
organizers of Stand to develop a community-
based project curriculum grounded in popular 
political education and capable of satisfying 
Tulane’s service-learning requirements. 
Overall, the “New Orleans Black Worker 
Organizing History” timeline lasted for two 
semesters and included the year-and-a-half-
long community partnership, spanning from 

the Stand organizer’s initial request in 2014 to 
the culmination of the timeline, which 
included a teach-in launch on Juneteenth 2016. 

 
Collaborative Strategies and Feminist 
Pedagogy 

Much of the literature that links critical 
community engagement with feminist 
pedagogy centers on collaboration with 
stakeholders to help undo power structures 
through a social-justice-oriented framework 
(Costa & Leong, 2012; Jacob, 2012; Mitchell, 
2017). For example, situating community-
engagement in the context of feminist 
pedagogy, Costa and Leong (2012) argue that 
critical engagement reinforces the link 
between critical analysis and action “in a way 
that allows us both to relate to and challenge 
different positions within the civic 
engagement movement” (p. 174). Costa and 
Leong further argue that critical community-
engagement “can never be apolitical and 
always already questions what is at stake and 
for whom” (p. 175), underscoring the 
importance of addressing the roots of 
inequalities and then leveraging resources to 
dismantle power structures.  

Likewise, Mitchell (2017) argues that 
“intersectional community engagement 
recognizes the assets of the community and 
looks for opportunities to leverage those 
resources—individual, communal, and 
structural—toward meaningful change” (p. 
41). Here Mitchell shows how practitioners of 
critical community-engagement can maximize 
on community assets to confront structural 
racism through a collaborative framework, 
rather than seeing individuals as deficits—an 
unfortunate byproduct of increasingly 
neoliberalized university settings (Mitchell, 
2017; Takacs, 2002). When possible, with 
community members, it is important to 
complement on-campus learning by 
developing popular education pedagogy, 
defined by Toth et al. (2016) as “a process of 
collective study and action that engages 
people who have been marginalised, 
politically, culturally and/or socially, with 
taking charge of their own learning…as a 
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means to movement for social justice and 
change” (p. 201).  

For example, training students in 
archival methodology allows them to “hone 
research skills in the digital humanities age, 
while concomitantly teaching them how to 
delve into the past so they can better 
understand the future” (Ferguson, 2016, p. 
41). Like Ferguson, Gaillet et al. (1996) 
suggest that “getting students into archives 
opens up new worlds of possibility in building 
multimodality and critical thinking skills and 
in encouraging service learning and civic 
engagement” (p. 8). But also introducing 
community members to archival research 
allows for a collaborative process in 
knowledge production, one that provides a 
methodological commonality in creating the 
timeline. Focusing on archival methods allows 
students and community members to develop 
problem-solving tools using primary sources, 
and fosters firsthand, historical understandings 
of social justice issues to connect the past with 
the present. This practice can help to 
demystify the archives, as it becomes both a 
collaborative research space and a resistance 
act that links the project and its participants. 

Working collaboratively on projects 
through a feminist pedagogical framework 
allows a balance of leadership and 
participation, yet ensures that maximum 
ownership of the project goes to the 
community-partner (Lizarazo, Oceguera, 
Tenorio, Pedraza, & Irwin, 2017). Facilitating 
service-learning courses in this way can 
provide transformational pedagogy that offers 
students and faculty solutions to better 
understand our complicity in reinforcing 
ownership and power structures, and to learn 
ways to change these patterns (Bickford & 
Reynolds, 2002; Jacob, 2012). 

 
Accepting the Ephemerality of Student 
and Community Partnerships 

Because service-learning projects tend 
to fluctuate between direct and indirect 
service, classroom lectures that address the 
“doing for” and “doing with” dichotomy can 
help introduce students to ways critical 

community-engagement in the form of “doing 
with” can shape change, rather than just offer 
Band-Aid solutions in the form of “doing for” 
(Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2000). Nevertheless, 
as proponents of critical service learning 
advocate for more community-engaged 
projects oriented around social justice, the 
concept of “doing with” leaves much room for 
interpretation in how the “with” materializes.  

Scholars like Eby (1998) and Mitchell 
(2015) call for “authentic” partnerships 
between campus and community to better 
address service-learning projects. Eby’s 
(1998) recommendation importantly 
emphasizes establishing a deep relationship 
between faculty/staff and the community 
partner to provide continuity for programming 
(p. 6). Meanwhile, Mitchell (2015) argues that 
“critical service-learning is an approach to 
civic learning that is attentive to social change, 
works to redistribute power, and strives to 
develop authentic relationships” (p. 21). 
Mitchell’s work (2015) centers on longer-term 
projects ranging from one to four years, 
allowing more space for the development of 
“authentic relationships” between community 
partners, students, and staff. Yet some calls for 
“authentic relationships” in critical service 
learning (Donahue & Mitchell, 2010; 
Mitchell, 2017) do not provide a timeframe for 
these relationships to develop with students, 
nor do they operationalize a clear meaning of 
“authentic relationship,” which is 
understandable given the general vagueness of 
the term “authentic” and the variety of service-
learning projects.  

When “authentic relationships” are 
interpreted as face-to-face interactions, this 
component presents potentially discouraging 
expectations for all stakeholders. Highlighting 
the role of the community partner in service-
learning projects, Eby (1998) warns that “most 
agencies are already stretched beyond their 
capacities” and “have limited resources to 
respond to unending need” (p. 6). Trying to 
manage logistics—something seemingly as 
simple as scheduling a meeting between 
students and community partners—can be a 
burden to the community partner, when the 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 12, Number 1 
  Special Edition: Critical Service Learning 

                                                                                               33 
 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

 

organization already has limited time and 
more urgent priorities.  

Moreover, creating ersatz spaces for 
face-to-face meetings may force a spectacle-
like approach that reproduces power 
inequalities, rather than working to 
redistribute this power. Costa and Leong 
(2012) are critical of universities reinforcing 
power inequalities “that feminists have 
worked so diligently to expose and challenge” 
(p. 171) and contend that civic engagement 
pedagogy should be rooted in equal 
partnerships. Complicating this sense of 
“equal partnerships” and Ward and Wolf-
Wendel’s concept of “doing with” provides an 
alternate version of these collaborations, one 
that does not necessarily equate to physical 
interactions; rather, it suggests that 
collaborative can be concurrent (Costa & 
Leong, 2008; 2012). In this sense, concurrent 
means working over the same time period on 
a communal project and communicating 
progress with stakeholders via email, phone 
calls, meetings, etc., rather than in-person 
meetings and presentations.  

Rather than focus on “authentic 
relationships” for students in critical service 
learning, an emphasis can instead be placed on 
the collaborative activities paired with 
transformative learning. bell hooks (1994) 
notes the significance of “that historical 
moment when one begins to think critically 
about the self and identity in relation to one’s 
political circumstance” (p. 47). Mapping out 
the project design, using an intersectional 
framework to address structural inequalities, 
and encouraging discussions that interrogate 
positionality and power are all strategies that 
can help to maintain this sense of collaboration 
and ethos of “doing with” (Takacs, 2002; 
Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2000).  

Additionally, accepting the ephem-
erality of student and community partnerships 
and not trying to force in-person interactions 
can take the burden off of the agency, the 
faculty, and the student to share the same 
space. This allows for the community partners 
to continue focus on their priorities and the 
instructor can use this example as part of the 

transformative learning experience. As 
Suckdale et al. (2018) argue, transformative 
learning “enables students to see a potentially 
familiar problem in a new light and reevaluate 
prior notions” (p. 80). Therefore, the instructor 
can help students better understand the 
challenges that grassroots organizations face 
when they are spread too thin and their 
campaigns are vast. Embracing these realities 
and removing the pressure of face-to-face 
encounters can open up new possibilities for 
collaboration and understanding of structural 
barriers.  
 
New Orleans Black Worker Organizing 
History Timeline Development Process 

To begin the project, Colette and I met 
with members of Stand and knowledge bearers 
from the New Orleans Black community to 
develop a skeleton of a timeline for the project. 
Over the course of 2015, I met one to two 
times per month with Stand members at their 
weekly Tuesday meetings. Until we got closer 
to the completion of the timeline, we dedicated 
approximately one meeting per month to 
locate events, identify potential interviewees, 
and conduct trainings.  

At the same time, over a one-year term 
from 2015 to 2016, I taught two service-
learning courses with projects committed to 
research the New Orleans Black Worker 
Organizing History timeline. Justifying a 
service-learning project on New Orleans 
Black organizing history for my Introduction 
to Latin American Studies course was one of 
my first challenges. Interdisciplinary in design 
and with a unit focused on New Orleans, the 
course allowed for versatility in service-
learning projects. I found I could easily 
rationalize the project because it fit within the 
thematic framework of our course on subaltern 
voices, labor, and resistance across the 
Americas.  

I included lessons on what Mitchell 
(2017) considers “recognition of structural 
inequities and the roles of multiple 
manifestations of oppression in the 
maintenance of social concerns” (p. 41), and I 
addressed the lack of representation of 
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marginalized voices in dominant historical 
narratives (Spivak, 1988). Consistent with this 
framework, I taught a unit on the Haitian 
Revolution, with a focus on White planters in 
Haiti that fled to Louisiana with their chattel 
property during the late 18th century (James, 
1989; Waters, 2013). In the classroom and 
following Stand’s popular education informal 
curriculum, we centered on Louisiana’s 
Untold Slave Revolt in 1811, in which 500 
enslaved people led a mass uprising against 
White planters (Waters, 2013). Further, 
drawing from literature on monuments and 
mis/representation, we reflected on the lack of 
recognition of Black labor in New Orleans. 
Examining the intersectional work of the 
NOWCRJ allowed us to map the experiences 
of the working class Black community in New 
Orleans onto the experiences of undoc-
umented Latinx laborers in post-Katrina New 
Orleans.  

For a class of 25 students, I had two 
field sites—the timeline project and tutoring 
English as a Second Language (ESL) high 
school students—as part of the mandatory 
service-learning sections. At the beginning of 
each semester I provided an outline of both 
projects and let students select which site 
better fit their interests and scheduling needs. 
The first semester, five students conducted 
archival research in historical newspaper 
databases. We set the initial timeframe of our 
research from 1800 to 1960 and arranged for a 
library training session on historical 
newspaper research methodology taught 
through Tulane’s Latin American Library. The 
students divided up time periods and used 
ProQuest and NewsBank, Inc. to collect data 
and create an annotated bibliography detailing 
each of the newspaper articles on Black 
worker-led movements.  

Throughout the course, we read 
articles about the work of the NOWCRJ and 
discussed the overarching ideas of the project 
as well as Stand’s role in this knowledge 
production. As evidenced through their initial 
reflections, it was challenging to sell the idea 
of the timeline simply because we had not 
fully fleshed out the design or the full scope of 

the project. Nevertheless, during the semester, 
students presented the initial data they 
collected and how it fit within the work of 
Stand and course materials.  

As a formal evaluation, students 
responded to a midterm essay question that 
asked them to reflect on course materials that 
covered state-sponsored memorialization and 
underrepresented voices in the Americas, 
linking these concepts to their work with the 
labor history timeline. In some cases, students 
connected the essay to the importance of 
highlighting resistance movements and the 
disenfranchisement of people of color:  

 
Black Lives Matter has a lot of 
connections to the Service 
Learning, while it focuses on the 
struggles of African Americans 
and the changes that America still 
needs to make in order to improve 
and remember these struggles… 
This connects to the labor timeline 
because it mentions the struggles 
that people have faced due to 
nationality and color. It also 
connects to the movements by 
people in an attempt to change 
these struggles such as labor 
strikes. (Comment from midterm 
course evaluation, Fall 2015) 

 
In other cases, students focused their essay on 
memorialization. For example,  

 
…the idea of the timeline itself is 
a monument. Working with the 
New Orleans Workers’ Center for 
Racial Justice, to determine and 
organize local labor movements 
into a timeline will allow for a 
visual representation of the past, 
just like the statues. For both the 
Congress of Day Laborers and 
Stand With Dignity, the timeline 
will serve as a reminder of their 
history, monumentalizing the 
laborers of the past and the 
protests or movements that they 
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stood for. (Comment from 
midterm course evaluation, Fall 
2015) 

 
The first essay response reflects the student’s 
experience in connecting the service-learning 
project to resistance movements and links 
historical resistance to racial injustices to the 
Black Lives Matter movement. The student 
also connects the project to the necessity to 
“improve and remember these struggles.” The 
second essay recognizes the timeline as a 
“monument,” illustrating how the service-
learning project provides a representation of 
the past events for the Black community. It 
also highlights the collaborative element of the 
project in which the students worked with the 
NOWCRJ to develop the timeline. Teaching 
students about systemic issues, in this case 
about whose history is and is not 
memorialized, enables students to connect 
historical events to current struggles and, to 
some degree, allows students to envision their 
own role in making space for these narratives. 

By the spring of 2016, we increased the 
pace on the production of the timeline with 
Stand members because June 19th was our 
target launch date. At monthly Tuesday 
meetings, we identified contemporary worker 
movements, trained members on archival 
methods, and completed two sessions on oral 
history collection methods. Stand members 
identified potential interviewees, designed 
interview questions, and practiced recording 
interviews with each other. Throughout the 
next year, Stand members and organizers 
conducted more formal oral history interviews 
with community members involved in these 
movements.  

On one weekend in May 2016 a group 
of seven Stand members visited the Amistad 
Research Center to conduct archival research 
exploring collections on worker movements. 
As Stand members engaged in the 
collection—documenting materials by taking 
photographs of pamphlets, signage, and 
newsletters, they recognized the names of 
friends and family in some of the labor 
movements during the late 20th century. 

While they had more connection to the special 
collections than the students, the archive 
served as a commonality between the two 
groups as they both linked strategies of the 
past to contemporary issues and contributed 
primary source data to the timeline project. 

Managing a limited budget, we had pro 
bono help from a radio producer to produce 
short oral history clips, and a computer coder 
who introduced us to software from Knight 
Lab to develop the timeline. Stand organizers 
and members identified the images to upload 
on the timeline. We edited oral history 
interviews into one-minute clips that feature 
workers recounting their organizing 
experiences. The digital timeline launched on 
Juneteenth 2016 through a powerful teach-in 
and workshop at the McKenna Museum of 
African American Art. Stand members 
organized and facilitated the event, which 
directly engaged a wider audience—teachers, 
union members, and community 
organizations. Tulane students who 
participated in the project were invited to the 
launch, but had already gone home for the 
summer.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Combining critical community-
engaged scholarship with feminist pedagogy 
and applying this theoretical framework to a 
digital humanities project helps to elevate 
these histories and allows students to look 
critically at structural issues that continue to 
leave Black voices underrepresented. 
Involving Tulane service-learning students in 
this project helped them to understand the 
broader theoretical frameworks in examining 
social movements and labor organizing 
history. It also allowed practical application of 
esoteric information to bridge the campus with 
the community. For Stand members, engaging 
them in archival research, oral history, and 
design allowed them to take on a direct role in 
the telling of their history, fostering a strong 
sense of ownership and pride, and making 
these important histories more accessible.  
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As we embark on the second phase of 
the timeline in 2019, a project that will expand 
the digital access and offer a physical 
exhibition of the “New Orleans Black Worker 
Organizing History” timeline, I spoke again 
with Alfred, one of the organizers with Stand, 
about the role of the students in the process 
and how they can potentially fit in for this next 
iteration. Reflecting on the process and the 
role of the Tulane students, Alfred posited,  

 
Stand was so busy focusing on the 
living wage campaigns and other 
campaigns floating  
around, it was hard to find time to 
even just get those [oral history] 
interviews. We didn’t  
have to sit in the same room for 
them to help us…for those white 
students at Tulane, for  
them to talk about my history, 
research it, develop it; we 
wouldn’t have had the time and  
the access and the know how to 
get it done that way. 
 
For both Stand members and Tulane 

students, this relationship extended to a 
collaborative partnership as noted by Alfred 
here—a concurrent collaboration where each 
group could rely on the other to complete tasks 
and produce knowledge to develop the 
contents for the timeline. The service-learning 
students offered support to Stand in a way that 
allowed Stand leaders to focus on their 
campaigns and membership development. 
These groups did not work in figurative silos; 
rather, they worked together, just not in the 
same space.  

During the project, I witnessed 
different ways in which “authentic 
relationships” can be interpreted, rather than 
simply understanding “authentic relationship” 
as face-to-face encounter between Stand and 
the Tulane students. At the most basic 
interpretation, “authentic relationships” did 
mean the deep, established relationships I 
made with Stand in order to develop and 
expand this project under Stand’s leadership, 

an undeniably integral component to building 
and sustaining service-learning projects. 
However, other types of interpretations of 
“authentic relationships” materialized, as the 
concept of “doing with” can allow much room 
interpretation in how the “with” takes place.  

“Authentic relationships” played out in 
other, perhaps even more sustainable ways. 
Stand members developed relationships to oral 
histories and elders that gave background to 
their own organizing histories. And Tulane 
students formed relationships with historical 
newspaper archives and city activism, better 
connecting them beyond the campus bubble 
and with the history of their city. Stand 
members also developed relationships with 
special collection archives, where they 
recognized names of family members in 
pamphlets advertising historical labor 
movements further developing their 
ownership of this history. Cultivating projects 
with transformative learning experiences, a 
fundamental part of critical service-learning, 
can benefit both the community partner and 
the service-learners. This learning can help to 
expand new understandings of collaboration 
through “authentic relationships” and better 
leverage resources to redistribute power to 
work to undo this unevenness.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 For the past three years, I have been 
working with a team of six alumni and stu-
dents on a scholarly project documenting 
the impact of an ethnic studies service-
learning course on their development as 
evolving leaders and activists (Yee, Tong, 
Villanueva, Doan, Le, Le, & Tao, 2017). 
They have engaged in autoethnographic 
reflection to consider how the experience of 
the course, Asian American Studies 
(ASAM) 230 – Civic Engagement Through 
Asian American and Pacific Islander Stud-
ies, has caused them to develop critically 
aware, social-justice-oriented ways of 
knowing, feeling, being, and doing, i.e., 
their epistemology (Yee 2009). Now in the 
analysis and writing phase, they find that a 
recurrent theme is my role as the service-
learning course’s creator and instructor. 
They want to know how I teach the class in 
the way that I do and intentionally designed 
the course in the way that I did.  
 In this autoethnographic case study, 
I respond to my students’ request, and for a 

broader audience in higher education and 
community organizing, ask: how did an 
Asian American feminist, social justice ed-
ucator and organizer partner with a commu-
nity-based organization to create an ethnic 
studies service-learning course that pur-
posefully embodies the values of the field 
of Asian American Studies and feminist, 
liberatory pedagogy?  By extension how 
does this course cultivate capacity for social 
justice and manifest the elements of critical 
service learning? 
 To answer these questions, I intro-
duce critical service learning as the concep-
tual framework, then briefly discuss au-
toethnography and case study methodology. 
Utilizing elements of critical service learn-
ing as an organizing scaffold, I explain 
what ASAM 230 is and situate its social 
change orientation and emphasis on authen-
tic relationships as a manifestation of my 
feminist, social justice epistemology and 
the liberatory education goals of Asian 
American Studies. I share details of our 
community-university partnership for-
mation, curriculum development, and ca-
pacity-building to illuminate the process of 
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distributing power equitably and sustaining 
authentic relationships. My hope is to make 
the praxis—the intersection of theory and 
“action and reflection upon the world in 
order to change it” (hooks, 1994, p. 14)—of 
creating a critical service-learning course 
transparent for social change agents and 
educators interested in similar community-
university endeavors.  
 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND 
METHODOLOGY 

 
Elements of Critical Service Learning 
 The concept of “critical service 
learning” offers a framework for under-
standing that conducting service learning 
with an intentional social justice purpose 
leads to social awareness and community 
change (Cipolle, 2010; Clark & Nugent, 
2011; Mitchell, 2008; Rhoads, 1997), while 
traditional service learning may reinforce 
hierarchies of power that create the prob-
lems service learning attempts to address 
(Stoecker, 2016). Traditional service learn-
ing has been critiqued for constructing ser-
vice as activities to meet individual needs 
without attending to the foundational causes 
of social problems, as well as prioritizing 
university goals over community impact 
(Mitchell, 2008). In contrast, critical service 
learning fundamentally seeks to address the 
roots of social, political, and economic ine-
quality by dismantling systems of power 
and privilege and balancing service to bene-
fit both community and university equitably 
(Cipolle, 2010; Clark & Nugent, 2011; 
Rhoads, 1997; Stoecker, 2016). Examining 
the literature, Mitchell (2008) describes 
“critical service learning” as “academic ser-
vice-learning experiences with a social jus-
tice orientation” (p. 51).  
 The differentiation between tradi-
tional and critical service learning raises the 
question: What makes a service-learning 
course critical? To frame this article I refer 
to three key elements that Mitchell (2008) 
and other scholars have identified from the 
literature to distinguish critical service 
learning: 1) the purposeful enactment of 

social justice principles, 2) the conscious 
redistribution of individual and structural 
power both with the community and in the 
classroom, and 3) a focus on developing 
authentic, sustainable relationships, includ-
ing community-university partnerships and 
faculty-student relations. A social justice 
orientation involves not only creating op-
portunities to provide services to and re-
sources for people, but also seeking to raise 
consciousness about and changing social 
and political structures that create and 
maintain oppressive inequities. Working to 
redistribute power requires becoming aware 
of how under-resourced and historically 
oppressed communities may be constructed 
as “problems” needing “fixing,” and mind-
fully structuring partnerships, learning envi-
ronments and service activities to make 
privileged positions transparent to avoid 
reinforcing hierarchical power relations. 
Finally, developing authentic relationships 
involves a commitment to being genuine, 
honest, and respectful of the ways in which 
all involved in the service-learning endeav-
or are both similar and different, acknowl-
edging diverse perspectives and asymmet-
rical positions of power (Cipolle, 2010; 
Clark & Nugent, 2011; Mitchell, 2008; 
Rhoads, 1997). 
 
An Autoethnographic Case Study of 
Critical Service Learning 
 This inquiry employs a single case 
study method and autoethnography to ana-
lyze ASAM 230 as an example of critical 
service learning. Case study research allows 
for “understand[ing] a real-life phenomenon 
in depth” in addition to “understanding…
important contextual conditions—because 
they are highly pertinent to [the] phenome-
non of study” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). Analyzing 
ASAM 230’s origins and development 
through the lens of the elements described 
above explains how and why ASAM 230 
illustrates critical service learning. Case 
study methodology calls for closely explor-
ing the particulars of one case, with impli-
cations for wider scholarly and practical 
application (Gerring, 2007; Yin, 2009). In 
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addition, autoethnography contributes to 
existing research by using “personal experi-
ence to examine and/or critique cultural ex-
perience” (Holman Jones, Adams & Ellis, 
2013, p. 22). This reflexivity illuminates 
my epistemology and explains how the de-
sire for social justice motivated ASAM 
230’s creation. 
 
What is ASAM 230? 
 ASAM 230-Civic Engagement 
Through AAPI Studies is a course that calls 
for students to reflect on their life purpose 
relative to the mission of Asian American 
Studies while serving with an affiliated 
community-based organization (CBO)1. It 
satisfies our department’s community en-
gagement requirement, and it is the first ser-
vice-learning course (designed, not 
adapted) to be approved for General Educa-
tion (GE Lifelong Learning and Diversity 
categories) in the history of California State 
University, Fullerton (CSUF), a public, 
comprehensive university in the southwest-
ern United States.  
 Currently, students attend class for a 
15-week semester. During weeks 1-4 and 
15, they attend class twice per week, 75 
minutes per class. Prior to serving at the 
CBO, students complete a Who Am I? pa-
per, short reading responses on communica-
tion and aspects of Asian American Studies 
history, engage in experiential activities and 
orientations with CBO staff preparing them 
for service, and write reflections on paper. 
During weeks 5-14, they attend class once 
per week and serve four hours per week 
while also reflecting and responding in 
online forums. Service is conducted within 
a structured curriculum created by the CBO 
in consultation with the faculty member. 
Class time after week 5 focuses on explor-
ing students’ histories, hopes, and dreams, 
and composing a final paper on what mat-
ters to them and why. The semester culmi-
nates in final presentations on lessons 
learned with our community partners at a 
celebratory potluck. 
 From 2008–Spring 2018, staff at the 
Orange County Asian Pacific Islander 

Community Alliance (OCAPICA) and I 
collaborated to conceive, pilot, design, and 
implement the course (Yee, Cheri, Tong, & 
Villanueva, 2018; Yee & Cheri, 2018-19). 
In 2014, students’ formative assessment 
feedback asked for a more formal 10-week 
service curriculum. Two former ASAM 230 
students hired as OCAPICA staff created 
and piloted our first structured 10-week ser-
vice curriculum, which vastly improved 
both the CBO’s and students’ interactions 
and experiences (Yee et al., 2018). Due to 
changes in organizational capacity, OCAPI-
CA staff and I mutually decided to pause 
our partnership following Spring 2018.  
 After learning that a structured ser-
vice curriculum improves experiences for 
all involved, I met multiple times with new 
community partners for 2018-19: Korean 
Resource Center (KRC), The Cambodian 
Family (TCF), and Asian Americans Ad-
vancing Justice-Orange County (AAAJ-
OC) to collaborate on and pilot their 10-
week service curricula for 2018-19. As a 
result, our service-learners’ opportunities 
expanded to include voter outreach, educa-
tion, and registration, mentoring at a K-12 
after-school program, facilitating senior 
grocery and “Breakfast with Santa” pro-
grams, and translating in Vietnamese to 
complete applications during pro bono legal 
citizenship clinics. With intramural funding 
to support my instructional and partner de-
velopment, ASAM 230 continues to evolve 
with this curricular format and new partner 
expansion. 
 

CULTIVATING CAPACITY FOR SO-
CIAL JUSTICE THROUGH ASAM 230: 

CONTEXT AND ELEMENTS 
 

 Our efforts to cultivate capacity for 
social justice through our partnership and 
curriculum development constitute critical 
service-learning praxis. This section pro-
vides context and insight for the course’s 
evolution.  
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Dual Commitment to Social Justice and 
Authentic Relationships – ASAM 230’s 
Context 
 Welcoming students on the first day 
of class, I tell them ASAM 230 is my dream 
course to teach. After contributing to a 
study on service learning’s impact on stu-
dents (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 
2000), I imagined developing a service-
learning course on civic engagement at a 
faculty retreat in 2008. This desire emerged 
from my personal and professional narra-
tive. 
 Situating ASAM 230 in my narra-
tive. The youngest of seven children of 
Chinese immigrants, I grew up in Compton, 
California, when it was primarily an Afri-
can American community. My father 
earned the equivalent of a high school di-
ploma and worked three jobs, mostly as a 
machinist. My mother earned her bachelor’s 
degree and teaching credential and taught 
kindergarten and first grade in Watts and 
Huntington Park, communities with primar-
ily African American and Latinx families. 
We never lacked for food and necessities, 
but we did not have much. Growing up in a 
working-class community, home to people 
of color, then moving to a predominantly 
white, middle-class neighborhood, I ob-
served that racism, economic inequity, and 
oppression occurred in all of my social 
spaces. I learned to enter new spaces care-
fully and not to presume that everyone’s 
experiences were like my own (Nicol & 
Yee, 2012).   
 As I followed my dreams to pursue 
higher and graduate education, I struggled 
to make sense of the disconnect between 
my communities of origin and my academic 
communities. While in my master’s pro-
gram, I learned in-depth about Asian Amer-
ican issues through a fellowship program 
encouraging students of color to pursue ca-
reers in higher education administration. 
My mentors generously taught me ways to 
build relationships as the foundations for 
communities of inclusion, grace, humor, 
and dignity. During my doctoral course-
work in higher education and organizational 

change, I felt so disconnected from the rele-
vancy of community work that I applied for 
and was selected to be a community fellow 
for an Asian American professional organi-
zation. For my dissertation, I studied how 
Asian Pacific American community activ-
ists, mentors, and protégés committed to 
democracy, community, and social justice 
could inform civic engagement efforts in 
higher education (Yee, 2001). Initially on a 
career trajectory in higher education admin-
istration, I turned to teaching in Education 
and Asian American Studies to continue 
working directly with students in order to 
make a difference in our world (Nicol & 
Yee, 2017).  
 As my career progressed, I came to 
terms with the dissonance of solitary schol-
arly development by deciding that my pro-
fessional mission would include creating 
and fostering communities of learning and 
support that reflect and actualize the values 
of democracy, social justice, feminism, and 
care. Particularly when I observed in gradu-
ate school that the “disadvantaged commu-
nities” that universities aim to serve include 
communities like the one in which I grew 
up, I became ever more mindful of the priv-
ilege of my successive positions and the 
responsibility of striving for dignity, hu-
manity, and reciprocity in my interactions 
with students, colleagues, and community 
partners. As a result, I actively collaborate 
with university and community colleagues 
to organize and build partnerships that seek 
peace and social justice.  
 I share my story here and with our 
community partners as the basis for devel-
oping authentic relationships. Part of the 
work of anti-racist feminist and decolo-
nizing ethnic studies pedagogy is to make 
plain the power and privilege of one’s posi-
tion within intersecting systems of domina-
tion and to construct knowledge in ways 
that critically question who and what is as-
sumed to be the authority and norm (Bunch, 
2005; Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2003; 
Freire, 1998; hooks, 1994; Nicol & Yee, 
2012; Valle, 2002; Van Deventer Iverson & 
Hauver James, 2014). Equally necessary is 
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the opportunity for community partners to 
situate themselves and their stories. A 
strong foundation for authentic, mutually 
beneficial community-university partner-
ship development lies in mindfully develop-
ing personal and professional relationships 
while engaging in more visible partnership 
work and tasks (Yee & Cheri, 2018-19). 
Knowing partners’ stories translates into 
understanding one another’s lives and char-
acteristics as assets. We come to view each 
other’s individual and organizational needs 
as potential issues and challenges to address 
together, not deficits that one partner 
“fixes” for the other. While this article does 
not focus on community partners’ narra-
tives, other joint projects do.2  
 Situating ASAM 230 in the Asian 
American Movement. My path would not 
have crossed with OCAPICA’s if not for a 
larger social and political movement whose 
founders envisioned revolutionary structur-
al change for liberation and social justice in 
education and society. The origins of our 
shared commitment to serving the commu-
nity and the common good may be found in 
the movement to create Asian American 
Studies. The Asian American Movement of 
the 1960s paralleled the Civil Rights Move-
ment, Black Power Movement, El Mo-
vimiento/Chican@ Movement, and Wom-
en’s Liberation Movement (Hirabayashi & 
Alquizola, 1994; Hune, 1989; Ishizuka, 
2016; Liu, Geron, & Lai, 2008; Louie & 
Omatsu, 2014; Wei, 1993; Zhou & Ocam-
po, 2016). Student activists and community 
organizers demanded ethnic studies and 
open admissions through the coalition-led 
Third World Strike of 1968-69 at San Fran-
cisco State College and similar efforts by 
the Students for a Democratic Society at 
University of California, Berkeley. The en-
suing student-led establishment of Asian 
American Studies found both student and 
community activists in charge of hiring, 
teaching, and creating the curriculum 
(Chan, 2005; Ishizuka, 2016; Liu, Geron & 
Lai, 2008; Louie & Omatsu, 2014; Wei, 
1993). In addition to opening the curricu-

lum to be more equitable and inclusive, 
Hune (1989) states: 

…Asian American Studies looks to 
both a restructuring of education and 
an expansion of knowledge. Asian 
American scholars envision that 
their teaching and research will play 
a role in countering the cultural 
domination of the existing Euro-
American knowledge base taught in 
American colleges; they hope to 
produce the kind of scholarship and 
students capable of resolving injus-
tices and creating a more equitable 
society. In short, Asian American 
Studies seeks to democratize higher 
education. (p. 59) 

 At the same time, the Asian Ameri-
can Movement stimulated community activ-
ists to create numerous community-based 
organizations as institutions to address pov-
erty and violence and to provide direct so-
cial, health, and legal services, job training, 
educational opportunities, and self-
empowerment programs while also advo-
cating for structural change (Ishizuka, 2016; 
Liu, Geron, & Lai, 2008; Louie & Omatsu, 
2014; Wei, 1993). The federal War on Pov-
erty funding in the 1960s supported initial 
efforts. Out of this movement emerged 
CBOs, including OCAPICA, that serve 
communities through direct service, policy-
making, and advocacy.  
 In concept and origin, the Asian 
American Movement intended for Asian 
American Studies to transform university 
curricula and hierarchies and intertwine 
with community by hiring community-
based activists to teach, raise students’ con-
sciousness, and prepare them to become 
future community leaders and organizers 
(Ishizuka, 2016; Liu, Geron, & Lai, 2008; 
Louie & Omatsu, 2014; Wei, 1993). While 
present-day community-engaged scholar-
ship and community-university partnerships 
may still be considered counter-normative 
practice in higher education (Dostilio, Jan-
ke, Miller, Post, & Ward, 2016), they have 
been normative in Asian American Studies 
since the 1960s because Asian American 
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Studies was designed to be counter-
normative in higher education. Of the nas-
cent Asian American Studies program at 
UC Berkeley in the 1970s, Chan (2005) 
states that community work was one of its 
original, central values:  

The mutually supportive relation-
ship between the community and the 
campus is a two-way affair. While 
students, staff, and faculty members 
are committed to contribute what 
they can to community growth, per-
sons in the community also play im-
portant roles in campus develop-
ments. (pp. 14-15) 

She further explains that part of the role of 
Asian American Studies is to build commu-
nity capacity by educating and preparing 
students to work in and advocate for com-
munities. 
 The historical legacy of the Asian 
American Movement envisioned the for-
mation of reciprocal partnerships between 
community-based organizations and Asian 
American Studies units in universities. Fifty 
years later, ASAM 230 returns to this origi-
nal vision of institutional collaboration to 
empower community in the spirit of social 
justice.   
 
Equitable Distribution of Power - Part-
nership Formation, Curriculum Develop-
ment, and Capacity-Building 
 Partnership formation. While the 
origins of the Asian American Movement 
called for equitable two-way relationships, 
the reality is that university partners may 
often presume that their institutional and 
student learning goals often supersede the 
communities’ priorities (Butin, 2010; Cip-
olle, 2010; Keith, 2015; Mitchell, 2008; 
Moore, 2014; Stoecker, 2016; Van Devent-
er Iverson & Hauver James, 2014; Williams 
& McKenna, 2002). Mindful of this poten-
tial for reinforcing unspoken hierarchies of 
power, we opened our meetings by situating 
ourselves, practicing vulnerability to estab-
lish trust, and transparently embracing an 
equitable distribution of power. As col-
leagues, we acknowledged each other’s 

considerable job responsibilities and shared 
roles as co-instructors and mentors of our 
students (Yee & Cheri, 2018-19). This con-
sciousness translated into establishing a 
partnership culture of honesty, open dia-
logue, humor, and compassion. We de-
signed both classroom and field activities so 
that students could come to know them-
selves as change agents and leaders in their 
personal and community spheres.  
 For example, one course assignment 
requires students to respond to book chap-
ters on the intersection between Asian 
American Studies and community-based 
organizations by connecting their service 
with the intent of the Asian American 
Movement. Most, if not all, students experi-
ence an “aha” moment when they realize 
their roles as service-learners emerged from 
a larger historical movement to address 
structural inequity in our communities and 
Euro-American-centric curricula in our uni-
versities. While 15 weeks is not enough 
time for all students to develop critical con-
sciousness, the course often empowers and 
encourages long-term social justice-
oriented vocational directions.3 At the 
CBO, our community partners/former 
ASAM 230 students designed a 10-week 
service curriculum that moved service-
learners from traditional tutors/mentors dur-
ing their first two weeks to change agents as 
they created a health-related workshop that 
they facilitated during their final week of 
service (Yee et al., 2018).  
 Curriculum development. Build-
ing capacity for a sustainable service-
learning course required persistent collabo-
ration, an understanding of curriculum ap-
proval policies, and a willingness to negoti-
ate multi-year application, review, and ap-
proval processes. In the early stage of our 
partnership in 2008-09, we met bi-monthly 
to get to know each other, brainstorm, and 
decide if we wanted to work together. Fun-
damental to ASAM 230’s evolution as a 
critical service-learning course was devel-
oping the curriculum in partnership to ad-
dress a mutually identified need: to build 
and strengthen the community capacity and 
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infrastructure to lead, govern, and advocate 
for community members. At issue was in-
creasing the numbers of students aspiring to 
and accessing higher education. In order to 
foster a college-going culture in local high 
schools with historically lower college ap-
plication, acceptance, and matriculation 
rates, OCAPICA had established high-
school-based after-school mentoring pro-
grams. Each semester, OCAPICA staff 
spent many hours recruiting volunteer tu-
tors/mentors from local colleges. When I 
proposed developing a course through 
which college student mentors could serve 
with OCAPICA, we decided to collaborate 
on course development to address the com-
munity’s structural issues, while altering 
our respective organizational infrastruc-
tures. 
 At universities with enrollment-
driven budgets, course longevity relies on 
consistent, sufficient enrollment. ASAM 
230’s sustainability depended on its inclu-
sion in CSUF’s General Education (GE) 
program, which required multiple levels of 
approval. At CSUF, new courses may first 
be approved as “special” (temporary) cours-
es by the department and college dean’s 
office and taught up to three times as a spe-
cial. For courses to become “permanent,” 
they are approved by the department, the 
college curriculum committee, the college 
dean’s office, the university curriculum 
committee, and the Academic Senate. For 
GE, a course must be approved by all levels 
mentioned above, plus the university’s Gen-
eral Education committee.  
 ASAM 230 was first approved as a 
special course in Spring 2010, then taught 
as a special from Fall 2010-Fall 2011. It 
was approved as a permanent course in Fall 
2011 and taught as a permanent course in 
Spring 2012, Fall 2014, Fall 2015, and 
Spring 2016. CSUF lifted its years-long 
moratorium on GE applications in 2015. 
ASAM 230 was approved for GE status in 
Spring 2016, and was taught for the first 
time as a GE course in Spring 2018. As the 
faculty creator of the course, I composed 
the syllabus, created the reading list, assign-

ments, and schedule, developed the com-
munity-university partnership, and nurtured 
intra-institutional partnerships with my de-
partment colleagues, our College of Hu-
manities & Social Sciences Dean’s office, 
and our Center for Internships and Commu-
nity Engagement (CICE). My collaborators 
provided invaluable guidance as I shepherd-
ed ASAM 230’s applications through each 
level of review. Building capacity for social 
justice through critical service learning 
called for painstakingly negotiating this 
complex process. 
 Resource development for capaci-
ty building. In a parallel fashion, 
OCAPICA aimed to transform its structure 
and sought funding to support our budding 
partnership to build organizational capacity 
for their Youth Programs. OCAPICA initi-
ated a series of community-university grant 
proposals, beginning with $25,000 seed 
grants from Southern California Edison in 
2011 and 2012. Based on the success of our 
community-university partnership model, 
OCAPICA and CSUF applied for and were 
awarded a $1.3 million federal grant from 
2012-17 for their Healthy Asian Pacific Is-
lander-Youth Empowerment Program.4 
This program supported a cohort of students 
from 8th through 12th grades in local high 
schools, culminating in 100% of the stu-
dents applying to college during the final 
year of the program. 
 Through our partnership formation, 
curriculum development, and capacity-
building, we actively shared the power to 
create the infrastructure to support our com-
munity-university partnership. 
 
Sustainable Critical Service-Learning — 
Developing Authentic Relationships 
 The foundation for sustaining 
ASAM 230 is the conscious effort to hu-
manize and democratize our learning envi-
ronments. We respect one another’s exper-
tise and practice openness to all ideas, re-
gardless of source, title, or position. 
 When one of OCAPICA’s staff sug-
gested that we pilot the course design with 
interns during Fall 2009 prior to offering 
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the course formally in Fall 2010, I asked 
four ASAM students to intern with OCAPI-
CA under my supervision for this formative 
assessment purpose. Students provided in-
put on OCAPICA’s management and or-
ganization, my proposed course texts, and 
the quality of their service experiences and 
interactions with the high school students. 
From their feedback, OCAPICA sought re-
sources to fund a half-time volunteer coor-
dinator to orient and supervise the service-
learners and create an infrastructure to man-
age larger numbers of volunteers to avoid 
overburdening their staff. I changed my syl-
labus to incorporate students’ suggestions 
regarding the readings and assignments and 
the number of weeks students served. This 
attempt to distribute power equitably 
among community partners, faculty, and 
students created an authentic, dynamic ser-
vice-learning culture which disrupted tradi-
tional hierarchical norms. While all were 
aware of our respective responsibilities and 
power, we actively sought to position our-
selves as both learners and teachers to de-
velop the course. This practice of eliciting 
student input as formative assessment is 
ongoing, as students continually reflect on 
“What’s working well? What could be bet-
ter?” throughout the semester. Their in-
sights help both community partners and 
me to reshape the course and service curric-
ula. 
 Purposeful investment in partner-
ship development has resulted in a reciproc-
ity and trust to engage in dialogue that im-
proves the curriculum and the partnership. 
Each semester, as we reflected on what 
worked well and what could be better, we 
modified the course structure and partner-
ship culture to improve all of our experienc-
es. For example, when OCAPICA partners 
stated that students needed more prepara-
tion prior to serving, I altered the semester 
schedule so that OCAPICA staff could 
come into the classroom as co-instructors to 
introduce, orient, and facilitate discussions 
with the students during the first four 
weeks. When I shared the students’ sugges-
tion for a more structured service schedule, 

they designed a 10-week curriculum. After 
students begin service, we then turn to en-
gaging in activities and discussion on life 
narratives and stories with all of us as co-
instructors modeling vulnerability by shar-
ing our stories first.  
 Over time, we have found that our 
collaboration addresses the structural issue 
of preparing community-minded leaders 
and advocates as our service-learning part-
nership has transitioned into a multi-
generational pathway for leadership and 
community-organizing development. Be-
cause many students commute from local 
communities, we have learned painful les-
sons that we cannot assume that our service
-learners are more privileged than the com-
munity members we serve. We have also 
observed multiple ASAM 230 students con-
tinue serving at their CBOs beyond the se-
mester, take intern and paid positions, serve 
as CBO professionals, and pursue graduate 
study to continue the work they found so 
meaningful through the class.  
 A self-study conducted from 2014-
17 resulted in our theorizing a Sustainable-
Holistic-Interconnected-Partnership devel-
opment model to explain our service-
learning community-university partner-
ship’s longevity. This model conveys that 
trust, shared decision-making, and reciproc-
ity form the core of a long-term partnership 
(Yee & Cheri, 2018-19). 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 This autoethnographic case study of 
the service-learning course, ASAM 230-
Civic Engagement Through AAPI Studies, 
reveals that its purposeful creation to enact 
the values and principles of Asian Ameri-
can Studies and feminist, liberatory peda-
gogy is the reason why it cultivates the ca-
pacity for social justice through critical ser-
vice learning. ASAM 230’s emergence 
from the epistemological context of its fac-
ulty and community creators and its aca-
demic discipline reflect its social justice 
orientation. The partnership formation and 
curricular development processes manifest 
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the conscious effort to distribute power eq-
uitably. The pedagogical approach and part-
nership longevity find their origins in a 
commitment to developing authentic rela-
tionships among all involved. This analysis 
presents ASAM 230 as an exemplar of criti-
cal service learning with the hope that so-
cial change agents and educators will gain 
insights to pursue similar service-learning 
and community-university partnerships.  
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ENDNOTES 
 

1. ASAM 230’s syllabus description: 
“Students in this service-learning 
course will examine and deconstruct:  
1) how the historical context and pur-
pose of AAPI Studies inherently in-
volves serving local, national and in-
ternational AAPI communities, 2) the 
purpose of service/civic engagement 
courses, 3) the need to serve specific 
populations with cultural competen-
cy, and 4) their evolving sense of life 
purpose and mission. The intent of 
the course is to provide an intellectual 
and visceral experience that allows 
students to develop a critical ability to 
understand, approach and alter theo-
ry, policy, and practice of studying 
and serving AAPI communities. This 
course is specifically designed to use 
enrolled students’ identities and per-
sonal experiences as springboards/
lenses for examining issues. It will 
benefit those interested in raising 
their consciousness about AAPI com-
munities and needs.”  

2. A multi-year self-study resulted in 
our theorizing a Sustainable-Holistic-
Interconnected-Partnership develop-
ment model (2018-19) to contribute 
to the scholarship on authentic, mutu-
ally beneficial partnerships. 

3. A group of six alumni and I are 
currently authoring an autoethnogra-
phy on how taking ASAM 230 taught 
with an ethos of radical care has im-
pacted their development as leaders 
and activists. 

4. I was on medical leave from 2011-
14. My colleague, Dr. Tu-Uyen   
Nguyen, served as principal investi-
gator for this grant. 
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 While higher education institutions 
are reconsidering what it means to central-
ize social justice in various engagement ef-
forts, limited attention is given to the inter-
connected roles of institutional type and 
organizational pathways on campuses 
(Evans, Marsicano, & Lennartz, 2019; Hol-
lander & Burack, 2009). By organizational 
pathways, we mean to identify specific pro-
grams or structures that bring students into 
service learning and community engage-
ment (SLCE) on their campuses. Unlike 
institutional types, which are more in-
grained within a legal and political history, 
organizational pathways vary in form and 
purpose across the field of higher educa-
tion. While differences in institutional type 
influence whether there are opportunities on 
campus for student engagement in SLCE, 
organizational pathways have the potential 
to build successful community partnerships 
and institutionalize an engagement ethos 
across campuses despite the institutional 
type (Bringle & Hatcher, 2000; Kiesa et al., 
2007; Ostrander, 2004). If scholars and 
practitioners wish to encourage meaningful, 
in-depth, reciprocal, and non-exploitative 
relationships under the framework of criti-

cal SLCE, organizational pathways and in-
stitutional types must be thought of as joint 
endeavors in facilitating student engage-
ment (Mitchell, 2008; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 
2011; Saltmarsh, Hartley, & Clayton, 2009; 
Sturm, 2006; Willse, kehal, & Johnson, 
Forthcoming). 
 Leveraging the National Assessment 
for Service and Community Engagement 
(NASCE) dataset and the Integrated Post-
secondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 
dataset, we ask two questions. First, how 
does the presence of marginalized students 
in formal service-learning spaces on cam-
puses differ across institutional types? Sec-
ond, how are organizational pathways dif-
ferentially related to individual students’ 
depth and breadth of engagement in SLCE? 
We merge survey data on the depth and 
breadth of student participation in SLCE 
activities with institutional characteristics at 
four-year institutions to analyze the rela-
tionship between institutional type, organi-
zational pathways, and individual student 
engagement in SLCE. The NASCE 
measures institutional commitment to 
SLCE by evaluating the frequency and 
depth of students’ engagement in service 
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through a unique measure: the “Percent of 
the Possible” (POP Score) (Levy, Johnson, 
Cichetti, & Zinkiewicz, 2014). Under a crit-
ical service-learning framework, scholars 
and practitioners cannot simply assess 
whether students are engaged or not, but 
they must use metrics that better measure 
the heterogeneity of student engagement in 
SLCE. Unlike prior studies that focus on 
academic success or solely on whether stu-
dents were engaged or not, the POP Score 
is an aggregate score of student-reported 
engagement that incorporates how often 
students perform service and at what level 
of intensity (Levy et al., 2014). In using this 
metric, we are able to better assess to what 
degree institutional type and organizational 
pathways influence a student’s engagement 
in SLCE, and the degree to which a student 
is engaged in SLCE. Though our metric is 
an improvement from others prioritizing the 
frequency of student engagement, no quan-
titative metric can fully measure the qualita-
tive dimensions of authentic relationships 
under a critical service-learning framework 
(Mitchell, 2008).  
 We examine how depth and breadth 
of individual student engagement levels in 
SLCE (i.e., POP score) vary across six in-
stitutional types—public, private, religious, 
secular, Historically Black (HBCU), and 
Carnegie Community Engagement Classi-
fied (CCEC) institutions of higher educa-
tion—to analyze the relationship between 
student engagement levels in SLCE, institu-
tional type, and organizational pathways. 
Studying institutional type and organiza-
tional pathways together is needed because 
each influence the depth and breadth of stu-
dents’ engagement in SLCE and may pro-
vide avenues for historically marginalized 
students to participate in service learning 
(Astin & Sax, 1998). For example, students 
of color may engage in SLCE through 
coursework because they have less time to 

engage outside of it relative to students 
from relatively privileged backgrounds 
(Chesler & Vasques Scalera, 2000; Coles, 
1999). Our paper considers two pathways—
an institution having 1) a Bonner Program 
and 2) accessible academic engagement 
through service-learning coursework—as 
each focus on deep and critical engagement 
with students and community members. 
While other types of organizational path-
ways exist, we focus on the Bonner Pro-
gram because it takes an integrated ap-
proach for student engagement in SLCE. 
Bonner aims to “provide diverse low-
income, under-represented, and first genera-
tion students with the opportunity to attend 
college, while engaging their talents and 
educations in building and supporting com-
munities” (Bonner Foundation, para. 1). 
Given Bonner’s positive impact on student 
outcomes relating to dialogue across differ-
ence, we use Bonner as a proxy for other 
types of programs that would be organiza-
tional pathways encouraging in-depth, re-
ciprocal, and non-exploitative relationships 
(Keen & Hall, 2008). Though Bonner’s 
mission and approach are more consistent 
with critical service learning, they are not 
synonyms and we caution interpreting it as 
such. We treat service-learning coursework 
as an organizational pathway because stu-
dents participating in this type of academic 
engagement are bridging the divide be-
tween academics and service. Coursework 
also signifies a regular and academically 
accountable investment from students with-
out potentially excluding students who have 
constrained schedules, which is key for his-
torically marginalized students (Coles, 
1999).  
 We use both descriptive statistical 
analysis and ordinary least squares regres-
sion with year fixed effects to explore our 
research questions. We have two primary 
findings. First, we identify a benefit-use 

1. The Bonner Program is a multi-state consortium composed of more than 15,000 alumni. It operates under a four
-year, scaffolded, developmental cohort-based model. The model requires more than 280 hours of service per year 
and, usually, a full-time summer service internship. The developmental component is meant to integrate experien-
tial, curricular, and co-curricular service and learning into a capstone community-engagement project and reflec-
tion presentation at the end of four years.  
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mismatch: specific institutional types and 
organizational pathways can increase stu-
dent engagement levels in SLCE, particu-
larly for Black, Asian, multi-racial, and In-
digenous students relative to white students, 
but our descriptive analyses suggest that 
students who are engaging with formal 
campus SLCE programs are majority white 
and middle class. In other words, relative to 
white students, students from all other non-
white backgrounds are more likely to have 
higher levels of engagement in SLCE—
regardless of institutional characteristics 
and organizational pathways—yet these stu-
dents are not presently in the SLCE space. 
Second, we find that student participation in 
service coursework and having a Bonner 
Program on campus positively and signifi-
cantly impact the depth and breadth of stu-
dent engagement in SLCE. Our results indi-
cate that service-learning coursework is an 
important pathway for Black and Indige-
nous students to participate in SLCE rela-
tive to their white peers. For Bonner, which 
is an institutional-level variable, we find 
students on Bonner campuses have higher 
POP scores and Bonner is associated with 
higher POP scores for students with family 
incomes below $50,000 and between $50-
100,000, relative to students with family 
incomes above $250,000. Taken together, 
our findings suggest that across institutional 
types, students tend to come from more 
privileged backgrounds in SLCE, but tar-
geted organizational pathways are associat-
ed with increased depth and breadth of en-
gagement in SLCE for historically margin-
alized students.  
 Given the documented benefits for 
students who engage in SLCE (Astin, 1996; 
Bringle & Hatcher, 2000; Cress, Burack, 
Giles Jr, Elkins, & Stevens, 2010; Finley, 
2011), we must continue to reconsider to 
what extent existing structures of engage-
ment may be exacerbating this benefit-use 
mismatch and which structures could recon-
cile it. We frame our questions and our em-
pirical analysis to highlight the roles institu-
tional type and organizational pathways 
play in increasing student engagement lev-

els in SLCE. While scholars and practition-
ers often evaluate student engagement by 
the number of students participating, our 
questions and modeling suggest that a re-
framing of evaluation could be fruitful. 
Namely, by solely focusing on what is asso-
ciated with increasing individual student 
engagement, we potentially overlook not 
only the depth of student engagement, but 
also the role that campuses play in facilitat-
ing and enabling engagement for students 
(Mitchell, 2008; Saltmarsh et al., 2009). In 
line with the critical service-learning tradi-
tion, our analysis of engagement through 
the lens of institutional type and organiza-
tional pathways places the onus of “low 
levels of engagement” on how well the in-
stitution is facilitating engagement and the 
type of engagement that is facilitated, rather 
than on students for not “performing” in a 
particular way. 
 The paper proceeds as follows. 
First, we review how institutional type and 
organizational pathways facilitate or inhibit 
student engagement in SLCE, noting how 
viewing them as joint endeavors is critical 
for increasing student engagement levels. 
Second, we explain our data, model, and 
limitations before discussing the analysis 
employed for our results. Then we discuss 
how targeted organizational pathways do 
reach different student constituencies. Fi-
nally, we conclude with comments on the 
need to question the epistemology of en-
gagement in order to achieve the tenets of 
critical service learning and decenter the 
university. 
 

INSTITUTIONAL TYPE, ORGANIZA-
TIONAL PATHWAYS, AND STUDENT 

ENGAGEMENT IN SLCE 
 
  We briefly highlight relevant re-
search on the importance of institutional 
type and organizational pathways, identify-
ing moments when they jointly can influ-
ence student engagement, especially for his-
torically marginalized students. The schol-
arship on institutional type has often fo-
cused on the disparities in the number of 
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engagement opportunities available for stu-
dents, presuming if more opportunities ex-
isted then students would choose to be more 
engaged in SLCE. For example, public and 
private elite institutions have more re-
sources and opportunities for students to 
become engaged (Kiesa et al., 2007); there-
fore, a common argument is for resource-
limited institutions to provide more oppor-
tunities. Yet, institutional type has unique 
implications for students from historically 
marginalized communities. HBCUs have 
been shown to enhance the academic and 
social growth for Black students, and even 
after controlling for individual-level 
measures, students at HBCUs report higher 
levels of satisfaction with their interperson-
al environments than their peers at predomi-
nantly white institutions (PWIs) (Flowers, 
2002; Outcalt & Skewes-Cox, 2002). While 
seniors at HBCUs and Hispanic-Serving 
Institutions have similar academic, satisfac-
tion with college, and engagement out-
comes as their peers who attend PWIs, sen-
iors at HBCUs tend to be more engaged 
than their peers at PWIs (Kim, 2002; Nel-
son Laird, Bridges, Morelon-Quainoo, Wil-
liams, & Holmes, 2007; Outcalt & Skewes-
Cox, 2002). In sum, these minority-serving 
institutions are overcoming their resource 
disparities relative to PWIs, shifting the fo-
cus toward understanding the mutual rela-
tionship between environmental supportive-
ness and student involvement (Outcalt & 
Skewes-Cox, 2002). 
 As it pertains to differences between 
secular and religious institutions, the insti-
tutional type can influence the quality of 
student engagement through its institutional 
mission. Congruence between institutional 
mission and infrastructure are positively 
associated with students engaging in com-
munity service and service learning (Evans 
et al., 2019; Holland, 1997), while a cam-
pus’s commitment to social activism was 
positively predictive of students’ social ac-
tivism and community involvement after 
college (Sax, 2004). For religious institu-
tions, religious affiliation explained differ-
ences among students as it concerned faith-

based outcomes (e.g., participating in wor-
ship, gains in spiritual development, and 
gains in ethical development), but not along 
other measures of student engagement 
(Gonyea & Kuh, 2006). 
 While institutional type may limit 
the number of opportunities a campus can 
offer, organizational pathways can partially 
remedy this. The difference in student en-
gagement opportunities between commuter 
and residential campuses are important, but 
at commuter campuses, tying engagement 
with academics through academic credit for 
service learning was identified as a parallel 
way to promote engagement among com-
muter students (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). 
This is particularly important because or-
ganizational pathways for SLCE that are 
more tied to academics, such as community
-based teaching and learning, also increase 
the engagement of marginalized students in 
SLCE (Keen & Hall, 2008; Kuh, 2008). Fi-
nally, when predicting students’ self-
assessments of commitment to social 
change, aspects of institutional type 
(campus size and selectivity) are negatively 
associated with these self-assessments, but 
engagement in service and organizational 
pathways for SLCE (community-based pro-
jects in coursework) are positively associat-
ed with these self-assessments (Barnhardt, 
Sheets, & Pasquesi, 2015). In each of these 
cases, not only do organizational pathways 
increase student engagement in SLCE, but 
the use of organizational pathways helps 
practitioners overcome limitations associat-
ed with institutional type. 
 

DATA 
 
 To create a dataset with individual 
and institutional characteristics, we merge 
student-level data from the National As-
sessment of Service and Community En-
gagement (NASCE) with institutional level 
data from the Integrated Postsecondary Ed-
ucation Data System (IPEDS), creating a 
unique dataset of 69,717 students at 80 in-
stitutions of higher education, from 2009 to 
2018. The NASCE is a web-based survey of 
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undergraduate students fielded by the Siena 
College Research Institute in partnership 
with the Swearer Center at Brown Universi-
ty.  
 The NASCE measures institutional 
commitment to community engagement by 
evaluating the frequency and depth of stu-
dents’ engagement in service (Levy et al., 
2014). Institutions pay to have the survey 
administered, and student participation is 
voluntary, confidential, and anonymous. 
Our analysis uses data from the 2009-2018 
NASCE Core module, which is one of the 
four modules within NASCE, because it is 
the module that measures college students’ 
engagement in SLCE. Response rates range 
from 10%-41%, and the mean is 18%. 
IPEDS is a survey of institutional character-
istics, conducted annually by the National 
Center for Education Statistics, that all in-
stitutions are required to take part in if they 
wish to receive federal funding.  
 
Variables 
 To measure the depth of student en-
gagement in SLCE—the key outcome of 
interest—we use a unique measure of stu-
dent engagement in the NASCE survey: the 
“Percent of the Possible” (POP Score). The 
POP Score is a composite score of student-
reported engagement assessing student ser-
vice involvement in nine areas of service, 
and incorporates the frequency and depth of 
service (Levy et al., 2014). The POP Score 
is calculated as follows: 
Student POP Score = Engaged in Service * 
Frequency * Depth 
Where “Engaged in Service” is a dummy 
variable measuring whether or not a student 
engaged in an area of service during the ac-
ademic year, and “Frequency” and “Depth” 
are categorical variables indicating how of-
ten the student is engaged in service, rang-

ing from weekly to annually, and the depth 
of student commitment to the community-
engaged work. To calculate the student 
POP score, engagement, frequency, and 
depth are multiplied for each of the nine 
areas; they are then summed for the total 
POP score. The student-level POP score 
ranges from zero to 120: zero participation 
indicates that the student does not partici-
pate in any SLCE, and 120 is a hypothetical 
maximum participation range, indicating 
that the student participates fully in nine 
areas of SLCE. Among the schools in the 
NASCE, the average POP score is 7.40. 
 The key explanatory variables in-
clude individual-level characteristics and 
institutional-level characteristics. At the 
individual level, we focus on five self-
reported variables: racialized identity 
(seven category variable of racial and ethnic 
identity), annual family income (six catego-
ry variable on a $50,000 scale), total em-
ployed hours worked, college GPA, and 
whether or not the student participated in 
service-learning coursework at their institu-
tion. At the institutional-level, we focus on 
our defined institutional types—1) secular, 
2) religious, 3) public, 4) private, 5) Histori-
cally Black College and University 
(HBCUs), 6) Carnegie Community Engage-
ment Classified (CCEC)—and include resi-
dential status (Basic Carnegie Classification 
designation), given its relationship with stu-
dents’ engagement in service on campus 
(Evans et al., 2019). Institutional type is 
operationalized by six individual indicator 
variables while residential status is a 10-
category composite variable. This measure 
provides a description of a college or uni-
versity’s size (very small, small, medium, 
large) and to what degree the institution 
provides housing accommodations (highly 

2. Service categories include: Homelessness, Hunger/nutrition, Elder Care, Youth Services, Civic Participation, 
Economic Opportunity, Environmental, Religious Service, and Health/fitness. 
3. Question measuring engagement in any of the nine areas has the following response options: Yes=1; No=0. 
4. Question measuring frequency has the following response options: Once or twice a year=1; Several times a year 
or once a month=2; Several times a month=3; Weekly or more=4. 
5. Question measuring depth has the following response options: Participates at an event or short-term drive =1; 
Involved on a regular basis for a period of time =2; Deeply involved in a project=3.  
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residential, primarily residential, primarily 
nonresidential). 
 We include variables measuring the 
Basic Carnegie Classification, which details 
institutional features and characteristics, 
and the Carnegie Community Engagement 
Classification, an elective classification for 
which institutions can choose to apply. Un-
like the Basic Carnegie Classification, the 
CCEC requires an application process 
through which the institution self-reports 
institutional civic and community engage-
ment; the application is reviewed externally 
in order to receive the Carnegie Community 
Engagement Designation. For the CCEC, 
we include an indicator variable for whether 
institutions were classified in our observed 
period because the CCEC measures an in-
stitution’s commitment to community en-
gagement and its integration into course-
work, faculty research, and pedagogy.  
 For organizational pathways, we use 
indicator variables to identify whether or 
not the institution participates in the Bonner 
Program and whether a student took a ser-
vice-learning course. We are limited by our 
dataset’s confidentiality protections to iden-
tify which students take part in their institu-
tion’s Bonner Program and can only opera-
tionalize Bonner Program within our mod-
els as an institutional-level variable. To un-
derstand its varying relationships with stu-
dent demographics, our modeling interacts 
the institution-level variable with individual
-level student characteristics. Thus, even 
though Bonner is measured at the institu-
tional-level, it is an elective program that 
institutions can choose to offer, making it 
more in line with an organizational pathway 
than an institutional type, which institutions 
have less flexibility to change. For service-
learning coursework, we have individual-
level data on whether the student took such 
a course.  
 
Limitations  
 There are three central limitations to 
utilizing the NASCE survey data to meas-

ure student’s engagement in SLCE. First, 
existing scholarship suggests that the 
NASCE survey may overestimate service: 
Engaged students are more likely than dis-
engaged students to complete the survey 
(Levy et al., 2014; Sax, Gilmartin, & Bry-
ant, 2003). However, our analysis focuses 
on depth and breadth of participation 
among students who engage in service 
learning. Thus, the potential oversample of 
engaged students is not problematic, as long 
as students are not overstating the depth of 
their engagement on campus. Given that 
this survey was voluntary, and no penalties 
were associated with not taking part, we 
have no evidence to suggest that students 
would systematically do so. Second, stu-
dents who complete the survey are dispro-
portionately white. When comparing the 
demographic characteristics of students 
who responded to the NASCE survey to the 
demographic characteristics of the entire 
student body of institutions in the dataset, 
on average, a higher percentage of student 
respondents are white (72% compared to 
66% campus-wide) or Asian (8% compared 
to 5% campus-wide). Finally, NASCE es-
tablishes a representative sample of each 
individual campus, but it is not nationally 
representative (though efforts are underway 
to make it so). As a result, our analyses do 
not provide generalizable results; rather, our 
goal is to explore how individual character-
istics, institutional type, and organizational 
pathways are correlated with the depth and 
breadth of student participation in service 
on campus (i.e., student POP scores). For 
this task, NASCE is well suited for descrip-
tive analyses and for assessing student en-
gagement levels at the institutions it is 
fielded. 
 

RESULTS 
 
Descriptive Analysis of Institutional Type 
in Sample 
 To identify whether there were dif-
ferential levels of student engagement in 

6. The Swearer Center at Brown University is the administrative and research home of the Carnegie Community 
Engagement classification. More information can be found at https://www.brown.edu/swearer/carnegie.  
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SLCE across institutional types, we gener-
ate cross-tabulations to identify patterns in 
engagement across institutional types. 
Building on Levy et al.’s (2014) breakdown 
of student POP scores, we group students 
into three levels: High Participation 
(students with a POP score of 40 or higher), 
Medium to Low Participation (students 
with a POP score between 1-40), and No 
Participation (students who did not report 
participation). Next, we divide the sample 
into the institutional types of interest: pri-
vate, public, secular, religious, HBCU, and 
CCEC. We display students’ characteristics 
as reported GPA, racialized identity, and 
annual family income. In this section, we 
discuss the trends among Low Participation 
levels, as the trends were similar across 
High, Medium to Low, and No Participa-
tion levels. This is summarized in Table 1. 
 Table 1 displays the student-level 
statistics of No Participation across six in-
stitutional contexts. We discuss this POP 

score level because trends were similar 
across POP score levels, but this level indi-
cated one unique difference. Average GPA 
across contexts is stable at 3.2, but across 
five of the six types, the racial and income 
composition of students is predominantly 
white and low- and middle-income; at 
HBCUs, the sixth type, this income trend 
was similar.  
 At first glance, this may suggest that 
institutional type does not matter. We cau-
tion against this as the sole or primary inter-
pretation. Among HBCUs, only 13% of the 
students reported No Participation, relative 
to students at other institutional types (the 
High and Medium to Low Participation ta-
bles are not shown here for comparison, but 
can be provided by request). Among all oth-
er institutional types, No Participation 
ranged from 30-50%. Though we do not 
study why students at HBCUs would be 
more likely to be engaged relative to not 
being engaged, HBCUs may have a differ-
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ent arrangement of engagement efforts and 
structures (i.e., pathways) that move stu-
dents from low levels of engagement to 
higher levels of engagement. In addition, 
our sample has responses from one HBCU. 
Our next step of analysis examines whether 
this trend holds net of other individual and 

institutional characteristics。 

 
Assessing the Relationship between Con-
texts, Pathways, and Student-level POP 
Scores 
 In the second step of our analysis, 
we use OLS regression to analyze the rela-
tionships between student POP scores (our 
dependent variable) and individual student 
characteristics, institutional type, and or-
ganizational pathways. Specifically, we re-
gress a student’s POP scores on individual-
level variables (racialized background, an-
nual family income level, college GPA, and 
hours of employed work a student does per 
week) and institutional-level variables, six 
institutional types, and residential status. To 
address any biases in our estimates derived 
from time-trends, we also include time-
effects from 2009-2018 through annual in-
dicator variables. The results of this regres-
sion are shown in Model 1 of Table 2. Ta-
ble 2 does not show estimates for residen-
tial status or year-fixed effects but can be 
provided by request to the authors. 
 The individual student characteris-
tics in our model indicate that all students 
have higher POP scores relative to white 
students, especially students from Indige-
nous and “other” racial backgrounds—
regardless of other individual characteris-
tics, institutional characteristics, and organi-
zational pathways (the estimates solely for 
Latinx were not statistically significant). 
While studies often exclude students from 
Indigenous backgrounds due to small sam-
ple size concerns, we do not have this issue 
given the survey’s design. When we re-
move students from Indigenous back-
grounds from our model, our estimates do 
not substantively change; thus, we choose 
to depict them in our table to document this 
relationship. For family income levels, stu-

dents from the under $50,000 family in-
come bracket have higher POP scores rela-
tive to the highest annual income bracket of 
families making more than $250,000. Simi-
lar in magnitude to these students, students 
from families in the $150-200,000 income 
bracket have higher estimated engagement 
levels compared to the highest income 
bracket. Finally, students with higher 
GPAs, who do employed work, and who 
take part in service-learning courses are al-
so estimated to have higher POP scores; the 
observed relationship between taking ser-
vice-learning courses and POP score was 
one of the most predictive measures in our 
models. Students who took part in a service
-learning course had a POP score 5 points 
higher than those who did not.  
 Among institutional-level measures, 
institutions that were private, were an 
HBCU, or had a Bonner Program had stu-
dents with higher POP scores, particularly 
students at HBCUs (POP score 5 points 
higher). The relationship was reversed for 
religious, relative to secular, and CCEC, 
relative to non-CCEC, institutions, as stu-
dents who attended them had lower POP 
scores (only estimates for religious institu-
tions were statistically significant). Finally, 
residential status had mixed results when 
concerning POP scores and none of the esti-
mates were statistically significant. While 
no causal conclusions can be implied from 
these estimates, a mixture of the institution-
al size (e.g., small, medium, large) and de-
gree of residential status (e.g., primarily, 
highly) are both important subdivisions in 
their own right for understanding how resi-
dential status may be related to the stu-
dents’ engagement in SLCE (Evans et al., 
2019). 
 In addition to this model, we also 
ran three models that interacted the Bonner 
Program institutional variable with an indi-
vidual student’s racialized and family in-
come backgrounds (Models 2, 3, and 4). 
Because Bonner is an individual-level pro-
gram that is measured institutionally, the 
interactions provide insight into how the 
presence of a Bonner Program may be play-
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Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Individual 
Characteristics           

white - - - - - 
Black 1.13** 1.13* 1.21* 0.68 0.69 

  (2.86) (2.20) (2.34) (1.17) (1.51) 

Asian 1.76*** 1.38* 1.42** 1.05 1.46** 

  (4.34) (2.54) (2.60) (1.73) (3.21) 

Indigenous 2.71* 3.34* 3.41* 1.26 0.71 

  (2.04) (2.18) (2.23) (0.68) (0.44) 

Multi-racial 1.64*** 1.80** 1.81** 1.66* 1.50** 

  (3.64) (3.04) (3.07) (2.48) (2.85) 

Other 3.95*** 3.46*** 3.50*** 4.13*** 4.46*** 

  (6.37) (4.24) (4.29) (4.58) (6.51) 

Latinx 0.50 0.63 0.73 0.64 0.40 

  (1.28) (1.34) (1.54) (1.17) (0.88) 

Less than 50k 1.04*** 1.04*** 0.36 0.38 1.18** 

  (3.31) (3.33) (0.87) (0.77) (3.11) 

50k -100k 0.43 0.43 -0.23 -0.50 0.31 

  (1.40) (1.40) (-0.59) (-1.06) (0.84) 

100k-150k 0.52 0.53 0.17 0.29 0.72 

  (1.53) (1.53) (0.37) (0.55) (1.75) 

150k-200k 1.09* 1.09* 0.84 0.76 1.10* 

  (2.49) (2.50) (1.49) (1.13) (2.13) 

200k-250k 0.71 0.70 0.33 0.42 0.88 

  (1.25) (1.24) (0.45) (0.49) (1.31) 

250k or more - - - - - 

GPA on 4.0 scale 2.09*** 2.10*** 2.10*** 2.12*** 2.10*** 

  (10.05) (10.06) (10.11) (10.12) (10.07) 

Hours Worked 0.86*** 0.86*** 0.86*** 0.86*** 0.86*** 

  (8.15) (8.14) (8.09) (8.09) (8.16) 

Student Partici-
pated in Service 
Coursework 

5.03*** 5.03*** 5.02*** 4.67*** 4.93*** 

  (19.61) (19.63) (19.57) (8.48) (9.14) 

Table 2. Linear regression estimates of Student POP Score. 
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Institution-
Level Charac-
teristics 

          

Carnegie Classi-
fied 

-0.43 -0.43 -0.43 -0.44 -0.44 

  (-1.59) (-1.59) (-1.58) (-1.63) (-1.63) 

Private 0.86* 0.88** 0.84* 0.83* 0.85* 

  (2.57) (2.61) (2.50) (2.47) (2.53) 

HBCU 5.85*** 5.86*** 5.82*** 6.10*** 6.21*** 

  (4.12) (3.99) (3.96) (4.13) (4.34) 

Bonner Program 1.20*** 1.17*** 0.06 0.01 1.20*** 

  (4.50) (4.12) (0.11) (0.01) (4.49) 

Bonner Interac-
tions           

Black * Bonner   -0.00 -0.20 -0.00   

    (-0.01) (-0.26) (-0.01)   

Asian * Bonner   0.80 0.72 0.86   

    (0.99) (0.89) (1.06)   

Indigenous * 
Bonner   -2.56 -2.78 -1.85   

    (-0.84) (-0.90) (-0.59)   

Multi-racial * 
Bonner   -0.37 -0.44 -0.37   

    (-0.40) (-0.48) (-0.40)   

Other * Bonner   1.16 1.05 0.68   

    (0.93) (0.83) (0.54)   

Latinx * Bonner   -0.41 -0.67 -0.65   

    (-0.51) (-0.82) (-0.78)   

Less than 50k * 
Bonner     1.64** 1.67**   

      (2.63) (2.62)   

50k -100k * 
Bonner     1.60** 1.69**   

      (2.61) (2.71)   

100k-150k * 
Bonner     0.88 0.83   

      (1.27) (1.18)   

150k-200k * 
Bonner     0.60 0.65   

      (0.68) (0.72)   

200k-250k * 
Bonner     0.91 0.88   

      (0.79) (0.75)   
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Coursework In-
teractions           

Black * SLC       1.77* 1.77* 

        (1.97) (1.99) 

Indigenous * 
SLC       6.07* 6.32* 

        (2.10) (2.21) 

Multi-racial * 
SLC       0.50 0.53 

        (0.49) (0.52) 

Other * SLC       -2.73 -2.90 

        (-1.67) (-1.80) 

Latinx * SLC       0.27 0.34 

        (0.32) (0.40) 

Less than 50k * 
SLC       -0.25 -0.57 

        (-0.36) (-0.85) 

50k -100k * SLC       0.94 0.59 

        (1.41) (0.90) 

100k-150k * 
SLC       -0.55 -0.80 

        (-0.72) (-1.06) 

150k-200k * 
SLC       0.15 -0.04 

        (0.15) (-0.04) 

200k-250k * 
SLC       -0.44 -0.70 

        (-0.34) (-0.55) 

Constant 1.10 1.19 1.62 1.80 1.10 

N 18020 18020 18020 18020 18020 

Notes. Participating in service-learning courses was dichotomously measured at the individual-level and 
Bonner was measured dichotomously at the institutional level. For racialized identity, the reference cate-
gory is white; for family income, the reference category is students from families with incomes of more 
than $250,000. Estimates for time fixed-effects and residential status are not shown. T statistics are not-
ed in parentheses. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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ing out among students. Given that the Bon-
ner Program is targeted toward historically 
underserved students and Model 1 treats it 
as an institutional context variable, the ad-
ditional step of interaction effects enables 
us to better parse out whether an institution 
having a Bonner Program differentially im-
pacted students from different racialized 
and family income backgrounds. In other 
words, we examine whether having an or-
ganizational pathway on campus is associ-
ated with higher student engagement levels 
in SLCE.  
 These estimates reveal that an insti-
tution with a Bonner Program does not nec-
essarily mean that students from racially 
marginalized backgrounds will be more en-
gaged relative to white students because the 
Bonner Program is on campus. In Model 3, 
in which we interact the Bonner Program 
with all racialized and family income back-
ground variables, we observe that an insti-
tution having a Bonner Program is associat-
ed with slightly higher POP scores for stu-
dents from the two lower income brackets 
relative to students in the highest income 
bracket, net of other explanatory variables. 
Noticeably in Model 3, the main coeffi-
cients for students’ racialized background 
remain unchanged in relative magnitude 
and statistical significance. In contrast to 
the higher engagement levels associated 
among lower income students when a Bon-
ner Program is on campus, students from 
Black, Asian, Indigenous, multi-racial, and 
“other” backgrounds are not necessarily 
impacted by the Bonner Program’s pres-
ence on campus. 
 In a final set of models (Models 4 
and 5, Table 2), we interacted taking a ser-
vice-learning course with student back-
ground to assess the differential relation-
ships that an organizational pathway can 
have for students from different racialized 
and income backgrounds. Unlike Model 2 
or 3 wherein Bonner was interacted with 
racialized background with no significant 
estimated relationship, the interaction esti-
mates in Model 4 and 5 indicate that Black 
and Indigenous students benefited the most 

from service-learning coursework. Further-
more, the main coefficients for service-
learning coursework in Model 4 and 5 re-
main positive, significant, and sizeable 
(4.67 and 4.93). This interaction would also 
explain the change in the Model 4 and 5’s 
main coefficients for Black and Indigenous 
students, as these students benefit from this 
pathway.  
 We choose to interpret the interac-
tion coefficients of Models 2-5 for the sake 
of brevity, but it is worth noting that the 
institutional-level estimates across models 
did not substantively change. Though we 
cannot compare the magnitude of coeffi-
cients across different regression models, 
the estimates in Models 2-5 suggest that 
once we control for a particular type of in-
teraction effect between student background 
and an organizational pathway, these dis-
tinct organizational pathways may reach 
different constituencies on campus. The 
Bonner program and service-learning 
coursework offer organizational pathways 
to improving diversity in SLCE, particular-
ly for Black, Indigenous, and lower income 
students. Together, this indicates the im-
portance of organizational pathways en-
couraging more depth and breadth in SLCE.  
 

DISCUSSION  
 
 Our findings reveal a benefit-use 
paradox: those students most likely to en-
gage in service at higher levels of depth and 
breadth are not observed engaging at higher 
levels in reality. In line with prior research, 
institutional contexts, such as being a secu-
lar, religious, public, or private institution, 
continue to have a relationship with the 
depth and breadth of student engagement in 
SLCE. Though not all institutional contexts 
are equal: students who attend HBCUs have 
higher levels of student engagement in ser-
vice in their depth and breadth, as they are 
likely to have a POP score that is over five 
points higher than students at non-HBCUs. 
Importantly, we have one HBCU in our 
sample for comparison, but this finding is in 
line with prior research. Similarly, students 
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who take part in service-learning course-
work have much higher levels of depth and 
breadth in their engagement in service, with 
a magnitude of increasing a student’s POP 
score by five points. Finally, relative to 
white students, students from Black, Asian, 
Indigenous, multi-racial, and “other” back-
grounds have higher levels of engagement 
in SLCE—regardless of institutional char-
acteristics and organizational pathways 
(Model 1, Table 2). And yet, as Table 1 de-
picts, these students are observed as engag-
ing in service at lower levels on campuses. 
 Our paper examined how the depth 
and breadth of student engagement in SLCE 
is understood when jointly considering or-
ganizational pathways and institutional 
type. Because changing an aspect of the in-
stitutional types we have studied, such as 
secular, religious, public, or private status, 
HBCU, and CCEC, is a difficult path for an 
institution, institutions must consider the 
unique role that organizational pathways 
play in reaching different student constitu-
encies. For example, our findings suggest 
that the presence of an organizational path-
way that is committed to reaching out to 
students from demographically diverse, low
-income, under-represented, and first-
generation backgrounds is associated with 
students having higher levels of SLCE in 
depth and breadth (Table 2, Models 1 and 
2). Though the benefits of having such a 
program may not be equally shared by all 
those who are targeted for outreach: Stu-
dents from lower family incomes are more 
likely to be engaged on campus through the 
Bonner Program, but the same cannot be 
said for specifically reaching racially mi-
noritized students, and the reverse holds for 
service-learning coursework (Table 2, Mod-
els 2-5). Importantly, it is entirely possible 
that the students from lower income back-
grounds are non-white students and the 
Bonner students are also engaged in course-
work, as this would not be captured by our 
modeling specifications. Our results indi-
cate that an organizational pathway targeted 
towards more in-depth engagement may 
reap benefits for the campus engagement 

infrastructure, but organizational pathways 
must be intentionally crafted if they wish to 
reach students who are most likely to be 
deeply engaged. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 Echoing Evans et al. (2019), we ask 
whether higher education is an effective 
structure for increasing community engage-
ment under its current operating structure. 
As we state at the start, we frame our study 
to highlight the role institutional types and 
organizational pathways play in increasing 
student engagement levels in SLCE. Our 
findings underscore the importance of aca-
demic connection and integration in SLCE 
as one way to address the benefit-use para-
dox. As such, organizational pathways 
should be strongly connected to and inte-
grated with the academic life of students to 
make the SLCE space more accessible to 
students who would benefit from the en-
gagement. Because institutions that have 
Bonner Programs have more aggregate stu-
dent engagement in SLCE, a more inten-
tional effort to reach students of color could 
be effective.  
 Given that the two pathways we 
study rely on altering the present dynamic 
between SLCE and academic engagement, 
we contend the university must be episte-
mologically decentered. By this, we mean 
that the institution must re-conceptualize 
what it means to educate students, what it 
means to be part of a local and global com-
munity, and abandon its exclusive claims to 
knowledge production and legitimation 
(kehal, Garbes, & Kennedy, 2019; Mitchell, 
2008; Willse et al., Forthcoming). Decen-
tering would include community partners' 
knowledge as co-educators/co-creators out-
side the formal boundaries of the academy, 
and would help move institutions towards 
epistemic justice (Fricker, 2007). Such a 
fundamental paradigm shift is still needed 
because if scholars only focus on who is or 
is not engaging in SLCE, it may ignore the 
narrative around what makes engagement 
possible for some students and exclusionary 
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to others, and whether intentional efforts 
are made to reach students who would 
deeply engage in SLCE. 
 The classroom provides one very 
effective avenue through which to alter an 
institution’s epistemology and to reach stu-
dents who are currently not in the SLCE 
space because it raises questions on how 
knowledge is valued and meets students 
where they are. Organizational pathways 
that take seriously the academic component 
for engagement can reach racially and eco-
nomically marginalized students with inten-
tional and targeted planning, while also 
raising the levels of breadth and depth of 
student engagement. Following this aca-
demic synergy would place institutions 
more in line with the critical service-
learning tradition because campuses could 
more fully consider what partnerships mean 
with community members and with their 
own students.  
 As more tenets of critical service 
learning enter the classroom to be debated 
and considered, students and staff are po-
tentially exposed to the underlying, exploi-
tative relationships between universities and 
their local communities. A shift toward fo-
cusing on epistemology of engagement 
would actualize a tenet of critical service 
learning wherein “a campus commitment to 
partnership can funnel financial resources 
into a community, generate interest in and 
attention to issues facing the community, 
and break down town-gown barri-
ers” (Mitchell, 2008, p. 61). To epistemo-
logically de-center the university would 
fundamentally alter the role of higher edu-
cation institutions in society, and subse-
quently, their valuing of historically mar-
ginalized students’ engagement in SLCE. 
To do so would require a structural change; 
we suggest challenging the current episte-
mology of engagement is a foundational 
starting point.  
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ABSTRACT 

 
Critical service-learning (CSL) enhances community-engaged service-learning and civic 

identity development, but are CSL principles congruent with assessments guided by the Civic-
Minded Graduate Rubric 2.0? Using a CSL lens, I critique the rubric, noting areas of progress and 
recommendations to enhance its treatment of identity, power, and privilege. I suggest extending this 
work to foundational and emerging service-learning theories, pedagogies, and evaluation 
methodologies to fulfill the promise of social-justice-oriented civic learning. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
As social justice educators, we are 

called to employ critical service-learning 
(CSL) to “encourage students to see 
themselves as agents of social change, and use 
the experience of service to address and 
respond to injustice in communities” 
(Mitchell, 2008, p. 51). The ethical obligations 
of the pedagogy challenge the status quo 
(Mitchell, 2008), but are fraught with 
complexities that create the potential for harm, 
intended or not, by and on students, faculty, 
staff, and community members. When done 
well, CSL supports students in “becoming 
conscientious of and able to critique social 
systems…while inspiring them to take action 
and make change” (Pompa, 2002, p. 75). Such 
capacity can influence one’s civic identity 
after graduation, creating positive impact in 
the community (Mitchell, 2015). 

 

Educators must make informed 
choices to create learning environments 
conducive to the important task of critical 
service-learning. Just as pedagogy has been 
transformed by iterative cycles of innovation 
and evaluation, so too must the tools by which 
outcomes are assessed. In the arena of civic 
learning several tools offer practitioners a 
means of evaluation, but one makes important 
and meaningful advances in considerations of 
systems, power, and privilege (see Battistoni 
(2013) for a discussion of these tools). The 
Civic-Minded Graduate (CMG) Rubric 2.0 
advances the aspirations of CSL, without 
which students may “embrace an 
impoverished conception of their civic 
potential” (Westheimer & Kahne, 2000, p. 
52). While the significance of this work cannot 
be understated, a stronger investment in CSL 
principles could enhance the connection 
between civic-mindedness and social justice. 

In this paper, I offer a critique of the 
CMG Rubric 2.0 using CSL as an analytical 
lens to generate expanded scholarly 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 12, Number 1 
  Special Edition: Critical Service Learning 

                                                                                              67 
 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

 

considerations of social justice in fulfilling the 
promise of civic learning. After an overview 
of civic identity development, CSL, and the 
CMG framework, my critique will endorse the 
addition of an orientation to social change as 
a discrete assessment domain, then offer an 
analysis of CSL integration across the rubric 
and concrete suggestions for modification. 
Ultimately, this critique of a single assessment 
tool seeks to advance scholarly understanding 
of the myriad ways in which privilege and 
whiteness persist in our approach to service-
learning paradigms, and serves as a call for 
continued critical analysis of foundational and 
emerging service-learning models, peda-
gogies, and evaluation. 

 
Civic Identity Development 

Boyer (1994) invites all educators to 
make good on the civic promise that higher 
education address society’s most pressing 
needs through the development of its students. 
Civic identity entails viewing oneself as “an 
active participant in society with a strong 
commitment to work with others” in 
community for the common good (Hatcher, 
2011, p. 85). Service-learning is a means to 
this end and scholars have shown that the 
result is an individual with a more robust 
commitment to the public good into adulthood 
(Strayhorn, 2008; Youniss, McLellan, & 
Yates, 1997) whose civic identity undergirds 
civic action (Colby & Sullivan, 2009; 
Knefelkamp, 2008). This research “position[s] 
civic identity as an identity status in its own 
right—one that can become as integral to 
individual identity as race, ethnicity, gender, 
nationality, or any other deeply claimed aspect 
of self” (Knefelkamp, 2008, p. 2). 

 
Critical Service-learning 

Mitchell (2015) demonstrates that CSL 
contributes to civic identity development, 
which can create enduring civic value 
grounded in a social justice orientation. 
Critical service-learning is “an approach to 
service-learning that is attentive to social 
change, works to redistribute power, and 
strives to develop authentic relationships” 

(Mitchell, 2015, p. 20). It calls us to 
investigate and critically question systems and 
structures of inequality and oppression 
(Mitchell, 2008). The use of CSL disrupts the 
silence on issues of power, privilege, and 
whiteness that perpetuate the status quo (Abes 
& Jones, 2004; Gilbride-Brown, 2008; Green, 
2003) and supports a civic learning process 
that motivates civic action for social change. 

 
The Civic-Minded Graduate (CMG) 
Conceptual Framework 

The Civic-Minded Graduate (CMG) 
conceptual model, shown in Figure 1, 
articulates the civic learning process through 
which an individual develops “the capacity 
and desire to work with others to achieve the 
common good” (Steinberg, Hatcher, & 
Bringle, 2011, p. 20). The construct illustrates  
 

 
Figure 1. The Civic-Minded Graduate construct is 
a function of the student’s identity, educational 
experiences, and civic experiences (Steinberg & 
Norris, 2011). Excerpted with permission from 
Diversity & Democracy, vol. 14, no. 3. Copyright 
2011 by the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities. 
 
the intersection of the student’s identity, 
educational experiences, and civic 
experiences, contextualized both socially and 
culturally. The product of these interactions, 
civic-mindedness, is defined as the “inclin-
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ation or disposition to be knowledgeable of 
and involved in the community, and to have a 
commitment to act upon a sense of re-
sponsibility as a member of that community” 
(Bringle & Steinberg, 2010, p. 429). 

The CMG framework includes a 30-
question scale, interview protocol, narrative 
prompt, and accompanying rubrics. The 
original rubrics, designed to assess the 
interview protocol and narrative prompt, both 
demonstrate high inter-rater reliability 
(Steinberg et al., 2011). Five domains 
comprise the narrative prompt rubric: 1) self-
identity/civic identity, 2) understanding how 
social issues are addressed in society, 3) 
active participant in society to address social 
issues, 4) collaboration with others across 
difference, and 5) benefit of education to 
address social issues. The interview protocol 
rubric contains only the first, third, and fifth 
domains. The assessment criteria for both 
rubrics range from novice to distinguished (7-
point Likert-type scale), scaled to the 
complexity of the learning artifact being 
evaluated. 

The original rubrics present assess-
ment challenges to the CSL practitioner. For 
example, an educator might employ the 
narrative prompt—“I have a responsibility and 
a commitment to use the knowledge and skills 
I have gained as a college student to 
collaborate with others, who may be different 
from me, to help address issues in society” 
(Steinberg, Hatcher, & Bringle, 2008, p. 1)—
as a final reflection essay in a service-learning 
course. Using a CSL lens, I identified three 
major shortcomings in its companion rubric. 
First, it does not mention power, a 
fundamental aspect of the structural dynamics 
that CSL seeks to understand and interrupt. 
Second, relationships, a concept woven 
throughout the rubric, are characterized as a 
means to an end rather than as a source of 
authenticity. Finally, the rubric includes a 
single reference to social change. On the 
whole, I see the original rubrics as appropriate 
for traditional service-learning assessment, but 

they would not support an evaluation of 
learning in a CSL endeavor. 
 
A Critique of the CMG Rubric 2.0 

Weiss, Hahn, and Norris (2017) 
embarked on a comprehensive validation 
effort designed to consolidate and strengthen 
the original rubrics; the impressive result can 
be seen in the framework of blue boxes in 
Figure 2 and is intended to “travel across 
multiple artifacts of and experiences in 
learning and service” (p. 1). The authors 
utilized Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy to 
construct robust list of characteristics to 
further illuminate each of the domains. The 
assessment criteria were also modified, with 
ranking ranges on a 7-point Likert scale of 
beginner, developing, competent, and 
accomplished. The creators note that these 
refinements enable broader application; an 
assessor may use the rubric to develop or 
assess a variety of artifacts. 

The CMG Rubric 2.0 is a meaningful 
development that can better support CSL 
assessment efforts. At the domain level, the 
updated rubric expands to six (see Figure 2). 
Significantly, the domain orientation towards 
social change is new, signaling an important 
shift toward CSL. This addition reflects the 
emergence of scholarly understanding on 
paradigms of service and the role of social 
change in preferences for participation (Astin 
et al., 1996; Moely & Miron, 2005; Morton, 
1995). Small wording differences in the 
remaining domains are apparent, the most 
significant being a change in emphasis from 
benefit to value in the domain valuing the role 
as a social trustee of knowledge. This 
alteration humanizes the intention of the social 
trustee role from a transactional benefit 
analysis to a transformational value 
proposition, a linkage that reflects the 
potential of service-learning to alter 
perspectives, values, and self-efficacy (Eyler, 
Giles, & Braxton, 1997; Mezirow & Taylor, 
2009). 
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Analytical Approach and Map Overview 
Content analysis provided the 

foundation for my critique of the updated 
rubric. Using Weber’s (1990) approach, I 
quantified and tallied the presence of each 
CSL principle across the rubric using a priori 
coding (Stemler, 2001). A map of my analysis 
is portrayed using white circles and boxes on 
the rubric in Figure 2. I mapped the first CSL 
principle, attentive to social change, to eight 
characteristics across five domains using the 
code SC (see 2 a & b, 3 a & b, 4 e, 5 a, and 6 
a & b). In some cases, the connection was 
implied rather than explicit; for example, a 

capacity to act against systems, power, and 
privilege is grounded in one’s understanding 
of social change principles (see 2 b). I 
assigned the code RP to seven characteristics 
across five domains that reflected the CSL 
principle works to redistribute power (see 1 c, 
2 b, 3 c, 4 c & e, and 6 a & b). I found the final 
CSL component, strives to develop authentic 
relationships, coded AR, embedded across all 
domains and in all but two characteristics (see 
3 a & 6 b), where emphasis was instead placed 
on knowledge of a social issue or one’s 
purpose for higher education. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. A map of the connections between CMG domains and characteristics and CSL components 
(white circles and boxes) overlaid on the Civic-Minded Graduate Rubric 2.0 (blue boxes) (modified from 
Weiss, Hahn, & Norris, 2017) 

 
Figure 2 orients the reader to the next 

three sections of critique using CSL principles 
to structure the analysis. Accompanying 
assessment criteria will be displayed in tables 
to further orient the reader to the critique, 
which begins with the CSL tenet, attentive to 
social change. 

Attentive to Social Change 
The new domain, orientation towards 

social change (see 2), prominently reflects the 
first CSL principle, attentive to social change. 
This significant modification incorporates 
related scholarship on the topic (Astin et al., 
1996; Butin, 2005; Kahne, Westheimer, & 
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Rogers, 2000; Mitchell, 2008, 2015; Moely & 
Miron, 2005; Morton 1995). Its addition 
indicates a commitment by the rubric’s 
authors to the role of social change in civic 
learning and its language and construction 
appear to have been informed by insights and 
theories that draw from the rich legacy of 
critical, critical race, critical service-learning, 
feminist, intersectional, and whiteness 
scholarship. As shown in Table 1, two charac-
teristics distinguish between recognition of  

and actions against systems, power, and 
privilege, enabling a thorough evaluation by 
CSL practitioners of the depth of a student’s 
capacity. This differentiation promotes “a 
clear understanding of the root causes of 
problems and effective strategies for 
addressing them” (Morton, 1995, p. 23). To 
advance the integration of this CSL principle 
in the rubric, I will offer for consideration 
refinements to this domain and the domain 
capacity to be a civic agent. 

 
 

 
Table 1.  Assessment Criteria for the Orientation towards Social Change Domain (Weiss et al., 2017). 

First, the myriad strengths of this new 
domain would be enhanced by a fuller 
embrace of the complexities of identity and 
privilege, as well as the role of dominance in 
the relationship between systems, power, and 
privilege. In the first characteristic, shown in 
Table 1, recognition of one’s positionality 
could be further problematized by a CSL 
approach that “names the differential access to 
power experienced by students, faculty, and 
community members, and encourages 
analysis, dialogue, and discussion of those 
power dynamics and differences” (Mitchell, 
2008, p. 56). A related critique concerns the 
absence of the word power in the criteria. I 
could not discern a compelling reason for its 
absence; thus, I would recommend its 
inclusion across the criteria to further nuance 
assessment of a student’s orientation to social 
change. As Leonardo (2005) observes, 
systemic power sources privilege, earned or 
unearned. 

The first characteristic could be further 
contextualized and strengthened by 
acknowledging the relationship between 
intersecting identities and the systems of 
power and oppression present in lived 
experience (Mitchell, 2017). Identities are 
“products of these larger systems and are 
situated within them” (Collins, 1991, as cited 
in Jones & Abes, 2013, p. 139) and 
“constituted by the intersections of multiple 
vectors of power” (Nash, 2008, p. 10). 
Crenshaw (1989) describes intersectionality as 
the “vexed dynamics of difference and the 
solidarities of sameness” in systems of power 
and oppression (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 
2013, p. 787). Its deployment in a civic 
learning context “provides a framework to 
deliberately account for and examine the 
different ways that intersecting social 
dynamics affect people within and across 
groups” (Tefera, Powers, & Fischman, 2018, 
p. ix). Accordingly, I would recommend the 
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integration of an intersectional perspective 
that contemplates “multiple grounds of 
identity when considering how the social 
world is constructed” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 
1245). A possible approach to modification of 
the assessment criteria would be to add using 
an intersectional frame to the accomplished, 
competent, and possibly developing levels (see 
Table 1). Explicit reference would nuance the 
recognition of one’s subject position and its 
complexities in relationship with others in a 
civic context, complicating conceptions of 
what is normative (whiteness), how privilege 
is operationalized, and the ways in which 
intersecting oppressions are perpetuated. 
Inclusion would also advance the multi-
dimensional interrogation of the “structural 
dynamics of power and inequality in social 
spaces and individual identities” that reflect 
the concept’s founding intentions and its 
aspirations for radical social and political 
transformation (Tefera, et al., 2018, p. viii). 
This modification may risk institutionalizing 
the concept but doing so honors its origin in 
the work of civically engaged Black feminist 
scholars and activists and moves the domain 
closer to an aspiration of civic learning, praxis. 
As Collins and Bilge (2016) observe, “critical 
praxis can occur anywhere” (p. 32) and 
service-learning can be a powerful place to 
deepen critical inquiry for social change. 
Crenshaw (1991) notes, “Through an 
awareness of intersectionality, we can better 
acknowledge and ground the differences 
among us and negotiate the means by which 
these differences will find expression in 
constructing group politics” (p. 1299). 

In a critical service-learning context, 
Rosenberger (2000) sees the importance of 
“becoming conscious and reflecting critically 
on our own positional power and on the 
dissonance that critical consciousness creates 
for us personally” (p. 36). Awareness of one’s 
privilege can inculcate a sense of 
responsibility to create social change (Jones & 
Abes, 2004). Thus, as shown in Table 1, 
privilege is an appropriate word choice in the 
first characteristic due to the importance of 
contextualizing one’s positionality, but in the 

second characteristic the emphasis shifts to 
actions supporting social change. Here 
privileged behaviors are labeled as harmful, 
which does not acknowledge those that can 
result in positive social change, such as 
accomplice and anti-racist actions (see Case, 
2012; Powell & Kelly, 2017). For example, 
Allen (2005) observes that “whites who are in 
solidarity with people of color need to 
appropriate our white power and privilege as a 
way of subverting that same power and 
privilege” (p. 63). As Bickford and Reynolds 
(2002) suggest, in working “to change the 
social structures that produce inequality, our 
different positionalities may be assets—or 
they may be irrelevant” (p. 237). Hence, I 
would recommend altering the language of the 
second characteristic as a step toward 
acknowledging the complexities of power 
relations, whiteness, and social reproduction 
(Cipolle, 2010). 

Greater nuance in the second 
characteristic could be achieved in two ways. 
First, at the beginner level, shown in Table 1, 
the assessment measure refers to awareness of 
actions that “directly support the oppression of 
or restricts opportunities for marginalized 
groups” (Weiss et al., 2017, p. 4, emphasis 
added). Oppression and marginalization also 
work in subtle and indirect ways that can harm 
in equal measure. In a racial context Bonilla-
Silva (1997) observes that racial practices 
have shifted from “overt and eminently racist 
to covert and indirectly racist” (p. 470). Thus, 
the criteria might be enhanced by the addition 
of indirect actions or elimination of the word 
directly. On a related note, the rubric’s 
glossary might be strengthened by explicitly 
naming these foundational social problems—
racism and sexism, for example—as a means 
of problematizing the “typical social issues 
that communities are facing in the 21st 
century” (Weiss et al., 2017, p. 1). 

A second, more powerful way to 
nuance the second characteristic would be to 
substitute domination for privilege. Reflecting 
foundational principles of critical race theory, 
Leonardo (2005) observes that privilege is a 
product of domination, a process that “makes 
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possible [dominance] as a social condition” (p. 
40) where “whites enjoy privileges largely 
because they have created a system of 
domination under which they can thrive as a 
group” (p. 48). Thus, the “advantage of 
beginning our analysis of domination from the 
objective position of those who receive 
policies of domination puts [us] on the side of 
the oppressed…” (Leonardo, 2005, p. 41). 
Consequently, a shift in the language from 
privilege/privileged to domination/dominant 
acknowledges the inherent complexities of 
(white) privilege and actions that advance 
social change, whatever the student’s subject 
position. 

Turning to the domain capacity to be a 
civic agent, shown in Table 2, my analysis 
using the attentive to social change CSL 
principle revealed four potential limitations 
that practitioners should consider. First, the 
assessment criteria rests on choice, meaning 
students are acting on their own initiative or 
preferences. However, in curricular or co- 

curricular situations where the institution 
exercises great latitude in decision-making,  
the evaluation may not reflect the student’s 
actual civic agency or commitment to social 
change. Second, students’ attention to social 
change can be affected by the realities of their 
lived experiences. For example, the first and 
second characteristic, level or depth and 
breadth of community engagement, 
respectively, are scored on frequency. This 
implies the “privilege of time” (Mitchell, 
2008, p. 56) to choose community engaged 
activities over work to afford tuition, and more 
broadly, may reflect unacknowledged class 
privilege and whiteness. Additionally, 
quantity of engagement may not mean quality 
of engagement. Those with privileged 
identities, for instance, might be complicit in 
perpetuating the injustice, inequality, and 
marginalization their actions seek to address. 
In some situations, a simple and radical act in 
support of social change may be to give up 
“comfortable positions of privilege and 
power” (Rosenberger, 2000, p. 36). 

 

 
Table 2.  Assessment Criteria for the Capacity to be a Civic Agent Domain (Weiss et al., 2017). 
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Third, the authors’ definition of 
community engagement emphasizes the 
institution rather than the student: “utilizing 
institutional resources (e.g., people, places, 
money, time) to meaningful[sic] serve and 
learn with community partners, organizations, 
or members in order to address the most 
pressing social issues in our community” 
(Weiss et al., 2017, p. 1). In the third 
characteristic, role in addressing social issues, 
references to community involvement clarify 
the student’s role; thus, I recommend adopting 
this phrase in the first and second 
characteristics and reworking the definition. 
Doing so aligns the rubric with the definition 
of civic-mindedness described above and 
distinguishes student community involvement 
from institutional community engagement, 
which the Carnegie Foundation defines as a 
“collaboration between institutions of higher 
education and their larger communities (local, 
regional/state, national, global) for the 
mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge 
and resources in a context of partnership and 
reciprocity” (Brown University, 2019, 
Defining Community Engagement section). 

Finally, embedded in the third 
characteristic is an underlying assumption that 
the social issue reflects a community need 
and/or has been vetted through a reciprocal 
relationship. Explicit mention of this 
important necessity in the assessment criteria 
would be a meaningful step away from a 
missionary mindset (Mitchell, Donahue, & 
Young-Law, 2012) that could be implied in the 
current reading, and a step closer to the 
rubric’s definition of community as “a 
collectivity defined by a mutually beneficial 
relationship and bound by a shared experience 
or compact” (Weiss et al., 2017, p. 1). In the 
alternative, I recommend the authors consider 
including an additional measure to assess the 
degree to which engagement efforts reflect 
community-identified needs and are integrated 
into the ongoing work being done by members 
of the community. Such a modification would 
center the community, guard against efforts 
that undermine social change, and reflect the 
aspiration of reciprocity, a foundational CSL 

tenet of power redistribution, the topic to 
which we now turn. 
 
Works to Redistribute Power 

I found that the second CSL principle, 
works to redistribute power, was present in all 
domains except sense of civic identity (see 5). 
The authors’ efforts to integrate references to 
systems, power, and privilege provide strong 
support for assessment by CSL practitioners. I 
will offer three areas of refinement to advance 
the further integration of this CSL principle. 
First, the updated rubric centers systems of 
power, but its authors might reconsider 
systems as “economic and political aspects of 
the U.S. democracy and its capitalistic 
society” (Weiss et al., 2017, p. 1). From a CSL 
perspective, this definition excludes social in 
its typology—a vital facet of power and efforts 
to redistribute it—yet social is included 
elsewhere in the rubric, alongside economic 
and administrative systems in the third 
characteristic, shown in Table 3. The reasons 
for this difference were not evident to me 
during the analytical process; thus, I would 
suggest consistency across the rubric to 
acknowledge the equitable distribution of 
power as an aspiration within all systems of 
oppression and domination. 

A second area of rubric enhancement 
concerns the nature of community engagement 
activities in the domains capacity to be a civic 
agent and understanding how social issues are 
addressed in society. I found that the updated 
rubric is already of great utility in CSL 
assessment efforts due to the wide range of 
examples that can contribute to power 
redistribution efforts. In the former domain, 
shown in Table 2, the characteristic breadth of 
community engagement, offers these 
examples: “direct, indirect, advocacy, 
research, fundraising/philanthropy, in-kind 
contributions” (Weiss et al., 2017, p. 3). In the 
latter domain, presented in Table 3, the 
characteristic awareness of power structures 
and systems contains “advocating, voting, 
boycotting, contacting elected officials” in the 
beginner to competent assessment ranges and 
adds “voting vs. testifying in front of elected 
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official” in the accomplished category (Weiss 
et al., 2017, p. 5). A missing example is 
activism. Vogelgesang and Astin (2000) have 
noted that service-learning increases 
commitment to activism, yet Bickford and 
Reynolds (2002) suggest that the academy is 
uncomfortable with the word and call on social 
justice educators to “insist that our classrooms 
become places where students examine their 
resistance to activism and consider what is at 
stake in recognizing the power of and the need 
for dissent” (p. 247). In this spirit, the addition 
of activism to the rubric would acknowledge 
its role in making power relationships visible 
and affecting the redistribution of power. 
 

The third set of recommendations 
concerns context, an important prerequisite for 
effective action geared toward recognizing 
and reconfiguring power structures. The 
authors’ update explicitly acknowledges 
power structures and systems, yet an 
understanding of context is only implied in the 
assessment criteria throughout the rubric. I 
will propose modifications to three 
characteristics. First, while one’s capacity to 
interrupt systems and unveil power is well 
supported by the robust list of characteristics 
present in the domain working with others (see 
4), the authors place sole emphasis on the 
development of mutual learning and respect 

 
Table 3. Assessment Criteria for the Understanding How Social Issues are Addressed in Society Domain 
(Weiss et al., 2017). 

in the assessment criteria for the characteristic 
curiosity and questioning (seeTable 4). While 
this aspiration builds relationships with others, 
speaking truth to power involves asking 
questions that are grounded in the context of 
the social issue as a means of exposing power 
structures. The assessment criteria for an 
accomplished student could include reference 

to questions that invite mutual consideration 
of systems and structures of oppression and 
domination. Further, speaking truth to power 
emerges from the development of critical 
consciousness. In greater alignment with CSL 
pedagogy, the rubric could emphasize the 
importance of reflexivity and critical 
reflection in the development of critical 
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consciousness and understanding of one’s 
positionality, which I recommend be explicitly 
integrated into the characteristic reflection on 
values, attitudes and/or beliefs (see 5 b) in the 
domain sense of civic identity. As Mitchell 
(2008) adroitly observes, 

 
Critical service-learning peda-
gogy fosters a critical conscious-
ness, allowing students to com-
bine action and reflection in 
classroom and community to 
examine both the historical 
precedents of the social problems 
addressed in their service place-
ments and the impact of their 
personal action/inaction in main-
taining and transforming those 
problems (p. 54). 
 

Addressing these complexities in reflective 
practice and assessment aids in fulfilling the 
promise of socially just civic education 
(Bonilla-Silva & Forman, 2000; Chesler & 
Vasques Scalera, 2000).  

My third and final suggestion on 
 

context focuses on the characteristic 
knowledge of a social issue in the domain 
understanding how social issues are 
addressed in society (see Table 3). As Mitchell 
(2008) notes, critical consciousness is 
grounded in context; one’s familiarity with a 
social problem or issue is intimately connected 
to an understanding of the sociohistorical and 
cultural context and one’s role in that context, 
creating connections between “real world 
concerns and the systemic causes behind 
them” (p. 55). Accordingly, I recommend the 
authors consider the addition of this per-
spective to the characteristic. This modifi-
cation would ground the assessment criteria 
more fully in the CMG framework, which 
explicitly recognizes the social and cultural 
context of civic identity development, as 
shown in Figure 1. It would also emphasize the 
important role played by contextual 
knowledge in unveiling power and equitably 
transforming it to effect change. Equitable 
power distribution supports the realization of 
reciprocity, a foundation for authentic re-
lationships, the final area of rubric critique 
using CSL tenets. 

 

 

 
Table 4.  Assessment Criteria for the Working with Others Domain (Weiss et al., 2017). 
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Strives to Develop Authentic Relationships 

The domains working with others and 
valuing one’s role as a social trustee of 
knowledge are the focus of my critique using 
the third CSL principle, which I found to be 
well integrated in every domain and all but two 
of the 17 characteristics (see 3 a & 6 b). I will 
offer insights and suggestions for 
enhancement in both domains. First, the 
domain working with others thoughtfully 
integrates recent assessment scholarship in the 
supporting characteristics, all of which are 
foundational to the development of authentic 
relationships (see Table 4). 

The rubric’s authors drew on the 
American Association of Colleges and 
Universities (AAC&U) Valid Assessment of 
Learning in Undergraduate Education 
(VALUE) rubrics (see Rhodes, 2009). The 
characteristic perspective-taking is present in 
the Global Learning rubric, and empathy, 
openness, and curiosity are reflected in the 
Intercultural Knowledge and Competence 
rubric. The remaining characteristic, values 
collaboration, is a meaningful distillation of 
the Teamwork rubric. In addition, the authors 

identify the complexities of bias in the char- 
acteristic openness, which supports sustaining 
authentic relationship with diverse others. 

A second critique of this domain 
centers on the word sympathizing in the 
characteristic empathy, which can be seen in 
the criteria for the student assessed as 
competent (see Table 4) Boyle-Baise and 
Efiom (2000) found that service-learning 
increases cognitive and affective forms of 
empathy, and both are important to the 
development of critical consciousness 
(Rosenberger, 2000). Sympathy, instead, 
implies pity for the “other,” which can reflect 
unacknowledged power dynamics and 
whiteness (Green, 2003). Thus, “sympathizing 
with others[sic] feelings and experiences” 
(Weiss et al., 2017, p. 6, emphasis added) 
might be modified using alternatives such as 
considering or understanding.  

Turning to the domain valuing one’s 
role as a social trustee of knowledge, the 
phrase serving/serves others is used in the 
assessment criteria for the two highest 
categories of the second characteristic (see 
Table 5). While nothing is inherently wrong 
 

 
Table 5. Assessment Criteria for the Valuing One’s Role as a Social Trustee of Knowledge Domain 
(Weiss et al., 2017). 
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with such wording, the choice of language 
recalls the vigorous debates over the term 
service, which “may involve students in the 
community in a way that perpetuates 
inequality and reinforces an ‘us-them’ 
dichotomy” (Mitchell, 2008, p. 51). In 
contrast, the measure of the first characteristic 
uses the language address a social issue, 
which emphasizes systemic change and aligns 
more closely with the rubric language and the 
broader civic purposes of higher education. To 
better reflect this CSL tenet, I would 
recommend greater consistency by altering the 
language of the second characteristic to shift 
the focus from “service to an individual” to 
“service for an ideal” (Wade, 2000, p. 97). 

Finally, the beginner assessment 
criteria in the second characteristic lists three 
examples of personal benefits a student might 
receive from the higher educational 
endeavor—able to make more money, learn 
how to learn, be competitive in the 
workforce—that can be classified as financial, 
intellectual, and vocational, respectively. A 
fourth item worthy of inclusion might be 
described as familial, the personal benefit 
associated with honoring and supporting one’s 
family through higher education achievement. 
First generation college students, who are 
often from minoritized groups, cite family 
among their reasons for attending college. Bui 
(2002) found that first generation students 
gave higher ratings than non-first-generation 
students on the following responses: respect or 
status, family honor, and family financial 
assistance after graduation. The rubric’s 
acknowledgement of the familial benefit 
would strengthen the list by embracing 
alternative ways of valuing the educational 
endeavor. Further, it recognizes the possibility 
that a student’s civic perspective may be 
grounded primarily in family, which also 
contributes to the public good. 

 
CONCLUSION 

The Civic-Minded Graduate Rubric  2.0

guides assessment efforts toward the goal of 
empowering graduates who have the “capacity 
and desire to work with others to achieve the 
common good” (Steinberg et al., 2011, p. 20). 
Its authors have embraced CSL tenets, but my 
analysis reveals areas for enhancement, 
through which students and graduates are not 
just participating in communities but 
“transform[ing] them as engaged and active 
citizens” (Mitchell, 2008, p. 52). The critiques 
I offer in this article propose insights that 
might advance this goal. 

The rubric is but one aspect of the 
world of the Civic-Minded Graduate and the 
universe of service-learning, and our approach 
to service-learning models, pedagogies, and 
means of evaluation should be broadly 
scrutinized to avoid inadvertently reinforcing 
exclusionary “biases, expectations, and 
traditions” and missing “opportunities for 
educators to make their own instruction more 
transformative” (Mitchell, et al., 2012, p. 613). 
Traditional service-learning has been well-
studied in the literature, but early scholarship 
did not center on race and class or consider 
systems of privilege and oppression (Abes & 
Jones, 2004; Chesler & Vasques Scalera, 
2000). As the research agenda continues to be 
transformed by these justice-oriented lines of 
inquiry, so too must the theories, curricular 
approaches, and modes of assessment. 
Mitchell (2015) has shown that an emphasis 
on CSL tenets contributes to civic identity 
development, offering educators a means of 
facilitating the emergence of a mature sense of 
civic identity in students that is grounded in 
social justice practice (Knefelkamp, 2008). 
CSL also supports authentic, reciprocal 
community-engaged experiences that 
emphasize equity and create enduring civic 
value. Thus, a broader application of CSL 
principles to foundational and emerging 
service-learning theories, pedagogies, and 
evaluation methodologies can offer a valuable 
and enduring means to these transformative 
civic ends. 
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In all intellectual debates, both sides tend to 
be correct in what they affirm, and wrong 
in what they deny.  
-John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) 
 Service learning represents a high-
impact educational practice (Kuh, 2008) 
that can support myriad learning goals 
while reciprocally engaging students and 
communities (Bushouse, 2005; Jacoby, 
1996, 2015). Critical service learning repre-
sents a specific approach that adopts a so-
cial change framework and emphasizes the 
critical analyses of systems and policies 
with the aim of confronting inequalities 
(Mitchell, 2008). While lauded for an em-
phasis on authentic relationships, systemic 
injustices, and sustainable change, critical 
service learning can also present substantial 
limitations if embodying “a liberal agenda 
under a universalistic garb” (Butin, 2010, p. 
35). Similar points were also expressed by 
Jacoby (2015) and Lewing (2018).  
 Critical service learning has the po-
tential to challenge discriminatory systems 
and engage students with communities in 
authentic partnerships. However, if discus-
sions and lectures are politically polarizing, 
critical service learning may encourage stu-
dent self-censorship. Self-censorship can be 
defined as “the withholding of one’s true 
opinion from an audience perceived to disa-

gree with that opinion” (Hayes, Glynn, & 
Shanahan, 2005, p. 299) and represents a 
potential issue for students in critical ser-
vice learning courses, especially consider-
ing the fairly consistent liberal lean of fac-
ulty members (Gross, 2013; Inbar & Lam-
mers, 2012; Klein & Stern, 2009; Phillips, 
2016). In these situations, the singular per-
spective of the instructor may become an 
established supra-normative value system 
for a course (Butin, 2010) and may not in-
nately provide a framework that best pro-
motes critical thinking and student engage-
ment across the ideological spectrum. Expe-
riences that promote student self-censorship 
may seriously weaken the ability of critical 
service learning courses to facilitate the 
confrontation of stereotypes and reconsider-
ation of misperceptions through engage-
ment, analysis, and discussion.  
 Central to the thesis of this manu-
script is the idea that critical service learn-
ing, contrary to existing critique, is not ex-
plicitly liberal. Rather, critical service 
learning, specifically the internal dynamics 
of the course (i.e., design, assigned read-
ings, reflection prompts), simply goes in the 
direction steered. Similar to Haidt’s (2001) 
elephant-rider metaphor used to describe 
the relationship between rationality and 
emotion, critical service learning likely has 
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the tendency to gravitate towards predomi-
nant belief systems, often those of the in-
structor.  
 In response to the potential limita-
tions of politicized service learning, Butin 
(2010) advocated for a more balanced ap-
proach that avoided orthodoxy and dogma-
tism which can hinder critical approaches. 
A balanced approach to critical service 
learning aligns with an understanding that 
perspectives toward social issues are driven 
by moral frameworks (Bobocel, Son Hing, 
Davey, Stanley, & Zanna, 1998; Day, 
Fiske, Downing, & Trail, 2014; Emler, 
2002; Haidt, 2001, 2012; Skitka, 2002; 
Skitka & Bauman, 2008) that are derived 
from specific life narratives (McAdams, 
Albaugh, Farber, Daniels, Logan, & Olson, 
2008) and influenced by neurobiological 
factors (Kanai, Feilden, Firth, & Rees, 
2011; Schreiber et al. 2013). In alignment 
with Astin’s (1970, 1991) Input-
Environment-Outcomes Model in which 
student outcomes are influenced by individ-
ual inputs and personal experiences, stu-
dents will enter critical service learning 
courses with differing perspectives towards 
the morality of policies and social issues 
due to both biological chance and cultural 
learning. Their ability to critically analyze 
social systems and identify systemic injus-
tices is dependent upon course structuring 
that adequately accounts for these differ-
ences as well as the provision of a common 
moral vocabulary.  
 

PURPOSE 
 
 The purpose of this conceptual arti-
cle is to suggest Moral Foundations Theory 
(Haidt, 2012; Haidt & Graham, 2007; Haidt 
& Joseph, 2004) as a complimentary inter-
nal framework for critical service learning 
courses. It should be noted that the premise 
of this article is not to propose sweeping 
changes to critical service learning peda-
gogies, but rather to build upon the recom-
mendations of Mitchell (2008). The provi-
sion of an inward-centered approach to 
structuring reflection and discourse further 

promotes the tenets of critical service learn-
ing such as encouraging students to identify 
systemic inequalities, critically examine 
their own ideas, respectfully acknowledge 
challenges from others, and evaluate diver-
gent perspectives (Mitchell, 2008).  
 
MORAL FOUNDATIONS THEORY AND 

POLITICAL PSYCHOLOGY 
 

 Moral Foundations Theory (Graham 
et al., 2013; Haidt, 2012; Haidt & Graham, 
2007) deviates from much of moral psy-
chology by suggesting scholarship in the 
discipline tends to show bias toward a 
somewhat narrow liberal and individualistic 
perspective common to those from Western, 
educated, industrial, rich, and democratic 
backgrounds. In an attempt to account for 
the prevalence of existing moral frame-
works that also place value on autonomy, 
group cohesion (Fiske, 1991), and concep-
tualizations of divinity (Shweder, Much, 
Mahapatra, & Park, 1997) common in non-
liberal (e.g., libertarian, conservative, many 
non-Western) backgrounds, Moral Founda-
tions Theory posits that moral reasoning 
stems from innate moral modules: (a) care/
harm, the protection and care for others and 
avoiding the infliction of harm, (b) fairness/
cheating, the promotion of equality, propor-
tionality, and justice, (c) loyalty/betrayal, 
the honoring of obligations to an in-group, 
(d) authority/subversion, the maintenance 
of communal order through a respect for 
authority-ranking, (e) sanctity/degradation, 
the avoidance of physical and spiritual deg-
radation, and (f) liberty/oppression, the op-
position of domination by one individual or 
entity over another. Care and fairness are 
generally associated concerns for individu-
als and are referred to as “individualizing” 
foundations while loyalty, authority, and 
sanctity, in contrast, represent “binding” 
foundations as they emphasize larger 
groups and institutions that are predicated 
on moral systems. 
 When applied to political psycholo-
gy, a consistent set of foundations is associ-
ated with political preferences (Franks & 
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Scherr, 2015; Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 
2009; Haidt & Graham, 2007). Individual-
izing foundations are the most predominant 
foundations in liberals, and the binding 
foundations tend to resonate the most with 
conservatives (Graham, Nosek, Haidt, Iyer, 
Koleva, & Ditto, 2011). Liberty is unique as 
it is valued by all groups, especially Liber-
tarians (Iyer, Koleva, Graham, Ditto, & 
Haidt, 2012); however, the concept mani-
fests differently based on individual ideolo-
gy. Liberals tend to emphasize liberty as 
government protection for vulnerable 
groups while conservatives and libertarians 
tend to value liberty as an individual’s 
“right to be left alone” (Haidt, 2012, p. 182) 
from government interference and also tend 
to oppose large-scale intervention pro-
grams. Furthermore, due to the emphasis of 
individual foundations, the theory is also 
valid for understanding groups outside of 
the binary liberal-conservative approach 
and along multiple levels of ideological per-
sonality, such as the religious-left (Haidt, 
Graham, & Joseph, 2009).  
 Perspectives on social and political 
issues are, at least in part, grounded in mor-
al concerns (Bobocel et al., 1998; Day et 
al., 2014; Emler, 2002; Haidt, 2001, 2012; 
Nilsson & Erlandsson, 2015; Skitka, 2002; 
Skitka & Bauman, 2008). It is from this 
vantage point that Moral Foundations Theo-
ry can frame critical service learning as it 
provides a conduit for mutual understand-
ing and civil discourse related to communi-
ty engagement, political action, and social 
change. Leskes (2013) described civil dis-
course as learning about issues, obtaining 
valid data, constructing a logical argument 
that is convincing but nondogmatic to those 
with opposing opinions and perspectives. 
Civil discourse represents respectful, hon-
est, and deliberate dialogue and represents 
the central pillars of a balanced approach to 
service learning. Respectful and open-
minded dialogue may be more likely when 
empathy and grace are offered, moral foun-
dations are acknowledged, and arguments 
are allowed space to undergo critical analy-
sis. 

 
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

 
 As previously stated, this approach 
is meant to complement the existing tenets 
of critical service learning (i.e., identifying 
systemic inequalities). In addition to gen-
eral best practices for critical service learn-
ing as outlined by Mitchell (2008) and 
Jacoby (2015), several strategies can help 
maximize the engagement and effectiveness 
of service learning courses in promoting 
civil discourse through a Moral Founda-
tions Theory framework: (a) ensure student 
understanding of Moral Foundations Theo-
ry and its relation to political opinion, (b) 
facilitate students’ self-reflection of their 
own political perspectives and the associat-
ed moral framework, (c) encourage the 
acknowledgement of emotions during re-
flection associated with their experiences, 
and (d) facilitate civil discourse and pro-
mote mutual understanding of conflicting 
moral foundations and opinions.  
 
Ensure Student Understanding of Moral 
Foundations Theory and Its Relation to 
Political Opinion 
 Viewing political ideologies as ex-
tensions of moral foundations derived from 
one’s life narratives and influenced by neu-
robiological factors is not necessarily innate 
for students or faculty members. Therefore, 
introducing students to Moral Foundations 
Theory and the association of intuitive emo-
tions and reasoning can support a more self-
aware and open-minded course. Considera-
tions for required readings include Haidt 
and Joseph (2004), Haidt and Graham 
(2007) and Graham et al. (2009, 2011, 
2013), and would be ideally completed 
within the first quarter of a course in order 
to ensure students’ grasp of the theoretical 
contextualization. 
 
Facilitate Students’ Self-reflection of 
Their Own Political Perspectives and the 
Associated Moral Framework 
 Once a basic understanding of Mor-
al Foundations Theory has been established, 
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self-reflection allows students to become 
more aware of their personal ideological 
leanings and the lenses through which they 
may view others. Whether facilitated 
through the completion of the Moral Foun-
dations Questionnaire (Graham et al., 2011) 
or through general self-identification, self-
reflection encourages students to further 
view substantiated ideologies as differing 
moral foundations rather than an automatic 
good/evil or tolerant/intolerant paradigm. 
The questionnaire provides foundation-
specific scores that move further beyond a 
simplistic conservative-liberal binary per-
spective. Self-reflection also helps students 
begin to see areas of limited understanding 
that their own morality may create.  
 
Encourage the Acknowledgement of 
Emotions During Reflection  
 Morality and reasoning are emotion-
ally driven processes (Haidt, 2001), and stu-
dents will likely encounter a diverse range 
of emotions during their community en-
gagement experiences that can promote 
deeper reflections (Felten, Gilchrist, & Dar-
by, 2006). In alignment, Moral Foundations 
Theory posits that each foundation is asso-
ciated with characteristic virtues and emo-
tions (care: kindness, compassion; fairness: 
anger, gratitude; loyalty: group pride, loyal-
ty, self-sacrifice; authority: respect; sancti-
ty: disgust, chastity, piety; liberty: reac-
tance, oppression). Facilitating a self-
awareness of emotional reactions can fur-
ther promote student’s understanding of 
their experiences and also the association 
between the experiences and emotions of 
their peers in relation to the corresponding 
frameworks of others, which is critical to 
civil discourse.  
 
Facilitate Civil Discourse Through Un-
derstanding the Framework of Others  
 Former vice president of the Ameri-
can Association Colleges and Universities 
Andrea Leskes (2013) advocated for the 
promotion of civil discourse in higher edu-
cation as thoughtful and respectful ex-
changes of opinions that evaluate the validi-

ty of arguments rather than the value of in-
dividuals, and that seek to identify both dis-
agreements and points of common purpose 
of those engaged. Leskes further stated,  

Participants in civil discourse need 
to learn about the issue at hand, crit-
ically weigh the information’s ve-
racity and validity, build a logical 
argument, and present it in a con-
vincing but nondoctrinaire manner 
to individuals who might not share 
the same views. They need to be 
respectfully attentive to alternative 
interpretations—weighing them, 
too, analytically—and be willing to 
alter positions based on convincing 
argument and evidence.  

 Individuals are prone to stereotyping 
the perspectives of those with different 
moral frameworks and tend to exaggerate 
the extremity of dissimilar ideologies 
(Graham, Nosek, Haidt, 2012). Therefore, a 
framework that can facilitate open-
mindedness and a willingness to critically 
evaluate divergent opinions is of tanta-
mount importance to balanced service 
learning. According to Gilovich (1991) and 
Haidt (2012), individuals view arguments 
that align with their moral frameworks 
through the context of “can I believe this?” 
while viewing arguments that conflict with 
their frameworks through the context of 
“must I believe this?” Moral Foundations 
Theory provides an accessible conduit for 
understanding the opinions of one’s self and 
those of others. Encouraging students to 
understand, not accept, the underlying mor-
al foundations and the corresponding argu-
ments of those individuals with whom they 
disagree is imperative as it promotes the 
identification of commonalities in terms of 
potential long-term solutions to social is-
sues.  
 Depending on the organizational or 
geographical context of the institution, the 
instructor, or the discipline, there may not 
be sufficient variance of opinion to support 
rich discussion on either side of the liberal-
conservative spectrum. Therefore, faculty 
members may benefit from collaborating 
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with another instructor who represents an 
informed divergent opinion. Whether 
through a team-teaching approach or simply 
by providing balance of perspective to a 
class discussion, seeking collegial support 
can move a class toward a more balanced 
approach while also providing a model for 
professional disagreement.  
 

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH 
 

 While there is a body of research 
supporting the validity of Moral Founda-
tions Theory, its utilization as a teaching 
strategy is limited. Future scholarship can 
provide investigations into the utilization of 
the framework as a means of supporting 
community engagement, the confrontation 
of student-held stereotypes, civil discourse, 
and broad-based student awareness of so-
cial issues. Specifically, research that ex-
plores how service learning and Moral 
Foundations Theory can support student 
acknowledgement of tendencies to exagger-
ate divergent opinions can strengthen the 
role of service learning and community en-
gagement within the broader scope of high-
er education.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 The limitations of service learning 
are not found in its political examinations; 
rather the practice becomes limited when it 
fails to deeply engage students across the 
political spectrum in a way that sufficiently 
emboldens them to critique their own argu-
ments while identifying the merits of op-
posing views. Service learning is weakened 
when forced into an apolitical corner that 
disallows critical thinking and civil dis-
course. Moral Foundations Theory can co-
incide with best practices of service learn-
ing instruction and provide a framework 
that encourages students to become active 
citizens in a democratic society. 
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ABSTRACT 

The qualitative analysis of the experiences of a small study of 23 service learners indicated that 
individuals negotiate social distance as they: (1) ascribe agency in action and affect to themselves 
and others; (2) consider whether they belong on-site and connect with others; and, (3) grapple with 
the structural inequalities that shape social life. In discussing the multiple dimensions of social 
distance, this analysis ends with questions that critical service learning practices and pedagogies can 
address.  
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Social Distance and Its Theoretical 

Mileage 

 

While “social distance” circulates as a 

spatial metaphor for the lack of connection 

between social groups, few scholars center 

analyses around social distance, suggest its 

complexity, or how it is legible across the 

service-learning experience. However, the 

dynamics of social distance appear throughout 

traditional service learning (TSL) and critical 

service learning (CSL) literature, as students 

grapple with representations of themselves 

and community members and they negotiate 

the differential positioning of each. Service 

learners navigate social distance to mutually 

connect with others or resist sharing their 

biographical and real-time experiences. Social 

distance also emerges in the extent to that 

service learners articulate analyses that link 

others’ life conditions to structural 

dispossession, contextual factors that are often 

conspicuous at the boundary that segregates 

the college and community. As a dynamic that 

is key to how intergroup others relate, social 

distance has the potential to respond to the call 

for the thematic unification of TSL studies 

related to intergroup relations (Holsapple, 

2012), while beginning discussions that CSL 

can address towards theorizing and practicing 
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social justice across the intrapersonal, 

interpersonal, and structural levels. 

The flexibility of social distance is 

especially important to CSL, because while 

representations, relationships, and critical 

analyses appear as individual commitments of 

the field, they are inextricably linked. 

Representations and stereotypes that 

individuals hold about the self and other are 

fueled by and, in turn, inform the social 

distance that individuals negotiate in both 

relationship and critical analyses. Thus, 

reflexively attending to each commitment may 

be necessary to shift social distance towards 

interdependence during and after community 

engagement.  
 
Social Distance as Rationalizing the 
Positioning of Self and Other 

Social distance is central to both 

stereotyping and attribution as processes that 

naturalize others’ contexts, and therefore 

individuals’ decisions about whether and how 

to help. Bringle and Velo (1998) suggest that 

social group-level biases encourage service 

learners to explain others’ lives using 

dispositional, rather and situational factors; 

uncontrollable misfortunes rather than 

preventable injustices in ways that affect the 

relationship between the self and other. 

Intergroup relations research suggests that 

attributions and stereotypes are linked to 

social distance by a sense of empathy or self-

relevance – individuals tend to treat others 

they feel are similar as they would treat 

themselves (Amodio & Devine, 2006; Batson 

et al., 1997; Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000; 

Todd et al., 2011; Vescio, Sechrist, & 

Paolucci, 2003). Together, such work suggests 

the interdependence of representations about 

the self and other and how these shape beliefs 

about others, relationship, and explanations 

about differential access to opportunities, 

resources, and institutions by social location. 

TSL and CSL literature suggests that 

service learners challenge representation 

discourses about others. Some studies have 

found that service learners explicitly indicate 

that engagement helped them to deconstruct 

their prior stereotypes and assumptions, in 

part, by, presenting counter-representations of 

community members (Kinefuchi, 2010; 

Santos, Ruppar, & Jeans, 2012; Sharma, 

Phillion, & Malewski, 2011). Even as the 

types of counter-representations developed by 

service learners tend to be wholly positive, 

rather than complex (Shor, Catteneo, & 

Calton, 2017), they may help service learners 

to shift their attributions and advocate for 

community members. Counter-represent-

ations mostly appear to acknowledge the 

shared humanity with community members as 

a method of negotiating social distance among 

marginalized social groups who are subject to 

dehumanizing stereotypes, including immi-

grants, disabled people, and the incarcerated 

youth, as well as more generalized racialized 

and classed social groups (Brewster; 2018; 

Frank & Rice, 2017; Holsapple, 2012; 

Kinefuchi, 2010; Marichal, 2010; Rhoads, 

1998).  

Service learners’ explicit references to 

their own representations and stereotypes are 

limited, but individuals position their roles as 

service learners to align with the power and 

privilege. Service learning often re-inscribes 

whiteness in action and silencing discourses 

(Mitchell, Donahue, & Young-Law, 2012), for 

example, although non-White service learners 

may also differentially position themselves 

and others to emphasize their agency and the 

capacity to transform others (Desmond & 

Stahl, 2011). Unfortunately, the ego rewards 

of positioning service learners as agents who 

transform others can increase their satisfaction 

and engagement (Noyes, Darby, & Leupold, 

2015; Pekrun, 2006), and compound apathy 

about redressing asymmetric power, center 

narratives about helping ‘the disadvantaged’ 

(Brewster, 2018b; Farnsworth, 2010; Sharma 

et al., 2011), or absorb “the actual experience 

of individuals into a categorical one-

dimensional designation of neediness” (Van 
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Gorder, 2007, p. 16).When service learners are 

positioned as agents and community members 

are counter-positioned as passive and 

malleable, service learners maintain social 

distance and the invisible privilege of being 

untouched by others’ prior experiences, 

context, and the service itself (Brewster, 

2018b).  

 

Social Distance as Relational Strategies in 

the Context of Asymmetric Power 

Classic operationalizations of social 

distance emphasize an individual’s interest in 

interacting with others in terms of close 

proximity and social intimacy (e.g. preferring 

an acquaintance who identifies as LGBTQ+ 

rather than a neighbor). Social distance 

preferences initiate relationship-building or 

blocking strategies that rigidify boundaries 

between the self and other or defend against 

others’ access to social spaces and resources 

(Lammers, Galinsky, Gordijn, & Otten, 2012; 

Liberman, Sagristano, & Trope, 2002). Social 

distance influences intergroup relationships as 

high-power individuals may perceive others as 

“so distant as to be irrelevant” in terms of 

social comparisons about skills, attitudes, or 

capacities (Magee & Smith, 2013, p. 160). If 

individuals feel that others are distant, then 

they may fail to acknowledge or respond to 

others’ emotions, limit their self-disclosure, as 

well as avoid reciprocal trust and 

communication (Anderson, Keltner, & John, 

2003; Hendrick, Hendrick, & Adler, 1988; 

Lammers et al., 2012; Liberman et al., 2002; 

Magee & Smith, 2013). These behaviors can 

ultimately manifest as indifference, 

objectification, or dehumanization, which lead 

to exploitation (Lammers et al., 2012; 

Liberman et al., 2002).  

A continuum between social distance 

and interdependence surfaces in discussions 

about relationship within the TSL literature as 

scholars have raised the transactional or 

transformative nature of relationships, but 

with emphasis on campus-community 

partnerships or the personal relationships of 

faculty across those sites. These findings 

provide that transformative approaches which 

include a mutual commitment or receptiveness 

to personal growth precedes relationships that 

can be characterized by closeness, integrity, 

and equity (Bringle, Hatcher, & McIntosh, 

2006; Clayton et al., 2010). Nonetheless, 

service learners appear to prefer service 

engagements that are transactional and 

emphasize charity rather than those that 

address social change (Bringle et al., 2006; 

Morton, 1995). Among the few studies that 

center service learner-community member 

relationships, Brewster (2018a) found that 

service learner narrations of subjectivity, 

including their internal thoughts and somatic 

senses, responses to others’ emotions, and 

reciprocal self-disclosures emerged among the 

relatively critical individuals. This sort of 

presence within narrations co-occurred with 

explicit claims and discourses that suggested 

service learners’ transformation (Brewster, 

2018a, 2018b).  

Doerr (2015) explored social distance 

to explain how service learners differentially 

conceptualize of helping behavior, depending 

on whether the sense of interdependence felt 

towards familiars from strangers. In addition 

to acknowledging how social group 

differences can fuel a sense of disconnection, 

Doerr (2015) suggests that the language of 

volunteering affirms social distance and 

thereby contributes to service learners’ 

capacity for othering. Participants indicated 

that “volunteers” had no stakes in the outcome 

of service, were not expected to help, and 

helped people positioned as incapable of 

achieving these outcomes by themselves. The 

distinctions between these relationships are 

perhaps, unsurprising. However, the intimacy 

and social responsibility for others highlights 

an index of obligation as fundamental to 

familial relationship, and transactional or 

functional intimacy as fundamental to service 

in ways that raise questions about the bounds 



 

                                                                              92 
 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 12, Number 3 

              Special Edition: Critical Service Learning 

of social justice and equality (Doerr, 2015; 

Schroeder, Fishbach, Schein, & Gray, 2017).  

 

Social Distance as the Link Between 

Epistemological Knowledge and Space 

Aspects of social distance signal the 

relative positioning of individuals within a 

structure or “the [psychological] distance 

between the rich and poor,” and the 

simultaneous recognition that social unequals 

are segregated by neighborhoods, networks, 

and lifestyles that reproduce stratification 

(Bottero, 2004, p. 6). The dynamics of 

psychological and physical distance work 

together to hide issues of power from the 

privileged, and thus may hinder their capacity 

to build a critical analysis that compares their 

access with others’ dispossession. 

TSL and CSL literature document 

aspects of critical analyses that service 

learners gain from their interactions with 

others—sometimes acknowledging the 

relative homogeneity of the academy and 

service as a method of providing students 

access to others’ life spaces and conditions—

even with the best of intentions. Service 

learners rarely engage the realities of 

inequality, however, and instead express 

gratitude about their “lucky” circumstances or 

even frame their privilege as an asset to others 

(Endres & Gould, 2009; Santos et al., 2012). 

These effects emerged in a class with an 

explicit focus on racism and classism (Endres 

& Gould, 2009) and, thus, suggest the 

persistence of social distance from 

representations to the sense of context-

independence. Service learners have 

articulated conditions of inequality, located 

themselves within matrices of power, and 

voiced commitments to agentic responses to 

inequality (Gillespie, Ashbaugh, & DeFiore, 

2002). They identified structural inequity and 

increased their capacity to understand the 

effects of racism, poverty, and disability as 

contextual factors that shape social life 

(Kawecka Nenga, 2011; Rondini, 2015). 

However, service learners appear to lack the 

reflexivity to access or articulate the 

possibility of their own class-based 

assumptions or posit interdependencies 

between class positions (Houshmand, 

Spanierman, Beer, Potear, & Lawson, 2014; 

Sharma et al., 2011). Similarly, they may 

espouse egalitarian views and anti-racism and 

simultaneously critique others and community 

conditions using racial stereotypes 

(Houshmand et al., 2014).  

The increasing attention to space and 

place within TSL appears to address social 

distance and the potential for issues of social 

justice to become more legible and relevant. 

Some service learners express discomfort and 

uneasiness about being in communities where 

poverty intersects with people of color, or 

alternatively critique others’ fear about 

communities or community members (Becker 

& Paul, 2015). These expressions are 

racialized as opposed to explicitly naming race 

as some service learners characterize others’ 

homes as “ghettos” or dangerous spaces 

(Becker & Paul, 2015). Bailey’s (2017) study 

of service learners who prepared taxes for low-

income families affirmed the importance of 

examining space for helping students to 

articulate structural rather than dispositional 

attributions for poverty.  

This burgeoning area suggests that the 

visibility of stratification, particularly at the 

boundary between the college and the 

community may lead to an increased sense of 

social distance for some whose fear seems 

intractable (Becker & Paul, 2015). 

Alternatively, service learners may extend 

beyond places they formerly frequented for 

errands and recreation (Bailey, 2017; 

Farnsworth, 2010). These experiences draw 

attention to how service learners grapple with 

what community engagement means beyond 

their service term, particularly when they 

acknowledge the limits of social mobility of 

community members and their own capacity 

to leave (Bailey, 2017; Becker & Paul, 2015). 
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However, the discreteness of service may 

challenge sustained critical analyses. While 

service learners engage outside of the campus 

“bubble,” they are not necessarily immersed in 

communities in ways that shift their 

perspectives or complicate their relationship to 

their identities (Milofsky & Flack, 2005). 

Instead, being in the community may seem 

like an outing with an “important, but 

somewhat limited impact because students 

return to the campus and its social and cultural 

life at the end of the day” (Milofsky & Flack, 

2005, p. 168). 

The following paper explores service 

learner experiences to identify the usefulness 

of social distance for addressing the 

commitments of CSL. Framed by social 

psychological literature about social distance 

and the incidence of related dynamics in 

service learning, we address the extent to 

which service learners represent themselves 

and community members in terms of agentic 

positioning, turns in relational development, 

and critical analyses. Throughout, we present 

quotations that illustrate primary findings and 

occasionally use excerpts that surface unique 

dynamics. 

The paper closes by troubling the 

relative positioning of service learners and 

community members to identify potential 

directions for future CSL research and 

practice. 

 

METHOD 

 

Participants and Contextual Indicators 

This study recruited participants who 

had completed the college-wide service 

requirement at a predominantly White and 

Catholic small college in the Northeast. 

Participants were students who engaged in 

more than 20 hours of face-to-face contact 

with community members for this credit. The 

sample included participants across 

disciplines and types of service. The 

recruitment strategies included flyers and 

email distributions from the campus service 

hub. These written advertisements included an 

online link to the study instrumentation.  

Twenty-three (n=23) participants 

completed the study. Participants primarily 

identified as white (n=15). Black (n=4), 

multiracial (n=3), and Asian (n=1) participants 

comprised the remainder of the sample. 

Twenty-one participants identified as women 

and two as men. These demographics suggest 

this study’s particular resonance with the 

experiences of service learners who are White 

women. 

The participants were service learners 

from a variety of courses that featured civic 

engagement. The sites where participants 

engaged were located in one of two 

neighborhoods where almost one-third of 

residents live below the poverty line. City 

Library, Marvin’s Free Kitchen, and Young 

and Proud (organization serving LGBTQ+ 

youth) were sites within a two-mile radius of 

the college where 50% of residents are Black, 

Latinx, and Asian. Liberation Academy 

(attended almost exclusively by girls of color), 

Capital City Public Terraces (public housing 

complex offering English-language courses), 

and Immigrant Services Now were within 5 

miles of campus where 75% of residents are 

Black, Latinx, and Asian. The sites that 

focused on youth services included City 

Library, Young and Proud, and Liberation 

Academy. The sites that focused on adult 

services included Marvin’s Free Kitchen and 

Capital City Public Terraces, whereas 

Immigrant Service Now primarily served 

families composed of adults and children. 

 

Materials 

Participants completed an online 

survey comprised mostly of open-ended items. 

The items addressed three aspects of the 

service-learning experience: (a) basic 

information about the course and brief 

descriptions of the experience, (b) memorable 

and impactful moments during the beginning, 
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middle, and end of the course, and (c) 

perceptions about service, including 

perspectives on the site and service learners’ 

dis/similarities with community members. 

Demographic information was also collected. 

 

Procedures 

Participants accessed the online 

survey, read the study description, and 

provided their assent to participate by 

continuing to the survey items. This study was 

exempt from requiring a full informed consent 

procedure because it was anonymous and the 

participants did not belong to a protected 

population. Participants provided only their 

mobile phone numbers, without names, so that 

they could electronically receive a 10-dollar 

gift card as compensation. 

 

Coding 
The co-authors of this paper hand-

coded data across multiple readings. These 
readings focused on how the content and 
construction of participants’ texts 
communicated the dynamics of critical 
consciousness, including reflexivity, 
relationship, and critical analyses. 
Specifically, the analyses emphasized sub-
dynamics related to social distance, participant 
descriptions of the immediate social 
environment of the service site, references to 
actors (e.g., names and pronouns), actions, and 
affect. We coded the data individually and 
reached consensus about the codes (e.g., high 
level of reflexivity relative to the sample) and 
counts (e.g., references to the service learner 
versus references to community members). 
Subsequent, selective coding focused on 
clustering and isolating narrative segments to 
illustrate emergent themes. Throughout this 
process, we re-categorized and/or re-named 
codes in order to test the resonance of 
directions that emerged from the analytics. 
Additionally, we documented and checked 
analyses against the theoretical memos that 
each member wrote after individually 
analyzing sub-sections of the data. We 
assigned pseudonyms to individuals and 
places to add clarity and personalize the data. 

Note that the lead author worked individually 
on subsequent versions of this paper. 

 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Negotiating Social Distance as Relative 

Agency in Action and Affect 

Only service learners who worked with 

children positioned themselves as agents of 

transformation and emphasized their authority 

while counter-positioning the young people as 

unmanageable and rambunctious. Participants 

positioned themselves as having agency to act, 

without parallel references to the actions of 

others or a sense of interdependence. They 

initially used diminutive terms to describe the 

community, projected the impact they would 

have on children, and largely obscured their 

own subjectivity about service. Excerpts from 

Nicole and Christine’s (pseudonyms) 

experiences at City Library suggest that this 

social distance was organically bridged 

through familiarity and relationship. 

 

I thought it was very 

overwhelming and chaotic in how 

to handle all of the children and 

organizing activities for them to 

go to and then monitor it. The kids 

had a hard time with listening to a 

person of authority and being 

respectful… I remember sitting 

down to do homework with a 

small group of girls. These girls 

who were once seemingly 

disrespectful and unable to listen, 

now would share things about 

their day with me and show me 

what they’d done in school. Some 

of the girls would even share 

personal things or tell stories of 

their home life and/or ask me for 

advice on certain things. (Nicole) 

 

Nicole characterized the site as chaotic 

and emphasized her responsibility for 
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organization and supervision. As she spent 

more time on-site, her reflection shifted 

towards the girls who shared their experiences 

at home and at school with her. Nicole found 

that girls who were “seemingly disrespectful 

and unable to listen” were now engaging and 

trusting. Nicole indicates that she began to 

connect with them, although she still appeared 

to be an authority among those who asked her 

for “advice on certain things.”  

Christine illustrates social distance in 

her portrayal of a shifting sense of 

disengagement. Her initial reflections 

indicated discontent with the amount of time 

she was expected to be in the community. The 

community and campus were represented as 

polarized just like her references to “us” and 

“the kids,” and a sense of ambivalence 

emerged around the children who were warm, 

although “they gave us a hard time, and it 

made it difficult to want to be there.” 

 

Honestly, 3 hours was a really 

long time to be out in the 

community, and at first I was not 

looking forward to the experience. 

The kids were sweet, but there 

were times that they gave us a hard 

time, and it made it difficult to 

want to be there…I remember a 

time when one girl at the library 

finally wanted to read instead of 

run around and make the librarian 

mad. She picked out a book and 

we read the whole thing together 

and it was a really special moment 

because I could see that she 

wanted to read and wanted to 

learn, but just needed a little push. 

(Christine) 

 

The children and Christine appeared 

relatively detached until she and a girl read a 

book together, which demonstrated that the 

girl “wanted to read and wanted to learn, but 

just needed a little push.” By the end of the 

semester, this was Christine’s “favorite girl” 

who cried and hugged her during the final 

session. This emotionality left her feeling that 

she “made a difference in her life, and that all 

of the work I put in each week was worth it.”  

Service learners who worked with 

teenagers and adults generally did not initially 

position themselves in terms of agency and 

power, or represent themselves by roles as 

service learners. These service learners 

discussed a mixture of excitement about 

entering the community and nervousness 

about interacting with others. These service 

learners emphasized their unfamiliarity, 

particularly with English Language Learners 

(ELLs) and LGBTQ+ teenagers. 

Service learners challenged 

representations and societal stereotypes about 

community members with counter-

representations that positioned community 

members in wholly positive terms. In 

grappling with projections about who 

community members were, they tended to cite 

their relationships and analyses of their service 

experience. Community members were 

generally positioned as intelligent and caring 

people although with specific counter-

representations varied by service site. 

Participants who worked with children 

at City Library, School-to-Cool, and 

Immigrant Services Now largely addressed 

children’s’ resilience and perennial positivity. 

Participants critiqued the monotony of 

unstructured time for young people, and even 

indicated that the time they spent in service 

should be more instrumental to their future. 

For example, Tammy indicated: “The children 

need a lot of support when it comes to be 

familiar to the American culture. Playing with 

them all the time is not always beneficial. 

They need more support academically and 

socially.” Other participants, like Ameenah, 

argued against discourses that relate class and 

intelligence by suggesting “…just because a 

lot of them are low-income students, they have 
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a lot of knowledge and are aware of what is 

going on.” 

With teens and adults, participants 

challenged similar representations. Service 

learners from Immigrant Services Now and 

Capital City Public Terraces addressed 

representations that immigrants and ELLs 

were unambitious, disinterested in “being 

American,” and undeserving of inclusion and 

support. Their counter-representations 

highlighted community members’ work ethic, 

intelligence, and humanity as when Julie 

indicated: “They are hardworking people who 

want to make a ‘home’ here in the US. They 

deserve to be here, and their place in the US 

should not be questioned/threatened.”  

Janet taught English at Capital City 

Public Terraces and cited strong relationships 

across her experience, despite language 

barriers. She used her insider knowledge to 

suggest community members’ value as 

humans, learners, and companions: 

 

They are incredible people that 

have amazing stories about their 

lives. They love to learn and they 

want to learn anything and as 

much as they can about the 

English language. They are also 

extremely inspiring and fun to be 

around. (Janet) 

 

At Young and Proud, Kim’s counter-

representation was likewise salient given the 

increasingly troubling personal and structural 

xenophobia across the globe. Her counter-

representation was framed by her growing 

knowledge of LGBTQ+ rights and the 

personal relationships she was developing. 

After the election, Kim recalled that:  

 

A boy came in crying after Trump 

was elected, he was nervous 

because his rights were going to 

be impacted. I felt so terrible for 

him and sat in silence next to him 

as I too feared what would happen 

to this world. (Kim) 

 

This excerpt builds off Kim’s growing 

realization that while some teens had been 

ostracized from communities, schools, and 

families, they could experience inclusion and 

even sanctuary at the service site. In addition 

to her empathic distress in the moment, Kim 

discussed quietly sharing the boy’s concern 

about the political and social climate in the 

future.  

Across sites, active but implicit 

representations were illustrated by some 

participants but appeared to organically 

resolve with the development of relationships. 

Service learners neither explicitly or implicitly 

indicated personally holding representations, 

but engaged in countering societal stereotypes 

about community members. Because 

participants characterized others in wholly 

positive terms, they may have side-stepped 

having to grapple with the sense that 

community members needed the engagement 

because they were dispositionally deficient. 

Rather, community members appeared 

resilient within uncontrollable contexts where 

they had been treated or represented unfairly. 

 

Negotiating Social Distance as Collective 

Belonging and Interpersonal Connection 

Most participants reported feeling 

anxious during their first time on site because 

they didn’t know what to expect, were nervous 

about others’ perceptions of them, or were 

worried about being an outsider. Participants 

indicated uncertainty about how they would 

strike up conversations with strangers and 

cited age differences, language, and social 

anxiety as potential barriers to connection. The 

majority of participants reported almost 

immediately feeling comfortable on-site, 

however, often because of efforts made by 

community members who offered warm 

greetings, quickly learned service learners’ 

names, and engaged service learners in 
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conversations and activities. While the 

illustrative examples in this section represent 

service learners’ comfort following the 

openness and initiative of community 

members, they are also rare within this sample 

for their expressed interest in sustained 

relationships with the site and people within it.  

Shoshanna recalled a young person 

complimenting her during the first moments of 

service when it became immediately clear that 

others’ apprehensions were inaccurate.  

 

One girl came up to me 

immediately and said, “you have 

really pretty eyes.” After that 

moment, I completely relaxed and 

realized that I had nothing to be 

apprehensive about because most 

of the kids are very willing to 

interact with the service learners. 

My engagement coordinator had 

mentioned that the kids might be 

aggressive or say offensive things, 

but I am happy that I did not 

encounter that. The kids were 

welcoming and accepting of 

myself, the other service learners, 

and my engagement coordinator. 

(Shoshanna) 

 

She continues by referencing warnings 

that the young people might “be aggressive or 

say offensive things.” Instead, Shoshanna 

found that the young people engaged and 

accepted her and the others from campus. 

Ultimately, Shoshanna indicated that she was 

sad to leave at the end of service, how the 

people on-site impacted her personally, and 

how much she misses them.  

Magnus provides the last example of 

early connection on-site. His narrative was 

rare because he distinguished the people he 

engaged with from their positional identities 

as service recipients. Magnus indicated that 

“members of the Capital City community” 

came to Marvin’s Free Kitchen for a free meal, 

rather than positioning them as needy, 

homeless, or hungry. This approach to seeing 

others may have contributed to Magnus being 

engaged enough with community members to 

“learn each other’s names,” which appeared to 

precede the sense of fellowship that emerged 

across his reflection. 

 

It reached a certain point where 

we would learn each other’s 

names. It made me feel like they 

had accepted me as part of their 

community and very welcomed at 

the site. It without a doubt 

motivated me to come to service 

even more. (Magnus) 

 

The sense of knowing others and being 

known as a part of a community helped 

Magnus to be more enthusiastic about his 

service each week. He ultimately 

acknowledged how relationships make service 

meaningful.  

 While participants enjoyed growing 

familiar with community members, they 

appeared to be challenged to respond to deeper 

levels of intimacy in everyday and traumatic 

disclosures. Service learners heard when there 

were disagreements on site or when others 

needed help. Community members spoke 

about what service meant to them, how they 

wished service learners could stay beyond the 

semester, and appreciation for the service site. 

Community members also shared stories about 

their lives at home, experiences of moving 

between neighborhoods and feeling unstable, 

stories about family deaths, and cultural 

trauma. Service learners appreciated these 

disclosures and felt trusted but provided no 

indication that they trusted community 

members with their disclosures. Clara was the 

only participant who referred to reciprocal 

disclosure by indicating that “the willingness 

to share some information about our lives” 

was a commonality she shared with a 

community member, although she did not 
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write the nature of what she shared with 

community members. 

Participants described being 

unprepared to respond to intimate disclosures. 

Service learners may not know how to respond 

to community members’ disclosures—untold 

life struggles, spending the entirety of a young 

life in a refugee camp, feeling alone or 

neglected—because they do not have parallel 

experiences. Shoshanna discussed feeling 

unable to imagine an 8-year-old boy’s intimate 

loss and responding to what and how he 

disclosed:  

 

He brought up his father’s passing 

very casually and it was difficult 

for me to figure out how to 

respond in a way that did not upset 

him. This was emotional for me 

because I could not imagine losing 

a parent at such a young age. 

(Shoshanna) 

 

Similarly, Janet recalls that when a 

woman she worked with: 

 

…told me the struggles she faced 

in her life which was incredible to 

hear because it made me realize 

how lucky I am. I was happy that 

she shared those things with me 

and that she felt comfortable 

enough to tell me, but after she 

told me, I really did not know 

what to say. (Janet) 

 

The lack of parallel sharing may not 

suggest participants’ flight from their own 

subjectivity. Rather, it may indicate the 

importance of recognizing the uneven 

distribution of trauma experienced by some 

marginalized people that empathic distress, 

concern, and listening may fall short of 

addressing. In the absence of responses, 

service learners appeared to negotiate distance 

by using downward social comparisons about 

the luckiness of their life circumstances and 

present trustworthiness.  

Community members almost 

exclusively laid the foundations for 

relationships from the outset of the service 

experience, expressing how much the service 

learners meant to them, and disclosing 

intimate experiences. It is unclear whether 

service learners’ responses to others resonates 

with the social distance of affective 

disengagement, a flight from vulnerability, or 

a lack of experience to disclose. In the absence 

of other responses, they cited feeling lucky to 

have been trusted and have not faced 

experiences similar to community members. 

These internal responses indicate the social 

distance created by differing life 

circumstances and the limits of empathic 

reactions alone in relating to others’ suffering.  

 

Negotiating Social Distance as Social 

Location and Objective Distance 

Participants discussed the end of 

service by referencing parties, hugs, or 

goodbyes—often with a sense of finality that 

highlights how temporary community can be. 

Community members were again illustrated in 

their action, affect, and initiative. Children 

hugged and clung to service learners, children 

and adults expressed gratitude for them and 

their service, and occasionally provided 

participants with small gifts. Participants 

acknowledged the emotionality of the last 

moments in ways that drew attention to both 

the arbitrariness of ending relationships at the 

edges of the academic term, but also expressed 

the difficulty of sustaining relationships.  

Participants negotiated social distance 

with expressions of sadness and projections 

about the lack of interactions in the future, 

effectively foreclosing the possibility of 

relationship. Characteristic responses included 

Nicole’s indication that “it still makes me sad 

I can’t see her anymore,” and Kim’s indication 

that she was “sad to leave the youth I had come 

to know, on the last day we all hugged 
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goodbye and hoped we would see each other 

again soon.”  

In discussing her experience at 

Immigrant Services Now, Emma suggested 

that service enabled close relationships 

between service learners and community 

members. However, she also suggested that 

service facilitated the abrupt ending of these 

relationships as the term concluded. Although 

Emma “never particularly liked children and 

they never really liked” her, she grew close to 

the 3-year-old in the family who always 

seemed to sit in her lap. On the last day Emma 

and the family sat around the table drawing 

portraits of one another and she recalled “we 

all were so joyful, almost like one family.” 

Emma’s reflection continued: 

 

When I had to say goodbye to the 

family I was serving, I was 

incredibly saddened to never be 

able to find them again. We had 

such a close relationship and the 

fact that it was ending made me 

feel like I was experiencing an 

intimate loss. (Emma) 

 

The sense of finality is noteworthy 

because Emma indicated that the end of 

service presented an “intimate loss.” While it 

is unclear why she could not find this family 

again, her recollection did not attempt to 

project or realize a future where they could 

keep in touch, or she could visit, or continue to 

do service outside of the course.  

Lastly, Magnus indicated the social 

distance that college students may feel 

towards the community around the campus. 

Magnus was the only participant to discuss 

being in the public sphere, which enabled his 

interaction with community members outside 

of service.  

 

[I was] waiting for the bus and one 

of the people that I had gotten to 

know through Marvin’s Kitchen 

was at the same stop as I. We had 

a nice conversation while we 

waited for the bus to come. It 

made me feel like my service had 

meant something to me and other 

people. It felt like I was able to 

genuinely connect with people in 

the community. Going to school at 

CSC, it often feels like you are a 

tourist when you are off campus in 

different parts of Capital City, but 

service has helped to bridge that 

gap…(Magnus) 

 

Magnus indicated that extending 

relationships outside of the service site left 

him feeling like a part of Capital City, and also 

made interactions on-site more meaningful as 

he also emphasized the capacity to “genuinely 

connect with people.” This language 

highlights the possibility that service learners 

may inhabit the roles that shape their relational 

positions within the site, but may not feel 

authentic enough to inhabit outside of it, 

limiting the potential for “real-life” 

interactions with community members.  

With the end of service, aspects of 

social distance emerged in their narratives that 

suggested the impact that service learners had 

on others and, less frequently, the impact that 

others had on them. While participants 

recognized the emotionality of endings, they 

rarely narrated their own emotional 

experiences or plans to continue engaging 

with community members or the service site. 

The boundary between the college and the 

community emerged with the finality of 

leaving the site for the last time at the end of 

the academic term, and the certainty with 

which participants projected not seeing 

community members in public. Such endings 

affirm that community engagement presents  

the opportunity for mostly White and 

relatively privileged service learners to 

integrate with mostly poor communities of 

color. The temporary nature of connection 
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highlights service learners’ free mobility 

around and within communities. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Participants in this study reflected on 

the beginning, middle, and end of their service 

learning experiences and negotiated social 

distance with community members. In 

entering communities, service learners largely 

did not position themselves as agents of 

transformation, and when they did, this 

dynamic dissolved over time with contact. 

Consistent with other research (Shor et al., 

2017), service learners challenged 

representations about community members by 

characterizing them in exclusively positive 

terms to negotiate stereotypes meant to 

rationalize their dispossession.  

Interestingly, community members 

appeared within these narratives as agents of 

relational transformation. Service learners 

tended to react to community members 

empathetically, but without narrating details 

about their subjectivity. On the surface, this 

dynamic characterizes asymmetric 

relationships by illustrating a vacuum of trust, 

communication, and self-disclosure (Lammers 

et al., 2012; Liberman et al., 2002). Service 

learners potentially enacted functional 

intimacy to complete service (Schroeder et al., 

2017). The emotional reactivity within service 

learner narratives appears to illustrate 

transactional elements of relationship. While 

service learners discussed a felt sense of 

transformative aspects of relationship such as 

empathy or compassion they tended to be 

unable to respond to community members by 

voicing empathic concern, admitting they did 

not know what to say, or demonstrating how 

much they admired and respected community 

members. 

This potential interpretation suggests 

that the reliance on community members to 

evolve relationships may be a form of 

exploitation (Bringle, Hatcher, & McIntosh, 

2006; Clayton et al., 2010).  

Lastly, social distance appeared acute 

at the end of service and surfaced the 

recognition of the gap between the community 

and campus, and the life spaces of service 

learners and community members. The 

finality that service learners expressed about 

the dissolution of contact suggests the 

perception that community engagement is 

limited to the course or a specific service site, 

particularly in a segregated social sphere 

where intergroup interactions are rare or may 

seem inaccessible without institutional 

support. This interpretation supports anxieties 

about the role of space in service learning and 

indicates—as all of these findings do—the 

necessity for critical pedagogy. Importantly, 

what appears as service learners’ lack of 

initiative for maintaining connections with 

community may be a continuation of the 

reactivity as community members evolved 

relationships. Across the narratives and sites, 

community members’ affective and relational 

labor suggests that they did not mind the gap 

and negotiated social distance.  

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

It is crucial to acknowledge that the 

larger inquiry from which these data were 

drawn intended to identify service learner 

positions and discourses of solidarity across 

service experiences to replicate findings from 

a previous study based on a singular course. 

As such, these data are limited both by the 

small sample size of this study and by their 

capacity to address the extent to which these 

different courses used materials and 

pedagogies associated with CSL. While we 

recognize myriad participant and course 

variables that were not addressed in this study 

that are vital to directly informing pedagogies 

and practices of CSL, we find value in the 

theoretical potential of social distance and 

related insights. The consideration of the 
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flexibility of social distance in this study 

surfaces questions that CSL can address as the 

field continues to develop and intensify: (1) 

How might the explicit consideration of social 

distance impact how service learners make 

meaning of themselves, others, and 

relationships generally? (2) What are the 

affordances and limitations of such 

consideration in helping students articulate 

structural analyses from individual 

experiences? (3) To what extent does CSL 

require service learners to engage others in 

relationship as they would their familiars? (4) 

In what ways might relationships be limited by 

a lack of parallel biographical and structural 

experiences? What are the affordances of these 

differences? (5) How might CSL address 

interdependence when engagement is 

temporary and segregated life spaces are 

persistent? (6) How might service learners 

enact aspects of transformational approaches 

to relationship without exploiting the 

availability, openness, and life experiences of 

community members? 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 Service learning is considered a 
high-impact practice for college students 
(Kuh, 2009), resulting in greater college 
completion rates (Lockeman & Pelco, 
2013), higher GPAs, a commitment to civic 
engagement, and an understanding of racial 
differences (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & 
Yee, 2000). However, the power dynamics 
inherent to service learning have been his-
torically neglected. More recent scholarship 
has attended to these power discrepancies 
noting the ways in which service learning 
can actually reinscribe the racial, economic, 
and intellectual biases of universities and 
service learners alike (Becker & Paul, 2015; 
Cann & McCloskey, 2015; Mitchell, Do-
nahue, & Young-Law, 2012). A paradox 
within service learning is that we have a 
pedagogy that yields strong student learning 
outcomes but is often structured to work 
against its more hopeful aim of positive so-
cial change (Stoecker, 2016). While the 
challenge of this paradox may lie in the 
very roots of charitable service itself 
(Marullo & Edwards, 2000), even critical 
service learning (Mitchell, 2008) cannot 
escape the current neoliberal reality of how 
institutions of higher education entice stu-
dents to engage in service learning as re-
sume builders and career boosters (Raddon 

& Harrison, 2015) as opposed to revolu-
tionizing societal structures to be more ra-
cially and economically just (Stoecker, 
2016). 
 I contend that one of the fundamen-
tal ways to address the shortcomings of 
(critical) service learning, is to be more de-
liberate in how the community experiences 
are framed and how students are positioned 
in the process. Educational scholarship on 
antioppressive pedagogies (Kumashiro, 
2002) and a desire-based framework (Tuck, 
2009) can offer insights into effective ways 
of constructing learning opportunities that 
push both student and societal change. Af-
ter reviewing literature of critical service 
learning and theoretical frames, I delve into 
students’ experiences with an activist-based 
community site. I illustrate how working 
with groups that intentionally build coali-
tions to disrupt unjust systems holds more 
promise for critical service learning’s goal 
of social change than typical service sites, 
which often reinforce the status quo. 
 
CRITICAL SERVICE LEARNING AND 

PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES 
 
 Mitchell (2008) posits that critical 
service learning can correct the unbalanced 
power dynamics of traditional service learn-
ing (e.g., a charity orientation to service) by 
having service learners analyze power sys-
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tems and relations, reflect on their privileg-
es, work alongside community members on 
issues defined and framed by the communi-
ty, and build collaborative relationships 
with community partners. She argues that 
critical service learning attends to power 
imbalances and is aimed toward social jus-
tice. In Mitchell’s framework, the responsi-
bility to ensure that service learning takes 
this critical turn lies in the relationship and 
dialogue between faculty, students, and 
community partners. Course readings, as-
signments, discussions, reflections, and 
capstone experiences are strategies wherein 
critical theory can be incorporated. In short, 
space is created to encourage students to 
not just think critically, but to think with 
critical theory.  
 As for the community context, in 
order to engage in critical service learning, 
Mitchell admits that practitioners “may 
need to work outside traditional non-profits 
and community-based organizations to part-
ner with groups actively working to change 
systems and structures (in contrast to 
‘simply’ offering services)” (p. 54, my em-
phasis). Examples of traditional community 
sites that simply offer services include 
schools and afterschool programs where 
college students tutor, mentor, and facilitate 
games for younger (often economically im-
poverished) students; drop-in youth centers 
where college students distribute toiletries 
to houseless youth; and nonprofits where 
college students teach English skills and 
elements of the citizenship exam to adult 
immigrants. There are, of course, many oth-
er sites, but suffice it to say that the scenar-
io with traditional nonprofits is one wherein 
service learners assist the site in providing 
services. In exchange, students are exposed 
to how individuals experience societal chal-
lenges, such as underfunded schools, unaf-
fordable housing, and the arbitrary nature of 
an exam to determine citizenship. As 
Mitchell implies in her suggestion, even 
though it is possible to trouble the social 
factors that have led to the disparate condi-
tions that traditional organizations address, 

these community sites ultimately support 
the status quo rather than alter it.  
 From this point, I launch the current 
study with the following research question: 
How are social justice issues taught and 
learned within college students’ service 
learning experiences? I take Mitchell’s 
(2008) suggestion that practitioners “may 
need to work outside traditional non-
profits” (p. 54) and contend that changing 
community sites to locations of resistance 
and transformation is fundamental to stu-
dents’ learning and social change. I rely on 
Tuck (2009) and Kumashiro (2002) to cri-
tique traditional service sites and to illus-
trate greater possibilities for both student 
learning and societal change through activ-
ist spaces. After offering this explanation, I 
share ethnographical data from students’ 
experiences with a labor union to illustrate 
how important the site’s framing of a socie-
tal issue is for both student learning and so-
cietal change.  
 When service sites focus on the def-
icits people experience, it can be difficult to 
see beyond the deficiencies. Tuck (2009) 
refers to this dynamic as a “damage-
centered framework” (p. 413). Even though 
Tuck is explicitly writing about how re-
searchers approach marginalized communi-
ties, her argument can easily apply to what 
nonprofit organizations convey to the peo-
ple they serve as well as to the general pub-
lic. Tuck notes that the logic of a “damage-
centered framework” assumes that there 
needs to be evidence of damage in order to 
secure material and political resources for 
those who have been marginalized. While 
there is no denying that social stratification 
has left many people without sufficient ac-
cess to resources, when deficits or damages 
are the point of researchers’ attention, the 
complexity of individuals is often ignored. 
As Tuck details, marginalized people’s 
hopes, dreams, desires, and creativity are 
dismissed. She advocates for researchers to 
take a “desire-based” approach to their 
work in order to illuminate the fuller con-
text of how people experience and express 
the broad range of life, including joy, pain, 
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ambivalence, confusion, need, and aspira-
tion. Similarly, in service learning, when 
middle-class college students go to an ele-
mentary school in a low-income neighbor-
hood to tutor students who struggle with 
math homework, it is easier to focus on the 
challenges the younger students face as op-
posed to recognizing all the ways in which 
the students are knowledgeable, want to 
learn math, and/or the reasons they refuse to 
learn the material in the style proposed to 
them. 
 To better understand how service 
learning practitioners and educators can 
shift attention from damage to desire, I use 
Kumashiro’s (2002) work on antioppressive 
pedagogies. While many scholars have of-
fered various suggestions of critical peda-
gogies for teaching about power, privilege, 
oppression, and social change (e.g., Freire, 
2002; Giroux, 2011; hooks, 1994; Sleeter & 
McLaren, 1995), Kumashiro (2002) draws 
on a broad range of scholarship and per-
spectives to offer a nuanced framework of 
four major antioppressive pedagogies. He 
names these pedagogies as “education for 
the other,” “education about the other,” 
“education that is critical of privileging and 
othering,” and “education that changes stu-
dents and society” (pp. 32-70). I use Ku-
mashiro’s framework of antioppressive ped-
agogies to think through service learning 
pedagogy for two significant reasons. First, 
Kumashiro’s work, most often matched 
with teacher preparation curriculum, has 
been underutilized by the variety of higher 
education disciplines that employ service 
learning. Second, Kumashiro’s analysis of 
the strengths and weaknesses of each anti-
oppressive pedagogical approach can easily 
be applied to the practice(s) of service 
learning in ways that are straightforward 
and accessible to faculty, students, and 
community partners alike. In what follows, 
I provide a brief description of how Ku-
mashiro’s four antioppressive pedagogies 
map onto service learning projects. 
 
Applying Antioppressive Pedagogies to 
Service Learning 

 The learning and interactions that 
occur in typical service learning sites, such 
as tutoring elementary children, handing out 
toiletries to houseless youth, or teaching 
language skills and questions of the citizen-
ship exam, fit closely with Kumashiro’s 
(2002) antioppressive pedagogies of 
“education for the other” (p. 32) and 
“education about the other” (p. 39). While 
Kumashiro acknowledges some possibility 
with these pedagogies, there tend to be 
more weaknesses than strengths. When ap-
plied to community service sites, the main 
antioppressive learning potentials include: 
1) marginalized people receive free, fo-
cused attention and assistance; and 2) col-
lege students are exposed to settings and 
interactions they have not experienced be-
fore, thereby gaining greater empathy for 
“others.” The hope in both cases is that in-
dividual service learners will use their 
knowledge to better the conditions of peo-
ple marginalized by society. The weakness-
es of these pedagogies, however, are multi-
ple and can reinforce inequalities. 
 The first point to consider with 
teaching “for the other” is that service 
learners are expected to have certain con-
tent knowledge and skills (e.g., knowing 
U.S. history and having the skills to teach it 
for citizenship exam prep). In a sense, ser-
vice learners are positioned as expert. The 
expectation of college students offering 
their knowledge and skills ignores the fact 
that most students have not been sufficient-
ly trained to do the work they are doing. 
Placing untrained college students as tutors 
in an afterschool program discredits the 
teaching profession by assuming that any-
body can teach or tutor in any content. Un-
less service learners are education majors, 
they most likely have not learned various 
instructional strategies for different learning 
abilities and styles. In my experiences as a 
practitioner and researcher, I often have 
heard college students admit they do not 
recall how to do their tutees’ math problems 
or say they do not know the answers to citi-
zenship test questions. Yes, the service 
learner can spend one-on-one time with a 
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learner, muddling through the content to-
gether, but this raises the question of why 
learners in under-resourced institutions are 
not provided the most experienced teachers 
rather than free, inexperienced college stu-
dents (Darling-Hammond, 1994).  
 Secondly, teaching “about the oth-
er” assumes that there is an “other” that can 
be fully understood—that there is some es-
sential truth about a group of people in the 
first place (Kumashiro, 2002). This can 
have the effect of generalizing a group of 
people, thereby reinforcing old, or even cre-
ating new stereotypes. This structure en-
trenches a binary “us” and “them” perspec-
tive rather than having college students ex-
plore how they are implicated in the dispar-
ities that exist (Kumashiro). Similar to 
Tuck’s (2009) point about a damage-
centered framework that constructs certain 
people as “needing” and other people as 
“offering,” recipients of service are stripped 
of the agency they use to navigate oppres-
sive systems in society. Further, there is an 
inference that the empathy gained through 
exposure to various people will commit col-
lege students to social action. However, that 
commitment is not guaranteed.  
 A third challenge to using tradition-
al nonprofits as a way to teach “about” and 
“for” the “other” is that the focus remains 
on individual behaviors rather than the 
structural factors that have created these 
conditions in the first place. For instance, 
when a college tutor in Hawai‘i helps a 
Chuukese child sound out the words of his 
reading homework, it can be difficult to un-
derstand how this moment directly relates 
to U.S. colonization of both Hawaiian and 
Micronesian islands unless fully processed 
in service learning classroom. 
 This connects to a fourth challenge. 
When college students are positioned as 
teachers or tutors, it emphasizes the dynam-
ic that the university is the place of privi-
leged knowledge and that this knowledge 
must be disseminated to those outside the 
academy (Cann & McCloskey, 2015). This 
setup ignores the knowledge of people in 
the tutoring programs. Families and com-

munities often teach multiple literacies and 
knowledge forms that have not officially 
entered formal education settings (Masny, 
2011; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 
1992; Thomas & Hubbard, 2013). Yet, this 
does not render the knowledge meaningless 
or unimportant.  
 The above dynamics would be 
points for analysis in critical service learn-
ing since it focuses on how power is distrib-
uted and encourages students to examine 
the unearned privileges they hold within 
systems of oppression. While this is helpful, 
Kumashiro (2002) cautions that because 
privilege and oppression are often per-
ceived as binary, this frame does not ac-
count for the multiple ways in which people 
both present themselves and are positioned 
by others. In other words, the framework of 
advantaged and exploited does not always 
consider a more complicated and intersec-
tional analysis of how power operates and 
shifts with different conditions (Crenshaw 
1991; Foucault, 1982). In fact, Kumashiro 
warns that in/justice is typically introduced 
in a way that assumes rational comprehen-
sion and action rather than acknowledging 
how people’s identities, experiences, and 
interests shape both their reality and under-
standing of in/justice. Further, a deeper 
comprehension of privilege and oppression 
does not necessarily mean it will lead ser-
vice learners to act in different ways. Hark-
er’s (2016) research on service learning re-
vealed that students gained political con-
sciousness but did not take political action. 
 By moving away from traditional 
nonprofits and towards activist or commu-
nity organizing efforts that prioritize posi-
tive social change, practitioners might edge 
closer to what Kumashiro (2002) theorizes 
as “education that changes students and so-
ciety” (p. 50). Noting that it is crucial to 
attend to the ways in which people resist 
change, Kumashiro recommends a 
“pedagogy of crisis” wherein dominant ide-
as are troubled (p. 62). While this process 
can be discomforting, Kumashiro asserts, 
“[E]ducation involves learning something 
that disrupts our commonsense view of the 
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world. The crisis that results from unlearn-
ing, then is a necessary and desirable part of 
antioppressive education” (p. 63). Teaching 
toward crisis is similar to how Mitchell 
(2008) describes the importance of pushing 
students to a point of uncomfortableness 
within critical service learning. Specifically, 
the acknowledgement of complicity in op-
pression tends to upend students’ percep-
tion of the way society works, leading them 
into “crisis” wherein they simultaneously 
try to unlearn something they previously 
understood and learn something new 
(Kumashiro). In these moments, students 
experience a breakthrough and see beyond 
their previous knowledge. The caveat is that 
students initially may not be able to act on 
their new understandings because they need 
to process their emotions and thoughts that 
have left them uncomfortable. Until stu-
dents can work through their previously 
held thoughts and emotions, Kumashiro 
(2002) explains that they may be in a state 
of temporary paralysis. He suggests offer-
ing time and space to attend to the tensions 
that students experience. 
 The notion of bringing students to 
crisis raises the question of whether this can 
be accomplished at traditional nonprofits. 
Admittedly, for some college students, face
-to-face interaction with a houseless person 
or an adult English learner may offer mo-
ments of cognitive dissonance severe 
enough to alter prior misconceptions. How-
ever, because traditional nonprofits tend to 
place more value on college students’ 
knowledge and social status, a crisis might 
be averted by the self-soothing concept of 
social preference (e.g., I’m fortunate to be 
doing better than others in society). Look-
ing outside traditional nonprofits and to-
ward activist circles wherein service learn-
ers join in solidarity with a collective to ex-
plicitly alter social structures may hold 
more promise for offering students mo-
ments of crisis and for working toward so-
cial change. 
 I want to briefly note that Zembylas 
(2015), and even Kumashiro (2002), ques-
tion the ethics of bringing students to crisis, 

noting that the disruption may invade stu-
dents’ privacy and leave them feeling hope-
less. However, Zembylas (2015) suggests 
that the process of “challeng[ing] our cher-
ished beliefs and assumptions about the 
world” makes “pedagogical discomfort…a 
necessary and unavoidable step in pedagog-
ical actions” (p. 170).  
 Combining Mitchell’s (2008) con-
cept of critical service learning, Tuck’s 
(2009) insight on desires and damages, and 
Kumashiro’s (2002) analysis of antioppres-
sive education creates an opportunity to 
think about fostering moments of crisis that 
allow service learners to practice being 
agents of change with others, all while real-
izing the complex power dynamics of inter-
locking social systems—and their implica-
tion in them.  
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 In this study, I employed ethno-
graphic methods (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 
2011) to delve into how university service 
learning is framed in community-based ex-
periences. This study took place with a Mi-
nority Serving Institution that is also a re-
search-intensive university. University IRB 
approval was obtained to observe service 
learning courses and the community site; 
interview faculty, students, and site coordi-
nators; and acquire students’ written 
coursework, all upon the written consent of 
participants (all pseudonyms). The commu-
nity site was a labor union that worked pri-
marily with hotel workers and described 
itself as an “organizing union.”  
 In addition to attending classes, I 
accompanied students to their service learn-
ing site, and participated in the sites’ activi-
ties. Students were required to complete 15-
30 hours of service, depending on the 
course. In-depth interviews with students 
about their experiences with service, the 
class, and the connections they made be-
tween the two occurred toward the end of 
the semester. I also conducted interviews 
with site coordinators and instructors.  
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 In what follows, I describe how the 
community site framed a societal issue (the 
oppressive nature of capitalism) as well as 
positioned service learners to experience 
“crisis” and work collectively with union 
members and other activists to challenge 
the negative impacts of capitalism. I con-
tend that how the service experience is 
framed is fundamental to what the students 
learn from the experience and how they can 
begin to see their own identity and interests 
as being in collaboration with people advo-
cating for more just conditions. This exam-
ple offers a possibility of the antioppressive 
pedagogies Kumashiro (2002) labels as 
“education that is critical of privileging and 
othering” (p. 44) and “education that chang-
es students and society” (p. 50), as students 
learned about systemic oppression, prac-
ticed advocacy and opposition, and found 
importance in collective action.  
 

LABOR ADVOCACY 
 

Up, up with the workers!  
Yeah! Yeah! 
Down, down with the bosses! 
Boom! Boom! 

 
 This energetic chant could be heard 
from blocks away. About 30 union mem-
bers and advocates, all wearing red t-shirts, 
circled in a picket line in front of the hotel. 
Full of enthusiasm, strikers took selfies 
with one another and videoed the protest 
with their phones. The tone and tempo of 
workers’ responses to the chants matched 
that of the chant leader. Actions or one-day 
strikes like this were a regular occurrence 
for union members in order to gain better 
working conditions.  
 Service learners routinely participat-
ed in these actions. To be a service learner 
with the union, students met one-on-one 
with the site coordinator for what seemed 
like an interview. Allie, an instructor who 
worked with the site commented that the 
interest and commitment level required for 
working with the site was quite high. “It’s a 
very selective process. They hand pick the 

people.” She disclosed, “They want some-
one who shows promise in being a labor 
organizer.” 
 The site coordinator, Jennica, de-
scribed the selectivity differently. In the one
-on-one meeting with the student, Jennica 
was upfront about what type of work the 
students would be doing. She told them, 
“This isn’t an easy site…You will be ex-
pected to come to actions…So if you’re not 
going to enjoy holding a picket sign and 
walking around a hotel, then this might not 
be the best site for you.” In that same meet-
ing, Jennica asked the students about their 
goals, wanting to ensure that they gained 
experience in something that interested 
them. She commented, “I’m not trying to 
extract free labor from you or anything. I 
actually want you to learn and grow from 
this, but I need an understanding of why do 
you want to do your service learning here.”  
 Rather than welcoming absolutely 
every student to do their service learning at 
the union regardless of their perspectives or 
commitment level, the site coordinator ex-
plicitly outlined her expectations. Service 
learners were required to participate in ac-
tions and they were asked to take an interest 
in their own learning. While most of the 
students she met took the challenge, some 
opted out of doing their service learning at 
the union and chose a different site. 
 
Framing Learning and Positioning Stu-
dents  
 At the first larger group meeting that 
service learners attended, an orientation of 
sorts, they were mixed in with various com-
munity members. They had been invited to 
the Activists meeting, which consisted of 
union staff members and community resi-
dents, including high school students that 
had an Activists club. In a field note, I 
wrote:  
 After signing in at a table, people 
were encouraged to help themselves to a 
slice of pizza and water. With plates of 
food, attendees settled into their seats at 
rectangular tables shaped in a U. Once eve-
ryone arrived, Cory, one of the staff mem-
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bers, asked the group gathered what they 
thought of when they heard the word union. 
Someone called out, “Unions protect in-
competence.” With a mounting list, includ-
ing a couple of positive connotations, Cory 
asked if anyone had heard that unions were 
corrupt. Lea, one of the college students, 
emphatically answered, “Yes!” Cory let out 
a chuckle and explained that some unions 
had leadership that were disconnected from 
their members and some unions were cor-
rupt. But, he noted that unions had the op-
portunity to organize and to come together. 
He said, “It’s a basic right we all have, no 
matter how much Wall Street firms and 
Trump wants to hurt us.”  
 Cory continued with the mini-
lesson. Unions have been shrinking in [the 
state] and across the country. He informed 
the group, “Less than 5% [of workers] are 
unionized in the U.S. because unions don’t 
have the best reputation.” Because unions 
are small, “we have to find ways to connect 
with the local community.” Cory explained 
that in order to garner the support of the 
broader community, they formed the Activ-
ists. (Field note Oct. 10, 2017) 
 An offshoot of the union, the Activ-
ists was a growing group of community 
members who worked for justice and built 
collective power through various communi-
ty organizing efforts. They formed not only 
to bolster the union’s causes but also to ad-
dress social and economic issues that im-
pacted residents of the state as a whole. Be-
lieving that change could be created 
through the power of people collectively 
organizing, the Activists took on campaigns 
that ranged from affordable housing and 
minimum wage increases to immigration, 
citizenship, and pesticide usage around 
schools and residential communities. The 
union staff pointed out that all of these is-
sues were connected because they affected 
the wellbeing of all residents in the state.  
 During this meeting, students also 
were treated to a basic lesson in capitalism 
and were invited to partake in an upcoming 
action. A staff member gave a recent histo-
ry of a hotel which led workers to plan a 

one-day strike for better working condi-
tions. Under the direction of a new owner, 
in 2009, many of the hotel rooms were sold 
as condos. This resulted in less work for 
employees. Due to the nationwide financial 
crisis at the time, the workers made com-
promises in order for the hotel not to under-
go bankruptcy. Fast forward to 2017 and 
the hotel was thriving. However, the owner-
ship refused to give the previous gains back 
to the workers. Among the complaints were 
that employees were not allowed to eat their 
Christmas dinner together, they were paid 
$3.50 lower per hour than other hotel work-
ers in the city, and they had less vacation 
time than their peers at neighboring hotels. 
The staff member claimed, “We can’t let 
these companies come in and take over. 
Working people suffer. These companies 
come in and take and take and take.” This 
story illustrated to service learners how cap-
italism works on a basic level—the owners 
profit while the workers are exploited.  
 Service learners attended meetings 
of the Activists (like the one described 
above), sat in on hotel workers’ committee 
meetings, researched political officials’ po-
sitions, submitted public testimony during 
legislative hearings, and participated in 
scheduled actions outside of hotels. 
Through each opportunity, students were 
exposed to the harms of capitalism and 
learned components of designing and exe-
cuting a community organizing campaign. 
Similar to Kumashiro’s (2002) antioppres-
sive pedagogy of “education that is critical 
of privileging and othering” (p. 44), the un-
ion offered a way to both “critique and 
transfor[m]” oppression (p. 45). Volunteer-
ing with the union upended prior messages 
service learners had been taught through 
school or other service opportunities: They 
learned information about the oppressive 
nature of capitalism as well as how to chal-
lenge it for change-making.  
 Framing issues in a way that garners 
support is key to social movements (Snow, 
2007). What was particularly powerful 
about how the union and the Activists 
framed issues was that they were large 
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enough for almost everyone (excluding cor-
porate elite, which I address later) to see 
themselves as deeply impacted. Issues like 
affordable housing and better wages were 
vital to the lives of all the city’s residents. 
Thus, service learners could easily identify 
with the points of advocacy. Providing a 
common target (e.g., corporations or gov-
ernment) allowed union members and other 
community activists to join in solidarity 
with one another. Even if the issues were 
highly political or seemingly complicated 
(e.g., Airbnb’s impact on affordable hous-
ing), with the assistance of the union’s re-
search team, a straightforward analysis was 
devised to help people comprehend how the 
given issue would benefit or harm the local 
community as a whole.  
 Connected to how the union framed 
issues was how they positioned service 
learners. They expected that students would 
maintain their role as learner as they volun-
teered with the union. Starting with the one-
on-one meeting with the site coordinator, 
students were positioned as individuals who 
had their own learning goals. They were not 
treated simply as bodies in a production line 
of work that needed to be accomplished. 
Nor were they viewed as students needing 
to complete service hours for a class re-
quirement. Even though most students were 
not very familiar with unions and did not 
know how to articulate their own goals or 
interests, the fact that the question was 
posed to them framed the relationship as 
one wherein students were positioned pri-
marily as learners who were there to better 
understand labor issues, organizing, and 
advocacy as well as join in solidarity with 
workers. Specifically, the structure was de-
signed so that college students could learn 
from working-class people who were exer-
cising leadership and challenging authority 
by speaking up for themselves and for one 
another. There was great power in this, 
partly because working-class leaders, par-
ticularly women of color, are rarely high-
lighted in dominant society or media. Ac-
knowledging, respecting, and bolstering 
everyday leaders and workers offered mod-

els who were relatable to students, many of 
whom had family members employed in 
tourism or other working-class jobs.  
 In addition to valuing students as 
learners (rather than expecting them to be 
an “expert,” as might be the case with tutor-
ing), the union intentionally positioned stu-
dents as workers. Most students worked 
either a campus job or a minimum wage 
job. If they viewed themselves and those 
they knew as workers, they could more 
readily connect with challenges, conditions, 
and tensions that union members faced, and 
therefore join them in advocacy. If the un-
ion did not recognize the students as work-
ers, it may have been easier for students to 
buy into dominant corporate messages that 
hotels support the region’s tourist economy, 
and therefore dismiss the concerns and 
power of laborers as well as corporations’ 
ever-increasing profit margins. Most busi-
nesses associated with the tourism industry 
advanced the rhetoric that workers should 
be grateful for jobs (e.g., what other jobs 
would there be if it wasn’t for the tourist 
industry?).  
 Positioning students as both learners 
and workers was intentional; it was a way 
to garner more support for the union and the 
Activists. It was an “investment we’re mak-
ing.” Cory explained that working with ser-
vice learners “really is about building com-
munity and investing in ourselves.” He con-
tinued, “It is very much in our self-
interest…[T]his is not charitable work that 
we’re doing to make ourselves feel good…
this is very much part of the strategy to 
build a movement.” In other words, educat-
ing students about labor issues and commu-
nity organizing around common interests 
was a way that the union could ensure that 
people were trained to work together for a 
“kind of [society that] we want to live in…
that meets our needs.”  
 
Experiencing Crisis  
 As a service learning site, the union 
had a very different look and feel than tradi-
tional nonprofits. Working-class people, 
most of them women of color, joined to-
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gether to demand better labor conditions. 
They learned to tell their personal stories of 
struggle and resilience to policy makers. 
They confronted the boss. They chanted. 
They striked. And, as they made noise and 
addressed serious tensions, they had fun 
with one another. They did things that 
working-class people have been socialized 
not to do; namely, challenge authority and 
make waves (Anyon, 1980). Cory, a staff 
member for the union commented that these 
things can be “uncomfortable” because they 
are “not something we are trained to do…
growing up through K to 12 [and] in col-
lege.”  
 One of the service learners whose 
public school education did not teach him 
to challenge authority was David, a tall, 
skinny, first-year student with a crew cut 
and a big smile. Another service learner 
was Alyssa, a third-year student with infec-
tious energy. Both David and Alyssa were 
in different university courses during differ-
ent semesters, but coincidentally, they at-
tended the same high school and grew up in 
the same low-income neighborhood.  
 At the start of the semester, David 
was unemployed. When he heard descrip-
tions of each service learning site, he opted 
for the one affiliated with hotels. He 
thought the experience was going to be like 
an internship that would “help [him] get 
experience with the hotel industry” so that 
he could get a job. Needing employment, he 
jumped at the opportunity. He was quite 
“surprised” when he learned more about the 
site. David admitted that at the outset, he 
thought unions were “corrupt.” He heard 
from an uncle who worked for the hotels 
that protests and strikes were “useless.” Da-
vid said, “I thought the effort they put to-
wards actions and strikes [wa]s a waste of 
time because only the authorities with pow-
er can make changes.” Despite his surprise 
about the service learning opportunity and 
his misgivings about unions, David kept the 
union as his service site. 
 For both David and Alyssa, attend-
ing the union’s actions was the first time 
that they had participated in anything of the 

sort. David said that going to the union pro-
test “felt scary at first because of how the 
audience looked at us weird or commented 
negatively.” When he arrived at the front of 
the hotel for his first action, he picked up a 
sign and joined the line, chanting along 
with the workers. He noted that some of the 
tourists told the strikers to “keep it down” 
since they didn’t “pay this much for the ho-
tel stay to be hearing us rallying.” But, he 
realized that by “irritat[ing]” the guests, the 
strikers were “getting people’s attention and 
informing them on the issue.” Despite his 
initial nervousness, David noted that it 
“turned out to be cool.” As he excitedly 
pulled out the sheet of paper with the list of 
chants, he shared, “I see it makes a differ-
ence. It brings community attention and an-
noys hotels” that aren’t paying fair wages.  
 The interesting part for Alyssa was 
“seeing the reaction from the guests [and] 
people just walking on street.” She initially 
thought that people, especially tourists, 
would be “snobby” because they would 
view the action as a disruption to their 
“fancy” vacation. However, her experience 
was different. She said that people were in-
terested in learning more, and they respond-
ed with, “Yes, you’re fighting for your ben-
efits and you need that.” Pleasantly sur-
prised, she noted, “And like literally some 
would come and join, like right straight off 
the street kind of a deal.” She was most im-
pressed with “when we saw the workers 
themselves…walk out and join the rally. 
Like it was just amazing to see like th[e]…
energy that they had. Like, they were just 
screaming at the top of their lungs.” The 
energy of people coming together and advo-
cating for better working conditions felt in-
spiring and powerful for Alyssa.  
 For most service learners, like Da-
vid and Alyssa, this was their inaugural en-
gagement with a union, let alone a worker 
protest or strike. While they had already 
met one-on-one with a union staff member 
and had typically attended a community 
organizing meeting or hotel worker meeting 
prior to participating in an action, this was 
the first time they gathered with workers in 
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a public setting, carrying a sign, and chant-
ing for union members to receive better 
working conditions. Students were unsure 
what to expect. Jennica, the site coordina-
tor, revealed:  

For a number of students, our ac-
tions are the very first action they 
have ever been to.… A lot of them 
afterward would tell me like, “Oh, I 
was really scared at first because I 
didn’t know what to expect. And, 
um, I thought it would just be like a 
riot or something. And then…I fi-
nally went and I was like, oh, I was 
actually surprised at how calm it 
was. And that it was actually fun 
and that, you know, people were 
pretty disciplined. And like, it’s not 
a riot.” And so, I get a lot of those 
comments.  

Students’ prior assumptions about protests 
and strikes offer insight into why David 
was initially “scared” and Alyssa thought 
they would be looked down upon for caus-
ing disruption to tourists’ vacations. Mes-
sages from media, schools, and families 
told them that people coming together and 
demanding different conditions would re-
sult in something akin to riots. This inevita-
bly created a sense of “crisis” or dissonance 
for the service learners prior to participating 
in their first action. When they realized that 
protesting did not equate to rioting, they 
fairly easily worked through any crisis or 
apprehension they initially experienced. 
Even though messages from social institu-
tions, especially formal education, teaches 
working-class people not to challenge au-
thority (Anyon, 1980), the service learners 
at the union were beginning to appreciate 
that protesting could happen in a collective, 
disciplined manner, and that dissent could 
yield positive results.  
 
Working Collectively for Social Change 
 Whether on the strike line or in the 
union headquarters, the oppositional frame 
to authority was palpable. Even though un-
ion members and staff greeted one another 
with hugs and smiles, the common under-

standing that people came together to push 
against capitalism’s unfair conditions gen-
erated a sense of agitation. Rather than en-
tertaining dominant messages about trickle-
down economics, or advocating for charity, 
union affiliates were clear that corporations 
and government institutions needed to be 
held accountable for disparate conditions. 
And, they believed that collectively de-
manding better conditions would give them 
the strength needed to achieve these de-
mands. The union rubbed against dominant 
norms by teaching the perils of capitalism 
and how to collectively challenge authority. 
While formal education in the United States 
has traditionally imbued students with val-
ues of individualism and meritocracy 
(White, Ali-Khan, & Zoellner, 2017), the 
union cracked those myths wide open. They 
explained how capitalism relies on inequali-
ty and how workers must remain vigilant in 
order to not be overly exploited. 
 Lea, an energetic third-year student 
who also happened to be in the military, 
commented that the labor union “really 
gave me a lot of insight on…capitalism.” 
She continued, “That’s like the one thing 
that really drives everything around here, 
like profit over people.” David’s perspec-
tive was similar as he spoke about the work 
of the union: the workers “can’t get paid the 
wage they…deserve because of the compa-
ny’s greed of money, to profit more by pay-
ing workers less.” Alyssa shared a similar 
perspective. She claimed, “We think we’re 
in debt so we need all these business people 
to come in, but,” she continued, “we forget 
about the little people when you start bring-
ing in all these business people.” Alyssa 
was referencing how large corporations 
were encouraged to enter the local market 
to create jobs. However, she knew that cor-
porate executives were more concerned 
about profits than they were the needs of 
workers.  
 The union reiterated pitfalls of capi-
talism to the service learners through each 
point of advocacy. Whether explicitly ad-
dressing union members’ working condi-
tions or larger community issues like af-
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fordable housing, the union operated from 
the fundamental orientation of conflict the-
ory (Marx & Engels, 2012). And, because 
the students could relate to this message 
from their life experiences, they internal-
ized it and were able to articulate it with 
ease.  
 Service learners also learned that an 
effective way to confront capitalism was 
through collective campaign efforts. Col-
lege students joined with Activists’ efforts 
to address affordable housing through a 
campaign to tighten regulations on vacation 
rentals. Arguing that vacation rentals drove 
up the cost of housing, the Activists lobbied 
city council members to propose legislation 
that would create restrictions on short-term 
vacation rentals. Through meetings about 
the proposed legislation, David learned 
about how corporations like Airbnb worked 
and how their operation in the city nega-
tively impacted hotel workers, renters, and 
homeowners. He submitted testimony 
online in support of the proposed legislation 
and informed others (friends and family) 
about the legislation so they could do the 
same. Then, David, along with union mem-
bers and staff attended the hearing to sup-
port the stricter regulations. Working to 
propose legislation that would reign in cor-
porate exploitation, spreading awareness 
about the issue, and then showing up, to-
gether, was part of the strategy of opposing 
capitalism.  
 Reflecting back on his experience, 
David told me, “I didn’t expect it to be like 
this.” What he liked is that he “got to be a 
part of the community.” He stressed, “It is 
important for people to realize if we partici-
pate and stay together as one then we could 
have authority.” He shared that the govern-
ment “serves the people, but they need to 
know what we want. This is why communi-
ty groups are so important.” The meetings 
and actions David attended showed him 
how people could come together, make 
hard decisions, articulate their demands, 
bring attention to unfair treatment, and cre-
ate change. Citing the Activists meetings at 
the union headquarters as “the most memo-

rable experience,” David was impressed by 
the power of collective decision-making 
and the actions taken to challenge unjust 
conditions, including capitalism.  
 The critiques of capitalism and ad-
vocacy strategies modeled by the union and 
the Activists impacted students’ perspec-
tives and stances. Lea said from her time 
volunteering with the union she learned, 
“It's okay to question [public officials] if 
they’re not being accountable.” This felt 
different than what she learned through for-
mal education. Noting the distinctions, Lea 
commented that the knowledge she gained 
through the union and the Activists felt 
more “relevant.” She shared, “I’m actually 
learning a lot more about the government 
and issues through my interaction with peo-
ple in [the Activists].” She reasoned, 
“Maybe school is biased.” Speaking direct-
ly to the way that most formal education 
encourages conformity to dominant norms, 
she commented that people are used to lis-
tening to authority and “just learn to live 
with it” despite circumstances being hard. 
Lea expressed, “I’m done dealing with 
things. I don’t think it’s a very constructive 
way to live. To just deal with circumstanc-
es. You should probably just change them.” 
Lea started not only to question authority, 
but also challenge capitalism and how it 
shapes the institutions that structure every-
one’s lives. More specifically, Lea spoke to 
how social institutions, like schools and 
employment, did not always work for the 
people they were intended to serve. Rather 
than simply following the whim of          
decision-makers, Lea felt it important to 
demand accountability. She brought this 
insistence from the union to her university.  
 When the university sent out an 
email saying that it would be shortening 
library hours, Lea was livid. She often 
worked at the library late into the night be-
cause her daytime hours were consumed 
with classes, work, and service. Lea visited 
several university offices before discover-
ing that administrators did not seek any stu-
dent input before making the decision. This 
infuriated Lea, especially since a few weeks 
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earlier, she paid a higher tuition bill than 
prior semesters. She made the connection 
that her tuition bill increased yet student 
services shrunk. In other words, the univer-
sity was operating in an economic frame-
work that was concerned about the bottom 
line. Lea recognized the theme of “profit 
over people” and began to organize students 
to send complaints to the library. Lea and 
her peers cautioned university administra-
tors that they could not simply count the 
number of library users during certain peri-
ods and conclude reduced services as a   
cost-saving mechanism. Instead, they need-
ed to engage the people who would be im-
pacted by the decision. The library ended 
up reversing the decision. Lea admitted that 
before her time with the Activists, she like-
ly would have been disappointed but would 
have gone along with the change. Now, she 
felt “more justified” to question the legiti-
macy of shorter library hours. She stated, “I 
know that they shouldn’t be doing that 
and…we can do something.”  
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 In students’ service with the union, 
they learned about the perils of capitalism, 
experienced crisis as they were invited into 
the union’s actions, and engaged in collec-
tive action to create social change. These 
points of learning were, in part, due to how 
the service site framed the experience for 
the students. The union modeled these les-
sons through their actions and meetings, 
allowing students to maintain the role of 
learners and practice social action. Tradi-
tional nonprofits, such as afterschool pro-
grams, teach “for the other” as service 
learners are expected to help younger stu-
dents with homework (Kumashiro, 2002, p. 
32). Afterschool programs also teach “about 
the other” as college students learn about 
the conditions that younger students, often 
lower-income students of color, face in un-
der-resourced schools and communities 
(Kumashiro, 2002, p. 39). In contrast, the 
union offered education that was critical of 
the extreme stratification caused by capital-

ism. In the process of being exposed to the 
power dynamics of capitalism, service 
learners learned how to organize and advo-
cate for better working and living condi-
tions. This process closely aligns with the 
antioppressive pedagogical approach that 
Kumashiro (2002) calls “education that is 
critical of privileging and othering” (p. 44). 
Students were being encouraged to 
“critique and transfor[m]” oppression (p. 
45). This method is difficult to replicate at 
traditional service sites because they tend to 
operate on a charity model that relies on 
stratification. Despite traditional nonprofits 
wishing to ameliorate unjust conditions, 
most are not designed to critique and trans-
form the structural forces that greatly influ-
ence oppression.  
 It is important to note that Ku-
mashiro cautions that focusing on an us/
them binary can essentialize positions ra-
ther than acknowledge the intricate ways in 
which power, privilege, and oppression is 
fluid and complex. With the labor union, 
the duality of bosses and workers was evi-
denced in the protest chant above. This was 
strategic but not absolute. The union wel-
comed anyone who wanted to join in soli-
darity with them—from politicians to those 
heavily involved in real estate investments 
to wealthy people. Regardless of individu-
als’ social status, if they wanted to use their 
social capital to advance labor conditions, 
they were welcome. 
 The partial and contradictory as-
pects of people’s identities that Kumashiro 
(2002) asserts is vital to the antioppressive 
pedagogy of “education that changes stu-
dents and society” (p. 50) was further evi-
denced as students learned that even though 
people were differently positioned due to 
diverse social identities, they could still ad-
vocate for similar demands. For instance, 
the financial reality of union members (and 
of the Activists) varied and so did their ac-
cess to income. As mentioned, the union 
advocated for legislation that would create 
stronger regulations on short-term housing 
rentals, like those offered by Airbnb, be-
cause the rentals impacted the housing 
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availability for the city’s residents and took 
away business from the hotels. Even though 
some union workers and Activists relied on 
income from short-term rentals (via addi-
tional properties they owned), not everyone 
did. There was an understanding that mak-
ing affordable housing more accessible to 
the city’s residents took priority over a lim-
ited number of families earning extra in-
come by renting apartments on a short-term 
basis. College students were exposed to 
how workers and community activists occu-
pied different and sometimes contradictory 
positions within the social structure and yet 
made collective demands. The students 
were learning, experientially, that there was 
a greater chance of reaching collective suc-
cess by maintaining solidarity than there 
was by fostering tension between workers 
about who had more privilege. Since the 
vast majority of laborers were exploited by 
corporate profit, the collective tent was big 
enough to include everyone who desired 
different social relations within capitalism.  
 Because the union was overtly polit-
ical, hegemonic understandings of capital-
ism and the tourist industry were disrupted, 
as were students’ ideas of their roles as 
workers, consumers, and residents of a state 
with few affordable housing options. As is 
common in two of Kumashiro’s (2002) an-
tioppressive pedagogies (education that is 
critical of privileging and othering and edu-
cation that changes students and society), 
service learners experienced a “crisis” when 
they attended their first action (p. 48). As 
they experienced the field of protest, their 
concerns of a “riot” dissipated. What was 
initially viewed as scary was actually a 
space of smiles and chants for better work-
ing conditions. Students experienced cogni-
tive dissonance, but they were not para-
lyzed by crisis, in part, because they wit-
nessed workers functioning through their 
own discomforts.  
 Supporting students in the positions 
of learner and worker in solidarity, the un-
ion invited the students to observe and de-
velop their skills as they joined in collective 
action to alter the conditions of capitalism. 

This positioning challenged the competitive 
and individualistic neoliberal expectations 
of advancing students’ careers and instead 
focused on advancing a collective good. 
Pairing service learners with activist groups 
permits them to: 1) see people taking agen-
cy to alter unjust power dynamics (rather 
than simply receive services that maintain 
the status quo); 2) learn tactics to address 
the systemic issues that create inequitable 
conditions; 3) practice being overtly politi-
cal in their civic engagement; and 4) experi-
ence the power of collective action. I con-
tend these four points are vital to critical 
service learning projects wishing to practice 
the antioppressive pedagogy of changing 
both students and society.  
 However, teaming critical service 
learning with activist groups is not perfect. 
Kumashiro (2009) reminds us, “No prac-
tice, in and of itself, is anti-oppressive. A 
practice can be anti-oppressive in one situa-
tion and quite oppressive in another. Or it 
can be simultaneously oppressive in one 
way and anti-oppressive in another” (p. 15). 
An example: Even with activist organiza-
tions, community members who teach col-
lege students about activism and incorpo-
rate them into various actions are still un-
paid for their labor. Specifically, union staff 
and members were not paid for supplement-
ing college students’ education. The univer-
sity relied upon people outside of its payroll 
to provide a significant amount of education 
to students.  
 Another challenge is that universi-
ties and faculty members are hesitant to be 
candidly political. To this, Robinson (2000) 
writes that faculty who wish to improve so-
ciety must take “political action” where 
they can come into “conflict with the cur-
rent holders of privilege” (p. 608). He con-
tinues, noting that without political stances, 
instructors “are relegating students in ser-
vice learning programs to acting as a glori-
fied providers (sic) of social welfare ser-
vices and ensuring that their oft-articulated 
promise to cure social pathologies will be 
little more than a platitude” (p. 608). With-
out faculty who are willing to partner with 
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groups that advance socially just politics, 
opportunities will be missed to fulfill criti-
cal service learning’s potential. Thus, we 
need to structure experiential learning envi-
ronments to model and invite students to 
advocate for systemic change rather than 
replicate the status quo. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 This article combines the concepts 
of critical service learning and antioppres-
sive pedagogies to examine how practition-
ers might offer civic engagement opportuni-
ties that are more geared toward social 
change than the opportunities provided by 
traditional nonprofits, which tend to impart 
values of social reproduction. In order to 
attend to critical service learning’s aim of 
positive social change, scholars and practi-
tioners need to wrestle with whether and 
how community partnerships teach hege-
monic ideas and/or resist the status quo by 
offering alternatives to racism, capitalism, 
colonialism, and other forms of domination. 
Partnering with activist-oriented organiza-
tions may hold more promise for disrupting 
present circumstances.  
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