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Service Learning During a Global Pandemic: How and Why? 
 

Kiesha Warren-Gordon1 and Angela Jackson-Brown2 

1Department of Criminal Justice and Criminology, Ball State University 

2Department of English, Ball State University 

 

ABSTRACT 

 
This case study provides an overview as to how two faculty members co-taught an asynchronous 
online course with a service-learning component during the COVID-19 global pandemic. Within this 
paper, the authors recount the adjustments that were made in order to accommodate an online 
teaching modality while maintaining their commitment to service learning.    

Keywords: asynchronous online, e-service-learning, COVID-19, indirect service learning  
 
 
For those who teach in higher 

education, the global pandemic has required a 
rethinking of the ways in which course 
materials are delivered, with many faculty 
members forced to embrace new modalities. 
For those who use service learning and 
community engagement within their courses, 
the idea of attempting to implement these 
methods during a global pandemic seemed 
tenuous at best. During the summer of 2020, 
Campus Compact and other institutions across 
the United States hosted various webinars, 
workshops, and training on considerations that 
should be made while continuing service 
learning and community engagement during 
this time. Although many individuals and 
institutions may have halted their service 
learning and community engagement during 
the global pandemic, the two authors of this 
paper reflect on their decision to continue and 
experiences of implementing service learning 
into their co-taught on-line asynchronous 
courses during the fall of 2020. 

In the fall of 2019, prior to the 
pandemic, Kiesha Warren-Gordon and Angela 
Jackson-Brown began working on a plan to 
bring their two classes together for the purpose 
of partnering with the Whitely community in 

Muncie, Indiana, to provide support for 
individuals reentering the community after 
periods of incarceration. The community is 
composed of approximately 2,500 residents, 
with the majority identifying as African 
American, and many living below the poverty 
line. The community has faced, and continues 
to face, many problems, and with each 
problem they prove their resilience by 
working together and creating outreach. 
Warren-Gordon has a long-standing relation-
ship with the community and has partnered 
with members of the community for various 
service-learning projects using critical service 
learning (CSL), a method that focuses on 
developing authentic relationships to bring 
about social justice and social change 
(Mitchell, 2007, 2008). Utilizing this model, 
the Whitely community partners took on the 
role of co-teachers. They helped design the 
course syllabus, led course discussions, and 
were centered as experts. Warren-Gordon and 
Jackson-Brown’s concept was that during the 
fall of 2020 they would bring their two classes, 
Jackson-Brown’s African American Studies 
capstone course and Warren-Gordon’s 
Criminal Justice capstone course, together and 
work with the Whitely community council as 
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community partners to create a service-
learning course that would focus on some 
aspect of supporting individuals who had 
recently returned after periods of 
incarceration. The idea was that Jackson-
Brown’s class would create a documentary 
based on research con-ducted by Warren-
Gordon’s class. Warren-Gordon’s class would 
also be interviewed for the documentary, 
along with returning community members and 
those who provide support services to those 
returning. Combining students who were in 
their last semester of classes before graduation 
into this co-curricular environment would 
create a trans-formative learning experience 
for students in both classes (Martin & 
Strawser, 2017). Many of the Criminal Justice 
students were White and had very little, if any, 
engagement with Black people who were 
centered as experts or in positions of power. 
For the African American Studies students, it 
would give them the opportunity to apply what 
they had learned during the course of their 
studies while working with people with whom 
they self-identify, which would be a 
reaffirming experience.  

In the spring of 2020, Warren-
Gordon’s students worked with the Whitely 
community to identify individuals who would 
be willing to spend time with the students in 
order to explain the obstacles they faced when 
reentering the community. Students began 
meeting with community partners and 
individuals reentering the community weekly 
for conversation and pizza dinners. These 
meetings were held with the goal of creating 
trust between the students and members of the 
community. The idea was that the work from 
Warren-Gordon’s spring 2020 class would 
carry over to the co-taught class in the fall of 
2020. However, the college abruptly, with a 
two-day notice, shifted to asynchronous online 
learning during the ninth week of the 16-week 
semester due to the global pandemic. During 
that same week, the governor announced a 
shutdown of the state that required all 
nonessential agencies to close. Due to the 
state’s closure, the community had to shift its 

focus onto ensuring the safety and health of 
community members, and made adjustments 
as to how it provided basic resources to its 
members. For example, the food bank had to 
limit the number of volunteers to essential 
support only, and therefore shifted to a drive-
up food bank instead of the prior walk-in 
model that allowed individuals to make their 
own food choices. With this shift, it was no 
longer appropriate to assume that the Whitely 
community could support the service-learning 
endeavors of the two classes.  

This community focus continued into 
the summer and fall of 2020, with the 
community partners’ focus on COVID-19 
testing, rental and housing assistance, and 
ensuring that community members were 
continually educated regarding COVID-19. 
Warren-Gordon continued to work with the 
community and coordinated the sewing of 150 
face masks by the members of the University’s 
theater department to be donated during the 
monthly food bank.  

During this same time period, like 
many across the world, Warren-Gordon and 
Jackson-Brown grappled with the question of 
how to continue their planned courses. Should 
they continue the service-learning component 
as designed and planned? Should they 
abandon the idea? Or should they adjust it? At 
the same time, they were also waiting to learn 
what teaching modality they would be 
assigned in fall. 

After a considerable amount of 
discussion, they decided that they would 
continue to co-teach the course and would 
keep the theme of prison-to-community 
reentry. Instead of creating a documentary 
focusing on understanding the obstacles those 
individuals face, they would create a website 
that focused on resources available to 
individuals recently reentering the 
community. They decided they would 
continue with the project as a form of indirect 
service learning, and prior to developing the 
course outline, they conducted a deep dive into 
the literature on indirect service learning and 
electronic service learning.  
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TYPES OF SERVICE LEARNING 
 

Indirect Service Learning 
Although the literature on indirect 

service learning is limited, it suggests that it 
can provide a rich learning experience for 
students. Connor-Linton (1995) describes 
indirect service learning as a three-step 
process: 1) students learn about an aspect of 
the community through the teacher’s 
experience; 2) students apply the knowledge 
acquired through course instruction to create a 
“service or product” (p. 107) that will provide 
support to the community; and 3) students then 
analyze the issues and application of the 
service. The extent to which indirect service 
learning can provide a transformative 
experience for students has yet to be fully 
evaluated, but studies suggest that indirect 
service learning can provide students with an 
opportunity to make connections. However, 
those necessary connections with community 
partnerships are often absent or lacking the 
breadth and depth needed for a transformative 
learning experience to take place. For 
example, Darby et al. (2015) examined the 
emotional relationships students develop over 
the semester when taking part in direct service 
learning compared to students who took part 
in indirect service learning. Their findings 
suggest that students who took part in direct 
service learning courses reported more 
emotional responses to working with peers 
and community partners, whereas students 
taking part in indirect service learning 
reported an emotional connection and relation-
ship to their peers. Examining high school 
students’ perceptions of experiences in direct 
versus indirect service learning, Coomey and 
Wilczenski (2005) found that students who 
participated in direct service learning reported 
having stronger positive perceptions of their 
social growth than those with indirect service 
learning experiences (Sturgill & Motley, 
2013). The limited existing research on 
indirect service learning suggests that this 
form of service learning can provide an 
impactful learning experience for students; 

however, the extent to which that impact leads 
to long-term transformative thoughts and 
behaviors still needs to be examined.  

 
Electronic Service Learning 

Like indirect service learning, liter-
ature on electronic service learning (e-service 
learning) is sparse. Waldner, Widener, and 
McGorry (2012) define e-service learning as 
service learning where the instruction takes 
place in the online learning platform. 
Although e-service learning is relatively new, 
it is receiving more consideration as a viable 
teaching tool as universities offer more online 
courses (Marcus et al., 2020; Olberding & 
Downing, 2021). Waldner, McGorry, and 
Widener (2010) assert that there is a 
continuum to the degree to which the 
teaching/learning and the service happen in 
the online format. Warren-Gordon and 
Jackson-Brown identify cases in which all of 
the teaching/learning and service delivery took 
place in the online environment called extreme 
e-service learning. In examining the impact of 
extreme e-service learning, Waldner, 
McGorry and Widener (2010) found that 
product completion, client satisfaction, 
student satisfaction, client/student interaction, 
and skill building were all described 
positively, and concluded that extreme e-
service learning can provide a positive 
experience for both the students and 
community partners. Strait and Sauer (2004) 
examined e-service learning in a language arts 
course and concluded,  

When conducting online courses, e-
service offers excellent outreach to 
community organizations and fills a 
void in meeting community needs. As 
the educational paradigm shifts to more 
distance learning, students will be 
looking for ways to gain work 
experience and build long-lasting 
partnerships with their communities 
that will benefit their future careers. 
These experiences provide rich, 
authentic, hands-on training for 
students (p. 64). 
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COURSE OUTLINE AND DELIVERY 
 

After speaking with the community 
partners, it was reaffirmed that the time 
demands in response to the pandemic could 
not allow for them to fully engage with the 
classes as   they had in Warren-Gordon’s 
previous courses. However, after much 
discussion the community partners indi-
cated that they wanted the classes to 
continue to work on prison reentry issues, 
as the pandemic was impacting that 
marginalized group, and that the work in 
assisting them needed to continue even if 
community partners could not have a direct 
role. During Warren-Gordon and Jackson-
Brown’s conversations, it was decided that 
the students would create a website to 
support individuals reentering the comm-
unity after periods of incarceration. The 
website would list various resources as well 
as interviews with the directors of those 
resources explaining how their organi-
zation could help individuals reentering the 
community.  

As the development of the two 
courses began to take shape, one of the 
hurdles that needed to be addressed was 
how Warren-Gordon and Jackson-Brown 
would communicate with the students and 
how the students would communicate with 
each other. Because the two courses were 
asynchronous, they could not require class 
meetings at specified times; however, they 
could require the students to meet and work 
in groups. Having the students work in 
groups was important because collabor-
ation is an essential component of service 
learning (Hoy & Johnson, 2013). It was 
also decided that weekly video announ-
cements would be sent to both classes. 
Although each class had its own class 
registration number, and students’ work 
would be graded by the individual 
instructor, Warren-Gordon and Jackson-
Brown were able to combine the two 
courses into one Canvas course manage-
ment system page. This system allowed for 

students to be put into groups and for the 
two faculty members to communicate with 
each group separately. It also allowed them 
to put students from both classes into 
groups together. From the spring 2020 
course, Warren-Gordon and Jackson-
Brown learned that individuals who are 
returning to the community after periods of 
incarceration face obstacles with finding 
permanent housing, employment, food, and 
health care. 

On the first day of the semester, 
they sent a questionnaire to the 30 students 
in both classes, asking them questions 
about their skill set. They wanted to know 
who had website design capabilities, who 
was good with making editorial decisions, 
and who were their natural leaders. Once 
they received the feedback from the 
students, they sat together and began the 
formation of the groups. Because many of 
the students enrolled in their two classes 
were former students, they also were able 
to glean from previous experiences which 
students would be best in which group. 
That knowledge was an added bonus, but 
even if they had not had prior knowledge of 
the work ethic of the students, they still 
would have been able to use the students’ 
feedback to create their groups. They 
decided that they would create groups of 
four to five students, and each group would 
address each one of the obstacles. Every 
member of the group was assigned a 
responsibility: leader, responsible for 
leading and organizing weekly meetings; 
secretary, keeping notes and completing 
weekly accountability work-sheets; comm-
unity liaison, coordinating meetings with 
community and communicating with the 
instructors of the courses; and recorder, 
recording required weekly video meetings 
held via Zoom. They felt the consistency of 
having the students focus on the same 
responsibility from week to week would 
allow students to focus on the one task and 
develop mastery. The recordings enabled 
Warren-Gordon and Jackson-Brown to 
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view them at a later date and also allowed 
students with time conflicts to watch at 
their leisure. In groups with five members, 
two members were assigned as liaisons. 
Assigning each group member a task 
ensured that all students were actively 
involved every week. 

Once they tasked the students with 
their duties, they spent a good deal of their 
time checking in with the student liaison for 
each group. That student shared with them 
the progress their group was making and if 
there were any internal issues within the 
groups. In case of internal issues, Warren-
Gordon or Jackson-Brown would intervene 
by sending an email or scheduling a virtual 
meeting with any students who were 
struggling. Warren-Gordon and Jackson-
Brown also watched the video recordings 
of the weekly student meetings to ensure 
that course expectations were being met 
and that the groups were moving forward in 
a timely manner. The project depended on 
each student doing their share of the work, 
so it was imperative that Warren-Gordon 
and Jackson-Brown maintained good 
communication with the leaders of the 
groups. Because the students spent so much 
time learning about the formerly incar-
cerated, and because they were able to 
speak directly with community partners, 
they seemed to take the requirements of the 
course seriously. One student said, 

This was the first class I was ever 
enrolled in that I could directly see 
the benefits of what I was being 
asked to do. More classes should be 
designed this way because too 
much of what we do, in some 
classes, feels like busywork, rather 
than work that is applicable to our 
future careers. 

The quote above is evidence of how 
this form of engagement supports students’ 
learning by providing them with transfor-
mative, hands-on experiences. By design, 
these courses were intended to give stu-
dents the opportunity to put their education 

to work and see the direct impact of their 
knowledge. So often students will graduate 
and never know what they are capable of 
achieving. The students in this course 
learned the importance of critical listening 
skills, time management, and collaboration. 

While occasionally Warren-Gordon 
and Jackson-Brown would drop in on a 
meeting, as the semester progressed, they 
were able to spend less and less time 
checking in with the students and instead 
were able to focus more attention on the 
overall project. The students truly saw the 
value in the project, and toward the end of 
the semester there was very little need for 
any type of micro-management. The 
students completely understood how 
important it was for them to show up for 
each other weekly, so each group leader set 
up their own group meeting days and times 
where the students would meet and double 
check that they were still on target with 
their portion of the website. Jackson-Brown 
worked with several of the students on 
website design, but because the groups 
were carefully selected, each group had a 
person who was capable of editing video 
and developing a website. There was very 
little that Jackson-Brown had to do other 
than sign off on the website design the 
students came up with during one of their 
weekly meetings. 

Once the website was complete, 
Warren-Gordon and Jackson-Brown met 
with the students to discuss the virtual 
event where they would present the web-
site. Warren-Gordon and Jackson-Brown 
wanted the students to take owner-ship of 
this event, so each group designated one 
person to be the speaker and talk about the 
details they included on their portion of the 
website. Once they completed the present-
ation, they had the chance to hear from the 
community partners. Approximately 10 
community partners from Muncie, Indiana, 
in Delaware County were present for the 
unveiling of the website, and they were 
elated by what they saw. One of the comm-
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unity partners pointed out that the website 
had the potential to have a far-reaching 
impact on the community as a whole.  

The reactions of community 
partners suggested that this website will be 
used by many people other than just the 
formerly incarcerated. It could also be 
beneficial to anyone in Muncie and some 
parts of Delaware County who might be 
struggling with some of the basic resources 
that are taken for granted by many. 

Throughout the semester, the 
students submitted reflective essays 
analyzing the process of creating a user-
friendly website for the formerly 
incarcerated; through lectures, group 
discussions, readings, and guest lectures, 
they were able to make adjustments to the 
process as they reflected on their work 
through each phase of creation. Perhaps the 
best lesson for the students was the reaction 
they received from the community partners. 
It was helpful for Warren-Gordon and 
Jackson-Brown to tell them that what they 
did had the potential to make an impact, but 
it was very powerful for them to hear from 
the people who were, in essence, their 
clients. As another student said, “I will 
never forget the feeling I got from being 
part of this project. Long after I graduate, 
this website will still be helping the 
community and that is a good thing.” 

Based on their interpretation of 
student reflection assignments, student 
evaluations, and feedback from their 
community partners, the course modality 
and outcome were positively received. 
Overall, students reported developing new 
skills, appreciation for group work, and 
feelings of accomplishment for completing 
the website. In some of the students’ reflec-
tion assignments, they did express a frust-
ration with having to complete the service-
learning components online. How-ever, the 
three students who expressed that frust-
ration were students who had been in 
Warren-Gordon’s class in the spring of 
2020 and were hoping to have had the same 

level of engagement with community part-
ners that they had in the previous semester. 
They also acknowledged that they under-
stood that having the course online was the 
only viable option during the pandemic. 
Student evaluations also reported students’ 
satisfaction with the course. On a scale of 
1-5, with 5 representing the highest level of 
positive ranking for both instructors, none 
of the ratings were less than 4.5. Neither 
instructor received negative comments 
regarding the course in the open comment 
section of the student evaluations. For the 
students who did leave comments, they 
expressed how rewarding the courses were 
and how much they appreciated the fact that 
the work they did had real-world 
implications. Many of the students said that 
out of all of the classes they had taken in 
their major, these classes gave them 
experience they could list on their resumes. 
Overwhelmingly, the community partners 
expressed gratitude that they continued to 
work on the pressing issue of prisoner 
reentry during the pandemic, and, due to 
the prior working relationship with their 
community partners, continuing to work 
with them indirectly was a seamless endea-
vor. The established trust allowed for the 
students to conduct interviews with those 
who direct programs that support individ-
uals who are returning to the community. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Indirect service learning within the 

e-service-learning modality was successful 
for their courses. However, there are some 
considerations that must be taken into 
account for future use. As previously men-
tioned, their community engagement and 
service-learning work falls under the guise 
of critical service learning and engage-
ment (Mitchell, 2008, 2013, 2017). Would 
this modality have been a success had they 
not had prior relationships with their 
community partners? I.e., would directors 
of the community programs have been so 
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eager to participate in interviews had they 
not been aware of their previous comm-
unity engagement work with the Whitely 
community? Spending the last five years 
using service-learning and community eng-
agement practices that center social justice, 
redistribution of power, and authentic 
relationships with the community created 
trust that allowed for the students’ project 
to be received without trepidation. Another 
consideration is whether or not this use of 
indirect service learning in the e-service 
modality allows for the rich trans-formative 
experiences that are at the root of service 
learning and critical service learning 
(Chupp & Joseph, 2010; Mitchell, 2013). 
Although previous research does indicate 
that indirect service learning and e-service 
learning can have an impact on student 
learning, there is not research on if the two 
together can have the transformative 
experience as defined by Mitchell (2013).  

The greatest lesson Warren-Gordon 
and Jackson-Brown learned with using this 
service-learning approach is it allowed 
them to empower their students to take the 
initiative on the group project—the website 
for the community. Their workload began 
to diminish as the semester progressed, 
because by mid-semester, the students were 
taking the lead and Warren-Gordon and 
Jackson-Brown were simply there to 
support and encourage. Although they both 
prefer face-to-face classes as it allows for 
them to connect with their students directly, 
and allows for engagement with comm-
unity partners, if in the future circums-
tances did not allow for a face-to-face class, 
they would utilize the techniques described 
in this paper again, especially if they could 
be used within a synchronous class rather 
than an asynchronous one. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
Quality service learning and community engagement (S-LCE) in higher education involves faculty 
and staff working alongside community members and students for mutual benefit. We investigate 
explanations, motivations, and intentions of faculty that contribute to the sustained commitment for 
S-LCE work. Researchers conducted semi-structured interviews across two institutions of higher 
education. Results indicate that faculty rely on motives connected to student learning and community 
impact and that faculty approach S-LCE from a disciplinary or social change orientation.    
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Leaders in higher education are 

increasingly concerned about whether higher 
education is meeting its goals of educating 
college students for civic participation 
(Ehrlich, 1999; Saltmarsh, 2005). Moreover, 
scholars (e.g., Knefelkamp, 2008; Mitchell, 
2015) are questioning whether service 
learning and community engagement in 
college results in citizens who are committed 
to civic participation and civic action for social 
good as part of their civic identity. If students 
are to develop a civic identity that leads to 
long-term commitment to civic action, 
educators question the most beneficial 
educational contexts within which these civic 
identities are most likely to develop.  

Service learning and community 
engagement (S-LCE) represents a growing 
and dynamic set of practices that focus on 
curricular service learning (Bringle & 
Hatcher, 1995) and other educational practices 
that “build important collaborative 
partnerships, improve all forms of scholarship, 
nurture the support of stakeholders, and 
contribute to the common good” (Bringle et 
al., 1999, p. 12). Institutional priorities and 

practices facilitate or inhibit the development 
of service-learning curricula and activities 
(Holland, 1997). In addition, faculty working 
within these institutions can feel a sense of 
agency or might feel constrained in their 
community-based work based on institutional 
policies and the prestige ascribed to 
community-engaged work (Baez, 2000; 
O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009; Wade & Demb, 
2009). With these factors in mind, this project 
is an attempt to address the context within 
which faculty, leading and teaching at 
institutions of higher education, harness and 
develop the civic motives and identity that 
inspire their students to do the same.  
 
Faculty Motivation, Identity, and Service 
Learning  

Faculty likely become motivated to 
pursue service learning as a teaching strategy 
for a variety of reasons (Abes, Jackson, & 
Jones, 2002; Hammond, 1994). O’Meara 
(2012) provides a framework for under-
standing the variety of individual, instit-
utional, and environmental factors that 
influence the motivations of faculty who 
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engage in S-LCE. In the current study, we 
focus on the individual factors that influence 
faculty to develop a personal commitment to 
S-LCE (Daloz, et al., 1996; Holland, 1997) 
and to develop a professional identity and set 
of experiences that support these efforts 
(Janke, 2006). The framework of self-
determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) 
helps to guide understanding of these motiv-
ations more fully.  

According to self-determination theory 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985), people can be motivated 
by extrinsic and intrinsic factors. What 
determines the source of the motivation, 
whether extrinsic or intrinsic, is the amount of 
control or agency the individual experiences 
over the activity. Extrinsic motives are 
characterized by a low amount of control by 
the individual, and intrinsic motives are 
characterized by a high amount of control. 
Over time, and with increased amounts of 
control exerted over one’s life, initial external 
influences can become internalized and seen 
as self-determined.  

Numerous external factors influence 
faculty agency in pursuing service learning as 
a professional teaching or research strategy 
(Deci, Kasser, & Ryan, 1997). Scholars have 
routinely pointed toward institutional values 
as expressed in promotion and tenure criteria 
as key forces that can encourage or inhibit 
participation (Hou, 2010; O’Meara, 2008). 
Colleagues who are responsible for those 
guidelines and for evaluating the professional 
work of others, however, serve to internalize 
extrinsic standards for promotion and tenure, 
causing a resistance to change over time 
(Saltmarsh et al., 2009). Disciplines that have 
a tradition of service learning could provide 
motivation for faculty who are new to the 
discipline and field, and faculty who have 
internalized the values associated with service 
learning within those disciplines might adopt 
service learning and community engagement 
as a common practice in their professional 
work, encouraging greater amounts of service-
learning work over time.  

Intrinsic motivations for service 
learning can stem from a variety of sources. 

Although faculty may not have received 
formal training in service learning, they might 
have numerous service experiences in the 
community prior to entering their higher 
education degree programs (Hammond, 
1994). As such, they might have developed 
personal values and a civic identity that 
matches the perspectives of service-learning 
teaching and other forms of community 
engagement (Wade & Demb, 2009). Through 
a personal orientation toward community 
engagement, faculty might connect personally 
or deeply with a social issue and be drawn to 
the work of service- learning and community 
engagement because of this strongly held 
belief about an issue. In addition, faculty who 
have by their background, strong commit-
ments to social justice would be drawn to use 
S-LCE as a professional practice that matches 
their strongly held beliefs (Butin, 2015; Yep & 
Mitchell, 2017).  
 
Practical Service Learning and Community 
Engagement 

Although some faculty pursue S-LCE 
because of external forces or deeply held 
internal motives, others might pursue S-LCE 
because of its practical effectiveness in 
helping students learn (Hesser, 1995). 
Teachers who recognize the power of exper-
iential learning might find the deep levels of 
applied engagement characteristic of S-LCE 
particularly suited to constructing meaningful 
narratives and motivation for student 
experiential learning (Furco, 1996). Those 
who are oriented toward teaching innovation 
might see S-LCE as a creative way to provide 
project-based or innovative assignments for 
their students (Kezar & Rhoads, 2001). This is 
to say, faculty who appreciate and pursue S-
LCE despite its challenges may do so because 
of the benefit to student learning specifically, 
as opposed to being primarily motivated by 
community need.  
 
Research Questions 

Studies addressing faculty motivations 
for engaging in S-LCE have focused on 
developing requisite skills and knowledge 
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about S-LCE (Abes, Jackson, & Jones, 2002; 
O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009) and less often 
about dispositions that motivate and facilitate 
the work. In the current project, we wanted to 
focus on the motivations and dispositions of 
faculty who engage in S-LCE, as well as their 
primary orientation toward the work. 
Additionally, we focus on whether these 
motivations and orientations are static over 
time, or moveable based on learning, 
development, and context. Because these 
interests and dispositions are relevant to the 
faculty themselves, we were particularly 
interested in gaining understanding from a 
broad spectrum of those who are engaged in 
the work directly. 

Informed by an adult learning 
perspective (Mezirow, 1991), we expected 
that motives and dispositions might change 
over one’s career and experience with S-LCE. 
Likely, as faculty experience S-LCE over 
time, their perspectives might change because 
of interactions with others who are involved in 
the work, faculty development programming, 
or with experience working with community 
partners directly (Dorado & Giles, 2004). 

To investigate these issues, we 
developed the following key research 
questions: 1) What are the motivations that 
community scholars in higher education 
identify (as they use their authentic voice to 
discuss their work) as relevant to their work? 
2) Do community scholars in higher education 
express shifts or changes in their motivations 
over time, and what do they say prompts these 
changes? 3) What faculty development 
support structures are relevant for S-LCE 
faculty as informed by motives for and 
orientations toward their work?  
 

METHOD 
 
Scholarly Orientation and Timeline 

The current project represents a 
collaboration between a large private 
institution of higher education in the northeast, 
Northeastern University (NU), and a mid-
sized comprehensive undergraduate public 
institution in the southeast, the University of 

North Florida (UNF). These institutions have 
different histories in relation to community 
engagement goals and practices. Importantly, 
these institutions take different approaches to 
engaging faculty with S-LCE. At NU, faculty 
work primarily with the service-learning 
program team to coordinate community-based 
projects that align with their course objectives 
and to participate in faculty development 
programming. Trained student leaders serve as 
Service-Learning Teaching Assistants, or as 
liaisons between the faculty members, 
students, and community agencies. At UNF, 
faculty members serve as the primary liaison 
between the university and the community 
agency. The service-learning center supports 
connections and partnerships between faculty 
and community agencies and supports faculty 
development. Service learning is not a 
graduation requirement at either institution, 
although in some majors participation in a 
course with this component is requisite. 

In addition to these institutional 
differences, the principal investigators (PI) 
differed in their academic background and 
experiences with S-LCE. One PI from NU 
experienced S-LCE with a social justice focus 
as a college student and has continued that 
work into her professional and scholarly 
career. One PI from UNF had no prior 
experience with S-LCE as a tenured faculty 
member prior to joining an initiative started by 
his institution. Another PI from UNF had 
experience with S-LCE in her undergraduate 
program, not in her graduate program, but led 
an initiative for S-LCE in the Honors Program 
and was an assistant director in an SL center.  

We received Institutional Review 
Board approval in early spring 2018. We then 
conducted three pilot interviews to refine our 
interview protocol/guide. We conducted 
interviews throughout spring 2018, and while 
we did this we utilized our pilot interviews to 
clarify our approach for identifying themes 
and codes. We completed interviews in May 
2018 and transcribed interviews throughout 
summer and fall that year, in addition to 
utilizing our pilot interviews to practice 
developing units of general meaning. In July 
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2018, we presented some preliminary data at a 
roundtable at an international service-learning 
conference and engaged participants in 
meaning-making around some key quotations 
from the interviews. 

By fall 2018, we identified units of 
general meaning from our target interviews. 
As a research team, we spent the entirety of 
2019 going through major life changes, which 
slowed our progress. As we began the full 
coding process, COVID-19 shut everything 
down. These developments helped us question 
whether the best way to understand how 
faculty shift over time in relation to this work 
is by analyzing data collected years ago.  
 
Participants  

In total, 29 faculty from across two 
institutions participated in the interviews, 12 
from NU and 17 from UNF. We categorized 
their experience level with S-LCE as New (1-
3 semesters), Practiced (4-8 semesters), or 
Experienced (9 or more); within these there 
were 16 total ‘Experienced,’ 9 total 
‘Practiced,’ and 4 total ‘New.’ Ten 
participants were non-tenure track, whereas 
the remainder were either tenured or tenure 
track. Participants’ range of time at their 
institution ranged widely, from just one year 
to 36 years. Twenty of the 29 participants do 
some sort of community-engaged scholarship 
and/or scholarship about S-LCE, and 11 of 
them had experienced S-LCE themselves as 
students. They represented a wide range of 14 
different disciplines/interdisciplinary areas 
(e.g., Art & Design, Biology, Communication, 
Education, Engineering, Math, Social 
Sciences, and Nursing). 
 
Epistemological and Methodological Approach 

To accomplish our phase one goals, we 
grounded our approach in phenomenological 
methodology. This “is an approach to 
qualitative research that focuses on the 
commonality of a lived experience within a 
particular group. The fundamental goal of the 
approach is to arrive at a description of the 
nature of the particular phenomenon” 
(Creswell, 2013), and this aligned well with 

our research questions and goals. Within this, 
interviews are conducted with individuals who 
have direct experience with the subject of 
study (in this case faculty involved with S-
LCE work) with questions aimed at unearthing 
what they have experienced in terms of the 
phenomenon and what contexts or situations 
have typically influenced their experiences of 
the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994; Creswell, 
2013). Data were then transcribed, read, and 
culled for like phrases and themes that are then 
grouped to form clusters of meaning 
(Creswell, 2013).  

In our interview guide, we covered 
topics such as the nature and development of 
professional and personal identity in doing S-
LCE work; benefits and challenges in 
integrating S-LCE into courses and research; 
the impact on pedagogical practices in and 
beyond S-LCE courses; the impact on 
attitudes toward and beliefs about one’s 
commitment to community service; the role of 
serving as a civic mentor to students; S-LCE 
work as connected (or not) to social justice 
motivations; meaningful experiences with 
community partners that inform S-LCE work; 
and other experiences and connections they 
have in their community.  

To analyze our data, we used the 
approach laid out in Some guidelines for the 
phenomenological analysis of interview data 
(Hycner, 1985). We identified units of general 
meaning through a process that focused on 
naming the most prominent themes, 
moderately mentioned themes, and themes 
that were notable but mentioned infrequently. 
We developed our coding scheme from our 
units of general meaning and conducted a 
member check (Creswell & Miller, 2000; 
Koelsch, 2013; Cho & Trent, 2006) with three 
of the original interviewees from each of our 
two campuses (six total). We utilized this to 
structure and code our pilot interviews in 
Dedoose (2018), refined the coding scheme 
based on that, and then coded a few target 
interviews each. This iterative process allowed 
us to fully immerse ourselves in the data, but 
also to clarify our codes, what we each meant 
by them, and to categorize them in ways that 
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helped us better understand our research 
question. The codes presented here were 
derived meticulously from the original 
interviews and their units of general meaning, 
as well as our own reflections on our shifting 
perceptions of our own roles (and what we 
seek to understand) in light of the global 
pandemic. 
 

RESULTS 
 

After dividing up, reviewing, and chunking 
out sentence-by-sentence the 29 interview 
transcripts, we derived 10 main units of 
general meaning, each with subsequent 
subunits.   These   units   of   general   meaning 
led   to   the   development   of   codes,   which 
were  added  along  with  each transcript file in  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dedoose. Through a process of applying and 
utilizing the codes in several of our interviews 
by having two of us on each interview with the 
other’s coding work hidden while coding, we 
were able to negotiate discrepancies in excerpt 
length, the application of one or multiple codes 
(to better see code co-occurrence), and the 
ways we were each applying the codes. After 
this process of refinement, our finalized codes 
fell into four main themes (as well as a 
miscellaneous category that included anything 
that seemed important but we were uncertain 
of, as well as the general timeframe of any 
excerpt—past, present, future): 1) Why do you 
S-LCE?, 2) How do you do S-LCE?, 3) 
Results of S-LCE, and 4) Obstacles. The 
relevant codes under each of these categories 
are summarized in Table 1. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 14, Number 1 

 

17 

 
© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  

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

Most notably, these themes and codes 
resulted in a model that places into four 
possible relationships a faculty member’s 
primary motivation for integrating S-LCE and 
their primary orientation to S-LCE in their 
teaching. The main relationship between their 
primary motivation and orientation 
(summarized in Figure 1) then has 
implications for how they integrate S-LCE and 
come to understand whether or not it’s 
successful as well as the most useful forms of 
support/faculty development they need. The 
interrelationships among these motivations 
and orientations are labeled along relationship 
paths identified as 1 - Learning Focused, 2 - 
Meaning Making, 3 - Content-in-Context, 4 - 
Social Change Focused. Where faculty 
ultimately progress along these motivation-
orientation relationship paths likely changes 
over time. Despite that, S-LCE professionals’ 
ability to identify where individual faculty 
members fall is helpful in prioritizing the 
support and accountability structures 
necessary for them to thrive in this work, 
which, in turn, ultimately increases the 
potential for positive social impact. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
The three research questions for this 

study centered on the motivations of faculty 
who engage in S-LCE and how understanding 
these motivations might inform faculty 
development support structures within higher 
education institutions. Understanding both the 
what (Orientation) and why (Motivation) that 
brings faculty to and keeps them engaged in S-
LCE work is a useful anchor in designing and 
delivering faculty development programs.  
 
Motivation Within the Complexity of Identity 

Identity is not static. Simply asking 
faculty members why they are in their 
profession can elicit a multitude of responses. 
During the participant interviews, faculty were 
directly asked about their motivations and the 
results reinforced how varied faculty reasons 
can be for pursuing service learning (Abes, 
Jackson, & Jones, 2002; Hammond, 1994). 

Accordingly, a parent code for Motivations 
arose in the resulting units of general meaning. 
Their responses taken within the context of the 
entire interview revealed that faculty moti-
vation is not the only important factor in S-
LCE. Specifically, participants consistently 
shared narratives that suggested an important 
relationship between their Motivation (why) 
for and Orientation (how) to S-LCE work (see 
Figure 1). 

To illustrate this further, an 
examination of two participants’ Motivation/ 
Orientation relationship profiles is useful. 
Pseudonyms are used to represent faculty 
voice. For example, Frank, an English 
professor has a Social Change Orientation and 
Community Impact Motivation (see Figure 1; 
Relationship Path 4 - Social Change Focused). 
His introduction into the world of S-LCE was 
through his lived experience of becoming a 
grassroots advocate for affordable housing 
after living in Chicago and having his living 
situation jeopardized by a condominium 
takeover. This moment in time influenced by 
an educational background where he took a 
course titled Human Experience at Valparaiso 
University in Indiana has shaped his approach 
to S-LCE. Frank stated, “ [I] read books on 
birth and creation, citizenship, love and 
marriage, vocation, and loss and dying.” This 
planted a seed for him to think about, “What is 
a community? What is our response? What are 
our responsibilities as citizens to that 
community?” In present time, Frank states,  

I have very much shifted towards 
public writing, community-based 
writing. One of my approaches to 
community-based learning is to just 
help the students see themselves as 
authorities on the problems that they 
witness. [Identify] this is a problem in 
my community and I can be an 
authority on that problem and I can 
write about that in a way that can either 
get people to be more aware or to act. 

 
Similarly, Nayiby, a Biology profe-

ssor, has a Social Change Orientation but with 
a Student Learning Motivation (see Figure 1;  
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Relationship Path 2 - Meaning Making). She 
identifies her childhood tenure as a Girl Scout 
as foundational to her attraction to S-LCE 
work. She states, “One of the things about Girl 
Scouts that really sticks with me besides 
camping skills is community service. Obvi-
ously, it wasn’t service learning but commu-
nity service and the importance of that. I 
learned that’s just what you do. It’s normal.” 
She then proceeds to explain how life’s jour-
ney can often derail us (through lack of time 
and conflicting priorities) from things that call 
to us. However, she follows up by stating, 

Connecting it [community service] up 
to my professional identity which is in 
education in science just always that 
always seemed like the best fit. I mean 
I’m happy to go you know to a soup 
kitchen. That’s great but it just seemed 
like since I don’t have that much time, 
it just kind of makes sense to have the 
best and most impact that I can which 
is somewhere in the science education 
realm. 

 
Clearly, Nayiby is called toward social 

change. However, her Orientation toward 
Social Change is more fully realized because 
she is able to help her students learn. It 
motivates her. Nayiby explains,  

I feel more comfortable doing it [S-
LCE work] knowing that my students 
are learning what they’re supposed to 
be learning. I’ve also found that they 
learn more than I maybe thought they 
were going to and that’s very much in 
the[ir] development of professional 
skills and what I like to call understa-
nding the responsibility of scientists. 

 
Both Frank’s and Nayiby’s statements 

indicate the importance of participants’ 
experiences related to the primary Orientation 
and Motivation driving their S-LCE work. 
These two examples reinforce the significance 
of pre-developed personal values and a civic 
identity that complement the perspectives of 
service-learning teaching and other forms of 
community engagement (Wade & Demb, 

2009), particularly when Social Change is the 
primary Orientation. However, though the 
model (Figure 1) suggests discreet relation-
ships between the motivations and orient-
ations, the dimensions are not independent. 
For example, there may be some interdepend-
ence between disciplinary focus and social 
change as an Orientation. It is also useful to 
revisit the framework of self-determination 
theory (Deci & Ryan, 2012), as both intrinsic 
and extrinsic forces are influencing faculty in 
S-LCE work. Perhaps it is the nexus of these 
forces that is most influential.  
 
Do Motivations Change? 

Simply put the answer is yes. 
However, the journey for that change varies. 
Time, Experience, Exposure, Success, Failure, 
Constraints are just some factors that can 
influence motivation. In Figure 1, motivation 
and orientation are represented as binary. 
Perhaps there are moments in time where this 
is true; however, the reality often is that 
orientations or motivations are weighted given 
circumstances or capacities in each moment or 
circumstance. Service learning focuses on a 
balance between community impact and 
student learning outcomes. It stands to reason 
that faculty may be equally motivated by both 
ideals (Abes, Jackson, & Jones, 2002) or that 
in some contexts, one or the other may be 
weighted more. Some disciplines, by their 
very nature, are rooted in social change or 
social justice. It is doubtful that faculty 
members drawn to such a discipline would be 
oriented to Disciplinary Knowledge-Making/ 
Training versus Social Change exclusively. 
For all participants in this study, there was a 
timeline related to their relationship with S-
LCE work. Most of them are not nearing the 
end of their career so there remains great 
potential to influence and support their under-
standing of and engagement with S-LCE.  
 
S-LCE Motivation and Faculty Development 

Although the model derived from this 
study represents the Motivation and Orient-
ation dimensions as bidirectional, it is 
conceivable that one of these dimensions 
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might carry more weight in how a faculty 
member approaches S-LCE. Would the 
relative weight of a dimension be important to 
providing adequate faculty development 
programming? This study did not answer that 
concern but rather revealed it.  

An important dimension in supporting 
faculty in S-LCE work is the impact of institu-
tional priorities and practices to facilitate or 
inhibit the development of service-learning 
curricula and activities (Holland, 1997) to 
recognize that such institutions might foster a 
sense of agency or constraint for faculty in S-
LCE (Wade & Demb, 2009). Reward 
structures for scholarship and teaching that 
focus on, even have their origin in, social-
justice orientations or community-impact 
motivations likely are rare (Saltmarsh et al., 
2009). Coupled with the evolving Motivations 
and Orientations that a faculty member may 
bring to S-LCE work, as well as the 
institutional policies and reward structures for 
scholarly work, how does a faculty develop-
ment office or program proceed? 

One logical starting point could be the 
use of learning communities, experiential 
learning, and transformational learning for 
faculty as opposed to skill training or 
orientation toward the work. Using faculty 
members’ initial orientation and motivation as 
starting points for these dynamic learning 
spaces might provide the flexibility needed for 
faculty to find their true North in the work. 
Multidisciplinary learning communities might 
encourage innovation and collaboration; 
however, consideration could be given to the 
value that the culture of specific discipline or 
subdiscipline communities might nurture 
within each other. Frank mentioned in his 
interview that, “the public turn in composition 
studies has greatly affected my [most recent] 
direction. This is what the field has turned to 
and therefore, I as a member of that profession 
am following the impulse of my field.” 
 
Implications 

The major contribution of the current 
study is highlighting possible new dimensions 
to explain the orientations and motivations 

that undergird faculty S-LCE work. 
Researchers may find potential in building 
upon the Units of General Meaning identified 
in this study to develop a simple instrument or 
quick assessment that could be used to 
decipher a faculty member’s current dimen-
sions. Such information could be formative in 
an approach to a development cohort. 
Furthermore, an exploration of the nexus 
between intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, as 
well as consideration of the interdependence 
between and within motivations and 
orientations could help identify a sweet spot 
for faculty development programs.  

Lastly, we see that faculty experience 
over time impacts their motivations and 
orientations to S-LCE. It is important to 
consider how known circumstances, 
environmental changes, and or cultural shifts 
might impact faculty. However, in this 
moment, in the middle of an unanticipated 
global pandemic, we must find ways to 
support faculty through shifting and ever-
changing orientations and motivations. A 
faculty member committed to community 
impact a year ago might be struggling just to 
help students learn right now. Those who are 
concerned for the growth of S-LCE work need 
to create space where dealing with current 
realities is acceptable and where faculty can 
rediscover their grounding in S-LCE work. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
Service-learning is often identified as a pedagogy to prepare undergraduates for life beyond college. 
However, research suggests service-learning courses rarely challenge learners to explore structural 
causes of inequity or engage in transformative action. This study explores how one college professor 
positioned students as they engaged in service-learning. Through document analysis of nine 
semesters of one course, researchers sought to understand how positioning of university students 
shapes the effectiveness of service-learning coursework with a justice orientation.     
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Broadly, service-learning can be 

understood as “the various pedagogies that 
link community service and academic study so 
that each strengthens the other” (Ehrlich, 
1996, p. xi). Service-learning challenges 
learners to engage in inquiry into a problem 
and to apply “increasingly complex ideas and 
increasingly sophisticated skills to 
increasingly complicated problems” (Ehrlich, 
1996, p. xii). It is common for U.S.-based 
colleges and universities to use service-
learning as a means to address their mission 
statements, which often tout commitments to 
both service and community. Typically, this 
service manifests in the form of volunteerism, 
tutoring, building houses for Habitat for 
Humanity, or even longer-term study abroad 
and spring break trips.  

Service-learning, however, has been 
met with harsh criticism as researchers 
question if the practice is aimed at or even 
capable of resulting in social change and 
justice (Rhoads, 1997). Instead, practitioners 
have looked to critical service-learning (CSL) 
to engage students in naming and changing 
social injustices and inequities (Rosenberger, 
2000). Even more recently, Mitchell and Latta 

(2020) have argued that researchers and 
practitioners are poised to move away from 
mere definitions of CSL and “toward the 
exploration of a more evolved understanding 
of its enactment” (p. 4). Cognizant of the 
myriad critiques of service-learning and CSL, 
Mitchell and Latta offer equity-oriented 
critical reflection as a significant practice that 
educators must embrace as they endeavor to 
evolve understandings and manifestations of 
CSL and advance the goals of social justice. 
Ultimately, Mitchell and Latta urge the field to 
embrace futurity: “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” (Mitchell & Latta, 2020, 
p. 4). In our attempts to “imagine what we 
have yet to imagine” we, three university-
based teacher educators, engaged in a 
collaborative equity-focused critical analysis 
of the course materials associated with one 
CSL-oriented course.  

Our analysis focuses on one credit-
based, education-focused service-learning 
course, Citizenship and Education, a foundat-
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ional requirement for the Civic Minor in 
Urban Youth and Communities at a large 
public university in the southeastern United 
States taught by Heather, a critical service-
learning practitioner and co-author of this 
paper. Through the curriculum and activities, 
students were introduced to the challenges 
facing U.S. public schools. Students were 
encouraged to think about their own schooling 
experiences in light of new knowledge 
developed through service-learning partner-
ships with schools and community-based 
organizations that meet the needs of under-
served student populations near the university. 
Through problem-posing and collaborating 
with students (6-12), teachers, community 
volunteers, and other stakeholders, university 
students participated in what Pollack (2013) 
identifies as “a complex programmatic app-
roach to having universities engage with real-
world issues of social inequality” (p. 230). 

More specifically, this course was 
designed with a justice orientation at its core, 
which resonates with CSL, as theorized by 
Mitchell (2008). We assert that CSL has the 
potential to engage learners in (1) developing 
a deeper understanding of the causes of 
inequity and marginalization and (2) acting on 
this knowledge to make change. However, we 
contend that just creating a course with critical 
readings and reflections alone will not result in 
the intended outcomes of CSL. As educators 
dedicated to justice, we must strive to promote 
equity and student understanding of the 
relationships between power and oppression 
(Matteson & Boyd, 2017) by repositioning 
ourselves and our students as partners 
alongside community members.  

In this paper, we heed the message of 
Mitchell and Latta (2020) and engage in a 
critical reflection of our own work as CSL 
educators. Although the goals of CSL are 
multifarious, we are interested in the ways that 
CSL positions students as active participants 
in service work. Specifically, we consider how 
course materials position students either as 
agentive co-participants in CSL work or as 
passive recipients of instructor knowledge. To 

develop a deeper understanding of how the 
positioning of university students might shape 
the effectiveness of CSL coursework with a 
justice orientation, we analyzed syllabi from 
Citizenship and Education over an eight-year 
period. Through document analysis, we sought 
to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do course documents used in a 
university service-learning class position 
students in relation to the community and 
the service-learning work? 
2. How might these acts of positioning 
support and/or hinder the goals of critical 
service-learning? 

 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 
Positioning theory, which frames our 

approach to the research questions, allows us 
to consider the ways that relationships form 
and shift over time and how individuals come 
to understand those relationships (Harré & van 
Langenhove, 1999). At any given time, indi-
viduals position themselves and are positioned 
by others. These acts of positioning happen in 
relation to other individuals, spaces, activities, 
and memberships and can “open or constrict 
the range of possible ways of making sense of 
interaction and relationship” (Bullough & 
Draper, 2004, p. 408). In other words, the 
ways that we are positioned in relation to 
others and to work have implications for the 
understandings that we develop. Although its 
roots are in marketing (Krolokke, 2009), 
positioning theory has been taken up by 
educators as a tool to analyze how curricular 
materials may position students and teachers. 
For instance, Begoray et al. (2013) drew on 
positioning theory as they considered how 
educators might support students in develo-
ping critical media literacy. Similarly, Cun 
(2020) used positioning theory to better under-
stand the ways that refugee children position 
themselves in schools in order to make curri-
cular recommendations to teachers and admin-
istrators. In the study presented in this paper, 
we draw on positioning theory to consider the 
ways that students are positioned in relation to 
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service-learning and communities and how 
that positioning may shape the meanings they 
make and overall effectiveness of the course.  

Vetter, Meacham, and Schieble (2013) 
extend the work of Davis and Harré (1999) to 
argue that “the act of positioning involves how 
rights and obligations are appropriated and 
refused during interactions” (p. 233). For 
Vetter, Meacham, and Schieble, then, acts of 
positioning can either validate or silence the 
voices, experiences, and contributions of 
others. This is noteworthy in the context of 
CSL work that endeavors to challenge power-
laden and inequitable social practices that 
have effectively silenced the voices and exper-
iences of marginalized communities. Next, we 
review literature on CSL within a justice-
oriented pedagogical framework, before 
drawing on positioning theory to consider how 
the Citizenship and Education course may 
have served as an instance of CSL. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

As noted above, service-learning has 
enjoyed some popularity among institutions of 
higher education for a variety of reasons. 
Some institutions are interested in increasing 
student engagement and awareness of 
inequities (Hughes et al, 2012; Weglarz & 
Seybert, 2004), while others foreground the 
development of civic responsibility (Vaknin & 
Bresciani, 2013). In a survey conducted with 
service-learning students, Weglarz and 
Seybert (2004) found that students perceived 
service-learning as improving their awareness 
of community needs, diversity, and how 
individuals impact their communities, as well 
as their empathy and skill at forming relation-
ships. Hughes et al. (2012) describe service-
learning as broadening student awareness of 
the impact of poverty on marginalized 
communities.  

Service-learning is often concerned 
with fixing perceived problems in margin-
alized communities and promoting acts of 
charity and volunteerism (Mitchell, 2008). We 
differentiate these charity- and volunteer-

based forms of service-learning (what we term 
“traditional” service-learning) from critical 
service-learning wherein faculty integrate a 
justice orientation to the service-learning 
work. Like traditional service-learning, CSL 
includes a recursive cycle of reflection and a 
connection between classroom and comm-
unity engagement. However, CSL also attends 
to issues of inequitable power distribution, 
particularly in the relationship between 
universities and communities (Mitchell, 
2008). Specifically, CSL should encourage 
students to examine institutions, determine 
how injustice is perpetuated in those instit-
utions, and seek ways to dismantle those 
power structures (Ginwright & Cammarota, 
2002). For Boyle-Baise (2002), students must 
have a “framework to question the ‘rightness’ 
of one’s views” (p. 17) if they are to critically 
examine the power structures that surround 
them. Such frameworks help students 
understand differences between thinking, 
perception, and values between different 
groups. Boyle-Baise (2002) also contends that 
students need explicit instruction and 
awareness of the concepts of justice, inclusion, 
antiracism, and other aims of justice-oriented 
service-learning. Finally, Boyle-Baise (2002) 
advocates for the inclusion of community 
partners in every aspect of course planning, 
instruction, and assessment. From this pers-
pective, CSL is positioned as a collaborative 
act of problem-solving that “embraces a 
dynamic network of problem-posers and 
problem-solvers” (Kinloch et al., 2015, p. 42). 
We view this relationship between the univer-
sity and community as reciprocal—“where all 
learn from and teach one another” (Mitchell, 
2008, p. 58). Thus, in seeking to dismantle 
societal inequities, CSL work itself must 
challenge power hierarchies between univer-
sities and the communities with whom they 
seek to partner. 

Unearthing and dismantling societal 
inequities and injustices is particularly chal-
lenging as our dominant culture inculcates the 
working class with a way of thinking that 
maintains power structures (Shor, 1980). To 
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interrupt the maintenance of the status quo, 
individuals must develop critical conscious-
ness, “learning to perceive social, political, 
and economic contradictions, and to take 
action against the oppressive elements of 
reality” (Freire, 1970, p. 35). Within the 
context of education, specifically, students 
must learn to “decenter that which is taken for 
granted and [to] reexamine it within a 
contextualized, power-aware framework” 
(Jacobs & Low, 2017, p. 234). The develop-
ment of critical consciousness through course-
work necessarily extends beyond the immed-
iacy of a single course to become part of an 
ongoing continuum of learning and develop-
ment. Although a necessary component of an 
effective CSL experience, existing institute-
ional structures present challenges.  

One challenge for CSL is the necessity 
of decentering university students when the 
tendency of institutions (through course 
materials and curricular goals) is to center 
their experiences and academic needs 
(Bortolin, 2011). Instead, CSL should evolve 
from the shared interests and goals of the 
university and the community. The academic 
structure of the university also presents 
challenges, specifically in regard to time. The 
semester schedule is not conducive to the 
development of ongoing, long-term relation-
ships between university students and comm-
unities—contributing to short-term partner-
ships that may reify students’ deficit perspect-
ives of others and may actually thwart comm-
unity goals (Blouin & Perry, 2009; Butin, 
2003). These institutional limitations present 
challenges for faculty and community 
members as they develop service-learning 
experiences that move students toward 
critical, justice-oriented understandings of 
communities and others, rather than acts of 
charity and volunteerism.  

Finally, our research rests on the belief 
that educators can engage in critical reflection 
in order to develop new perspectives (Atkins 
& Murphy, 1993; Brookfield, 2009). 
However, it is important to distinguish 
between reflection, which Brookfield (2009) 

views as making “a set of practices work more 
smoothly” and achieving “the consequences 
intended for them” (p. 293), and critical 
reflection that “calls into question the power 
relationships that allow, or promote, one set of 
practices considered to be technically effect-
ive” (p. 293). We consider the attention to 
positioning in this study to serve as a form of 
critical reflection as we attend to issues of 
power and privilege in the course documents. 
We now focus on Heather’s work creating a 
CSL course aimed at developing students’ 
critical consciousness and justice orientations. 
 

METHOD 
 
This qualitative study was designed 

and conducted by all three authors. Collect-
ively, the authors have 54 years of experience 
teaching English Language Arts (ELA) and 
service-learning courses at the middle school 
and university levels. Meghan is an ELA 
teacher educator who has incorporated 
experiential learning activities (including 
service-learning and community-engaged 
work) into methods courses taught to both 
undergraduate- and graduate-level prospective 
teachers. Lucy is an English professor and 
ELA teacher educator who has included 
experiential learning activities in courses in 
high school, community college, and four-year 
universities. And Heather is an ELA teacher 
educator who uses service-learning as a tool 
for teacher preparation across disciplines and 
grade levels. All three authors self-identify as 
White middle class cisgender women; Meghan 
and Heather identify as heterosexual, and 
Lucy identifies as queer. With the exception of 
our identities as women, we mirror the 
demographics of the majority of university-
based faculty across the U.S. (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2018).  

Our identifications are significant in 
light of the criticisms of traditional service-
learning as promoting a “White savior” 
mentality when working with historically 
marginalized communities. As women repre-
senting privileged majority identifications, we 
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must regularly engage in reflexivity—criti-
cally reflecting on our work, our biases, and 
our pedagogical goals. We acknowledge that 
our knowledge is “partial” as Collins (1990) 
argued and that our positions are a part of a 
dialogue about shifting power dynamics in 
education and in communities. This study 
serves as one instance of this reflexivity as we 
critically analyze the documents used to 
develop and teach a university-based service-
learning course.  
 
Context 

The data corpus for this study was 
collected from a service-learning course, 
which Heather has taught since 2012. The 
majority of students who enroll in the course 
over the years have been pre-service teaching 
majors/minors who plan to teach in high 
poverty rural and urban areas. More recently, 
as the minor has gained popularity, under-
graduates majoring in business, engineering, 
and psychology have also enrolled. The 
curriculum focuses on a justice-oriented 
approach to teaching through assignments and 
discussions that challenge learners to think 
critically about the issues that affect members 
of the community and schools surrounding the 
university.  

Over the past eight years, this course 
has been taught both on campus and in the 
community partner setting, which has 
included two middle schools. Though the 
readings and reflective journal assignments 
have changed over the years, the major 
assignments have been consistent with little 
revision. Each class has participated in the 
following assignments: Community Mapping; 
Social Justice Media Project; Legacy Project. 
Most recently, students met at an area middle 
school to support eighth grade learners with 
the Responsible Change Project (Coffey & 
Fulton, 2018), which is part of their regular 
curriculum. Additionally, the other comm-
unity partners have included a district-wide 
reading program housed in a Title 1 elemen-
tary school near campus, a math and science 
tutoring program located in Section 8 housing 

in close proximity to the university, and a 
seasonal homeless shelter located in a church 
across the street from campus. 
 
Data Collection and Analysis 

In this study, we analyze how students 
are positioned across the documents used to 
teach the CSL course. Undergirding this 
research is an assumed connection between 
curriculum and student learning. The curri-
cular materials analyzed in this study are 
grounded in a constructivist approach to learn-
ing and development, encouraging students’ 
active engagement with course concepts and 
materials (Perkins, 2006). Per Barradell and 
Kennedy-Jones’s (2015) integrative model of 
student learning, curriculum might offer 
students ways to interact meaningfully and 
make connections with concepts (p. 540); 
therefore, even though student learning and 
curriculum are integrated, reviewing curri-
cular materials as a discrete component is 
worthwhile, especially as we are keeping those 
relationships between curriculum and student 
learning in mind.  

As a form of critical reflection, we 
conducted a document analysis to consider 
how the positioning of university students 
shapes the effectiveness of CSL coursework 
with a social justice orientation (Bowen, 2009; 
Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In this study we are 
not interested in change over time. Instead, we 
consider the data corpus—documents used to 
teach the liberal studies course across nine 
semesters—to provide a holistic view of the 
course that allows us to inquire into the ways 
that this course addressed the objectives of 
CSL. Rather than analyzing materials from 
one iteration of the course, we believe that 
analysis of multiple iterations of the course 
allows for a more comprehensive perspective. 
Specifically, the data for this study were 
collected from spring 2013 to spring 2019 and 
included course syllabi, PowerPoint present-
ations, project assignments, project rubrics, 
and directions for individual activities. Data 
was compiled by Heather, with Meghan and 
Lucy conducting the bulk of data analysis. In 
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approaching the data, Meghan and Lucy 
followed Prior’s (2008) approach to document 
analysis: analyzing both the “words, images, 
plans, ideas, patterns” (p. 824) in the docu-
ments, as well as how the documents were 
used to teach and facilitate learning.  

Meghan and Lucy used thematic 
coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to identify 
themes across the “words, images, plans, 
ideas, patterns” in the data by individually 
reading all documents associated with the 
spring 2013 iteration of the course and noting 
general impressions, patterns, and questions. 
Meghan and Lucy then met to discuss their 
takeaways as they aligned with the research 
question and to identify potential codes. 
Meghan and Lucy then returned to the data, 
this time analyzing the spring 2016 documents 
and applying the codes to the data. After 
achieving approximately 80% interrater 
reliability and another round of meeting and 
discussion, Meghan and Lucy finalized the 
codes and divided the remaining data between 
them to analyze. Meghan and Lucy coded the 
data assigned to them, remaining in regular 
contact throughout data analysis to discuss 
questions and ensure alignment in coding.  

After coding all data, Meghan and 
Lucy looked for themes across the data, 
aligned with the research questions and 
conceptual frameworks. The following broad 
themes were identified: Positioning of the 
Community, Positioning of University Stu-
dents, and Positioning of the Work. However, 
before finalizing themes, Meghan and Lucy 
met with Heather to gather more contextual 
information about how the various documents 
were used and developed in her teaching. 
Themes were refined to better address points 
of tension Meghan and Lucy identified across 
the data and the challenges experienced by 
Heather in developing the course:  

1. Positioning of the Work: This theme 
was composed of two codes identifying 
those instances where the purpose of 
course- and service-learning work was 
aimed at developing students’ critical 
consciousness of social issues and those 

instances where the work was primarily 
aimed at course completion. 
2. Positioning of University Students in 
relation to Community: The two codes 
composing this theme included “insider,” 
wherein students were positioned as 
community members and “outsider,” 
where students were not positioned as 
community members. “Community” here 
refers to the communities where the 
service-learning work was completed.  
3. Positioning of University Students in 
relation to the Work: The final theme was 
composed of codes wherein students were 
positioned as “explorers” through their 
service-learning and course work and as 
“change agents.” 

 
These three themes allow us to address 

our first research question: How do course 
documents used in a university service-
learning class position students in relation to 
the community and the service-learning work? 
We then draw on these findings to consider our 
second research question (How might these 
acts of positioning support and/or hinder the 
goals of critical service-learning?) in the 
Discussion that follows. 
 

FINDINGS 
 
Findings are organized by the three 

acts of positioning identified across the data: 
(1) positioning of the work, (2) positioning of 
university students in relation to community, 
and (3) positioning of university students in 
relation to the work. We then draw on these 
findings to consider how these acts of 
positioning either supported or hindered the 
goals of critical service-learning. 
 
Positioning of the Work 

The two codes composing this first 
theme represent a tension in the purpose of the 
service-learning and course work: to develop 
students’ critical consciousness or successful 
course completion. Our coding was guided by 
Freire (1970) and Jacobs’ and Low’s (2017) 
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conceptions of critical consciousness. Thus, 
we looked for activities and language that 
engaged students in naming societal inequities 
and then acting to change them.  

Across the data, the code for 
developing students’ critical consciousness 
was applied 63 times. The fall 2017 iteration 
of the Legacy Project is one course artifact 
wherein this code was applied. This project 
facilitated students’ development of critical 
consciousness by requiring them to (1) 
communicate with a community partner to 
determine an issue or problem that they would 
like to have addressed; (2) conduct research to 
provide additional context to the community-
identified issue or problem; (3) develop a 
project that addresses the issue or problem; (4) 
enact the project; and (5) reflect on their 
experience and the effectiveness of the project. 
By working alongside a community partner to 
name an inequity and develop a project to 
address that inequity, students were positioned 
to develop critical consciousness. Further, as 
part of the reflection component of the Legacy 
Project, students were asked, “How will future 
students in this course be able to continue your 
project?” This question, like the Legacy 
Project in general, challenges students to think 
beyond the single semester and to connect 
their experiences and knowledge to ongoing 
service-learning work and cohorts of students. 
Further, this question aligns with the goals of 
CSL as the community-based work is posit-
ioned as an ongoing, problem-solving instru-
ment (Kinloch et al., 2015). Similarly, CSL 
work is aimed at naming and dismantling 
systemic inequities in society (Ginwright & 
Cammarota, 2002)—inequities that are deeply 
ingrained in the ways we understand and move 
through the world. These are not inequities 
that can be addressed through short, semester-
long projects, but that require ongoing 
attention, action, and critical reflection. 
Questions like the one posed above and 
projects like the Legacy Project encourage 
students to develop critical consciousness that 
extends beyond their immediate experiences 
and timelines. 

The Student Service Contract imple-
mented in the Fall 2017 iteration of the course 
also encouraged students to view the purpose 
of the course as developing their critical 
consciousness. By signing the contract, 
students acknowledged their role “as a partner 
in this service-learning project” as they 
“contribute to the needs of the community.” 
Although the language of “needs” could 
potentially position the community in a deficit 
light (which we review later in this paper), we 
view this early attention to social issues and 
community partnership as attaching attention 
to the development of critical consciousness to 
the service work. Further, asking students to 
review and sign the contract early in the 
semester conceivably framed the entire course 
around the goals of critical consciousness 
development. Finally, the contract specifically 
named the following as a goal of the course 
and community partnership: “to develop their 
critical thinking skills, commitment to values, 
and skills for effective citizenship.” All three 
pedagogical goals represent skills and tools 
that students can (and should) take with them, 
hone, and apply beyond the confines of a 
single course, semester, or project. Attention 
to “effective citizenship” also positioned the 
service-learning work in a dynamic network of 
activity (Kinloch et al., 2015), rather than rein-
forcing a unidirectional relationship between 
the students and the community members.  

Unlike those course documents aimed 
at developing critical consciousness, docu-
ments focused on course completion remain 
attuned to the immediate concerns of a single 
course and are bounded by a semester 
schedule and do not attend to the continuum of 
individual student development. Activities and 
language that emphasized directions for com-
pleting tasks (e.g., how and when to submit 
work, division of tasks, etc.) were coded as 
course completion, which was applied only 33 
times across the data. 

Statements coded as “course 
completion” were typically found in 
assignment directions and grading rubrics. For 
instance, the Community Mapping Project, 
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which was a common project across multiple 
iterations of the course, asked students to use 
physical and digital tools to identify comm-
unity resources. Although the project was 
framed by a critical question—“How does 
location influence the experience of students 
in schools?”—instructions for the project, as 
well as the grading rubric were largely focused 
on course completion goals. The rubric, for 
instance, included six criteria: Self-
Evaluation, Peer Evaluation, Mapping, 
Community Assets and Resources, 
Multimedia Presentation, and Other Required 
Components. The rubric was coded seven 
times, with five codes attributed to “course 
completion” goals (rather than the 
development of critical consciousness). The 
highest score (9-10 points) for Community 
Assets and Resources, for instance, could be 
earned as long as the “Map contains twenty or 
more community resources correctly labeled 
and easily seen.” Other criteria included 
requirements for correct spelling and grammar 
and the development of a polished and well-
organized presentation. Thus, although the 
project purported to engage students in 
developing critical consciousness about the 
relationship between schools and students, the 
specific directions and grading criteria were 
primarily focused on course completion goals. 

We view the significantly higher 
number of critical consciousness codes as 
suggestive of a strong critical aspect of this 
course. The overarching directions and 
purposes attached to various assignments and 
activities were certainly aimed at supporting 
students in identifying systems of oppression 
and viewing themselves and their work as 
situated within larger networks of problem-
solvers. However, we do not see this attention 
to critical consciousness consistently woven 
throughout the specific directions and grading 
criteria used to structure the various course 
assignments, thus limiting the potential for this 
course to serve as an instance of CSL. We now 
turn to students’ positioning in relation to the 
community as we continue to inquire into the 
potential for this course to function as CSL.  

Positioning of University Students in Rela-
tion to Community 

Across the course documents, students 
were positioned as either insiders or outsiders 
to the community. We consider insiders to be 
members of the community where the service-
learning work occurred, to share spaces and 
resources with community members, and to be 
familiar with the spaces, people, and issues 
that compose the community. Conversely, 
being positioned as an outsider signifies that 
students were not considered members of the 
community and lacked familiarity with 
physical and intangible elements of the 
community.  

The insider code was applied three 
times across the data. For instance, one in-
class activity prompted students to consider 
the following: Over the past six months, at 
least, you have lived in the University 
community. What do you KNOW about this 
community? Without looking anything up on 
your computer or phone, name some 
landmarks that have become a part of your 
daily life.  

This prompt positioned students as 
knowledgeable members of the university 
community, who would be able to identify 
aspects of the community without needing to 
do additional research. Although this state-
ment clearly positioned students as university-
community insiders, the service-learning work 
in this course was completed off the university 
campus at schools and other community-based 
organizations. This code is also a bit mislead-
ing because all three instances of the code 
were applied to the same directions for the 
same activity that took place across three 
different semesters. Thus, across all nine 
semesters of data, only one activity positioned 
students as insiders to the community.  

Course documents positioned students 
as outsiders far more frequently, with 43 codes 
attributed. Each of the nine syllabi included 
the following statement in the course 
description: “We will venture out into the 
community to learn firsthand about teaching 
and learning and what factors influence 
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education in the region.” As the first portion of 
the syllabus to specifically address the content 
and purposes of the course, this statement 
effectively positioned students as outsiders—
conceivably providing a lens through which to 
approach the rest of the syllabus and the course 
as a whole. Similarly, in the fall 2017 iteration 
of the course, students completed a Legacy 
Project at the conclusion of their service-
learning work. The following was included in 
the project overview: “In preparation for 
leaving your legacy with the community 
agency, you must show evidence of comm-
unication with the community partner/repre-
sentative,” positioning students as outsiders to 
a community that they have temporarily 
visited and will inevitably leave. The state-
ment does include elements of critical consci-
ousness development in that students were 
encouraged to consider the potential lasting 
impact of their work; however, the focus on 
the students’ impact (“your legacy”) further 
divides the students from the community 
members. In a sense, this statement and project 
could be viewed as validating the work of the 
university students, while silencing that of the 
community partners.  

We consider the “insider versus 
outsider” dichotomy to be particularly 
nettlesome. What is clear across the data is a 
propensity to position students as outsiders to 
the community. What is less clear is the impact 
of this positioning when considering the 
critical aspects of the course. First, we find it 
interesting that students were assumed to be 
outsiders to the community, given that the 
average student at this university is a resident 
of the local area and that many students 
continue to live at home and commute to 
campus, rather than living in the dorms. It’s 
conceivable, then, that these students are 
familiar with various communities within our 
larger city and even some of the school 
districts and schools where the service-
learning work was situated. It is noteworthy, 
too, that apart from the early prompt to 
consider their knowledge of the University-
community, no other activities across the nine 

semesters prompted students to reflect on their 
own community-based experiences, member-
ships, or knowledge.  

We do not view the positioning of 
students as outsiders to be problematic in and 
of itself. Instead, we question how this regular 
positioning shapes the experiences and 
perceptions of students as they engage with the 
community through their service-learning 
work. For instance, does such positioning 
encourage students to take an asset- or deficit-
oriented approach to the other? Do the 
students view themselves as saviors to or 
partners with the community? In other words, 
does the consistent positioning as “outsider” 
contribute to or hinder the potential of 
achieving critical goals in service-learning? 
We now turn to our final theme to provide 
further insight into these questions.  
 
Positioning of University Students in Rela-
tion to the Work 

The final category brings together 
elements of the first two to consider how 
students were positioned in relation to the 
community and the service-learning work. 
Across the data, we identified two comple-
mentary acts of positioning: student-as-
explorer and student-as-change agent. 
Statements coded as “explorer” included those 
where students were encouraged to learn about 
the community, to gain awareness about 
available resources and interactions between 
community members, and to leave the 
university campus to go into and/or spend time 
in community spaces. Students were 
positioned as community explorers approx.-
imately 54 times across the data. Far less 
common were instances where students were 
positioned as change agents, with only 16 
codes so attributed. The change agent position 
represents an extension of the explorer role to 
include action for change and include tasks or 
prompts that encouraged students to consider 
how they might act on knowledge gained 
about the community.  

Generally, students were positioned as 
explorers in more overarching ways. For 
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instance, entire activities like the Community 
Mapping Activity, positioned students as 
explorers by requiring them to “venture into” 
the community and identify various resources 
there. Similarly, the Instructional Method 
portion of the syllabus indicated that 
“university students will engage in 
community-based field trips and interact with 
educational professionals and community 
members.” The language of “field trips” culls 
up grade school memories of unique and 
much-anticipated school days where we 
packed a lunch, piled onto a school bus, and 
rode with our friends out to a new or 
unfamiliar place. Together, the imagery of the 
field trip and the purposes and format of the 
Community Mapping Activity suggest a 
physical chasm that students must traverse to 
explore and learn more about communities.  

Although less frequent, students were 
also positioned as change agents at various 
points in the course documents. These acts of 
positioning occurred both in the overarching 
purposes for assignments and in the specific 
questions posed during in-class discussions 
and reflection activities. For instance, in the 
spring 2019 course iteration, students were 
able to choose the format of their final 
projects, which prompted a critical analysis 
and reflection of the service-learning work. 
One option, the Letter to a Government 
Representative, asked students to reflect on 
their experiences at the service-learning site in 
order to:  

Make a case for action on a social 
justice issue of concern to you. You 
should cite research in your paper to 
support your position and provide an 
actionable solution that can either be 
accomplished on a local, regional, 
statewide, or national scale (H. 
Coffey, personal communication, 
June 15, 2020). 

 
Not only did this task encourage 

students to think about potential changes 
based on the community knowledge they 
gained while exploring, it also engaged 

students in action by having them write to 
policy makers who could, conceivably, make 
change. This act of positioning effectively 
validated the experiences of the students and 
encouraged them to amplify their voices 
through writing. 

In-class discussions were also ripe 
spaces for students to consider how they might 
act based on their community knowledge. 
Toward the end of the spring 2013 semester, 
following the service-learning work, students 
engaged in a Socratic discussion on the 
following questions:  

1. How can we change the public’s 
perspective on Title I schools and the 
students who attend?  
2. As a teacher, what can we do to stop 
discrimination in classrooms? 
3. How can we motivate others to have 
hope and to believe in themselves? 
4. How can we better educate students on 
their own cultural identity and others’? 

 
All four questions encouraged students 

to think critically about their service-based 
experiences in schools, particularly Title I 
schools, and then consider how they might act 
for change. We view these questions as 
engendering a critical approach to service-
learning, as students were prompted to 
consider systemic inequities and to position 
themselves within networks of individuals 
acting for change (Ginwright & Cammarota, 
2002; Kinloch et al., 2015). We now turn to a 
discussion of all three themes as we consider 
our second research question.  
 

DISCUSSION 
 
Our second research question inquires 

into how the various acts of positioning 
presented in the Findings supported and/or 
hindered the goals of CSL. We are particularly 
attuned to the ways that students were 
positioned in relation to the community and 
the work. Based on our findings, we offer four 
ways that students may be positioned in 
service-learning work: (1) outsider-explorer, 
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(2) outsider-change agent, (3), insider-
explorer, or (4) insider-change agent. As 
indicated previously, the insider/outsider 
dichotomy is particularly knotty in service-
learning contexts and, when paired with other 
acts of positioning, can contribute to the 
development of critical consciousness and 
justice- and equity-oriented CSL. For that 
reason, we begin by discussing the insider-
outsider dichotomy before reviewing each 
positioning combination in greater detail to 
offer implications. 
 
Insider-Outsider  

There are benefits to being positioned 
as an outsider and/or recognizing one’s 
position as an outsider in service-learning 
experiences. As a form of inquiry-based 
pedagogy, we see points of similarity between 
service-learning and qualitative research—
particularly in the ways that qualitative 
researchers position themselves in relation to 
phenomena, research questions, and research 
participants. We look to Wolcott (1990) who 
writes: “I do not go about trying to discover a 
ready-made world; rather, I seek to understand 
a social world we are continuously in the 
process of constructing” (p. 147). If, as 
Wolcott contends, there is no “ready-made 
world” to discover, and instead individuals are 
always actively constructing the world, then 
insider-outsider community memberships are 
constantly shifting, with neither being 
consistently superior to the other. Further, an 
outsider positioning may allow for different 
perspectives of a particular community, group, 
or set of behaviors (Chiseri-Strater & 
Sunstein, 2006). On the other hand, a 
community insider has valuable contextual 
information about communities, groups, and 
behaviors that may support the development 
of critical consciousness (Chiseri-Strater & 
Sunstein, 2006). Thus, it’s inevitable and 
essential that individuals shift between insider 
and outsider positionings as they make sense 
of the world around them, familiar or not. 

To clarify, our intention is not to 
devalue the insider-outsider dichotomy or 

suggest that it doesn’t matter. Significant 
research on the positioning of others tells us 
just the opposite. Kendi’s (2016) work 
reminds us that positioning in and of itself is 
not quite as significant as the behaviors and 
biases that evolve from those acts of 
positioning. For instance, human behavior 
demonstrates that outsiders tend to ascribe 
characteristics to whole groups of others, 
particularly negative characteristics. Conver-
sely, when encountering a fellow insider 
behaving in a negative way, the tendency is to 
consider that person anomalous to the group. 
It’s not difficult to see how even small 
interactions with or observations of “others” 
can contribute to stereotyping and oppressive 
practices. Thus, our insider- or outsider-ness 
matters, particularly when interacting with 
less familiar groups (like in service-learning 
contexts), and demands that we avoid “the trap 
of the cultural safari” (Forbes et al., 1999, p. 
167) by developing critical consciousness 
about ourselves and society. The knotty 
relationship between insider and outsider 
positioning frames our understanding of the 
student positioning combinations.  
 
Student Positioning Combinations 

Across the data, students were posi-
tioned primarily as outsiders and explorers in 
relation to the community and service-learning 
work. This pattern caused us pause as we 
considered how different acts of positioning 
might shape students’ learning and develop-
ment of critical consciousness. We identified 
four combinations of student positioning: 
outsider-explorers, outsider-change agents, 
insider-explorers, and insider-change agents.  

Positioning students as outsider-
explorers may contribute to deficit pers-
pectives of community members, particularly 
if students are not prompted to engage in 
regular self-reflections of their own exper-
iences, biases, and community memberships. 
One of the pitfalls of service-learning imple-
mentation is the pervasive nature of colonialist 
mindsets, so this positioning can represent a 
particular problem for CSL. However, 
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positioning students as outsider-explorers 
could also challenge charity approaches to 
service-learning, thus moving toward the 
development of critical consciousness. Time is 
a significant factor. In our study, students 
participated in a semester-long service-
learning activity, which, as discussed 
previously, presents challenges for student 
learning and community partners. Unfort-
unately, the current structure of most 
universities hinders the establishment of long-
term service projects. When limited by time, it 
is particularly important to challenge charity 
approaches to service-learning; positioning 
students as outsider-explorers who are primar-
ily focused on gaining a deeper, more critical 
awareness of communities could be an 
effective means of avoiding such pitfalls.  

The outsider-change agent position 
could support students in developing critical 
consciousness and achieving the goals of CSL, 
due to the focus on change and action. 
However, as alluded to previously, this 
positioning could also result in charity and 
colonization where students attempt to make 
changes based on limited personal knowledge 
gathered from their other community member-
ships. CSL emphasizes reciprocity and 
challenging power hierarchies (Mitchell, 
2008). It follows, then, that the most effective 
community change would come from 
within—from the members of that community 
potentially working in tandem with student-
outsiders. Thus, the change agent is not merely 
the service-learning student, but also includes 
the community members.  

Similarly, the insider-explorer posi-
tion could contribute to the development of 
critical consciousness as students apply an 
“explorer” lens to a community that is familiar 
to them. In this way, the student brings their 
own deep contextual knowledge to the 
community, but is encouraged to see the 
community as an “outsider” might, or to 
explore areas of the community that are new 
or unfamiliar. The downfall here is that 
students aren’t encouraged to take the next 
step and act for change. It can also be 

challenging for insiders to apply a critical lens 
to something that is familiar—requiring an 
educator to provide regular opportunities for 
critical reflection.  

Finally, the insider-change agent 
position assumes that community insiders 
have deeper, more critical knowledge of their 
communities’ needs, strengths, histories, 
goals, relationships, and discourses. These 
insiders, then, are powerfully positioned to act 
for change from within the community. 
However, as an extension of the insider-
explorer positioning, it can be challenging for 
insiders to critically analyze familiar 
phenomena to envision change. Thus, it seems 
that a combination of these different position-
ings is necessary if service-learning is to be 
critical and aimed at developing students’ 
critical consciousness.  

We do not draw from our findings to 
suggest that one positioning or even position-
ing combination—insider, outsider, explorer, 
or change agent—is superior to another. 
Instead, we advocate for critical, inquiry-
based approaches to service-learning where 
students, educators, and community-partners 
together identify, embrace, and work to 
understand moments of tension.  
 
Embracing Tension 

Our findings were organized by 
tensions in positioning. The messiness of the 
ways in which students are positioned while 
doing CSL is a reminder that awareness and 
acceptance of such incoherency is one tool for 
resisting hegemonic systems like White 
supremacy, patriarchy, heteronormativity, and 
cisnormativity. Smith (2012) argues that 
struggle is an act of “activist scholars and 
organic intellectuals who work in that 
intersection between the community and 
academy” (p. 200); rather than normalizing 
Whiteness or middle-class values, educators 
can engage in critical reflection to consider the 
complicated ways in which we, our students, 
and our community partners approach 
partnership work and one another. Cochran-
Smith and Lytle (1999) apply an under-
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standing of this messiness to teaching itself, 
writing that “Ambiguities, uncertainties, and 
unpredictability are the substance of teaching” 
(p. 74). Thus, incoherence is not something 
teachers must resolve; instead, existing in the 
multiplicity of meaning is the actual work of 
teaching. Fecho (2011) characterizes this idea 
of messiness and incoherence as wobble and 
argues that living in and exploring moments of 
tension in the classroom is more productive 
than reasserting order. We draw from our 
findings and these conceptual understandings 
of tension to consider how educators may 
better design and facilitate CSL opportunities 
that foreground the development of critical 
consciousness. 
 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
 
As in any qualitative study, we are 

hesitant to offer generalizable conclusions 
based on our work. Instead, we acknowledge 
the limitations of this study and draw from our 
own critical reflections to offer implications 
for researchers and educators. Perhaps the 
most obvious limitation of our study is the lack 
of student response. Because our primary 
focus in this research was on the curricular 
materials themselves, we did not also engage 
students as participants in the study. A logical 
and important next step in this research is to 
invite current and past students to reflect on 
their experiences in the CSL course and to 
discuss their current understandings of 
concepts like service, community collaborat-
ions, and activism.  

We also offer implications to educators 
as they engage students in contextualized CSL. 
In order for the work to be critical, dynamic 
reflection around positioning is crucial for 
CSL faculty. We draw from Mitchell and Latta 
(2020) to offer the following overarching 
questions to CSL educators:  

• How might our courses and materials 
reflect the just future we imagine for 
ourselves, our students, and our 
community partners?  

• How would our course materials be 
written if all relationships (between faculty 
and students, between students and 
community partners, between community 
partners and faculty) were authentic and 
equal?  
• When power is redistributed, what will 
the world look like? How can our course 
materials speak that future into being, 
instead of responding only to the present 
(unjust) moment? (p. 4).  

 
 Extending from their responses to the 
previous questions, we recommend that 
faculty consider the following as they develop 
the specific tasks and expectations of their 
courses: 

• Who are my students? What community 
memberships do they bring with them to 
this course? What are their funds of 
knowledge? (Moll et al., 1992). 
• How will student familiarity with the 
community be built? And/or how will 
student familiarity with the community be 
leveraged to support their work in that 
community?  
• How are students positioned in relation 
to community members? In relation to the 
service-learning work? How can I shift 
these positions periodically throughout the 
term? 
• What role do community members play 
in the development and facilitation of the 
service-learning work?  
• In what ways are students engaged in 
critical self-reflections of their 
experiences, observations, and meaning-
making?  

 
Facilitating sustained and critical 

discussions of these questions and regularly 
reflecting throughout and following 
completion of service-learning courses may 
support faculty in developing CSL 
experiences that encourage students to 
challenge inequities and power structures in 
society writ large.  
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Furthermore, critical reflection is 
important for modeling “the action reflection 
dynamic central to its pedagogy in ways that 
prioritize equity and justice” (Mitchell & 
Latta, 2020, p. 4). Faculty might invite 
students to participate in conversations around 
positioning in relation to one another, the 
work, and the community as they navigate 
tension experienced during service-learning. 
First, both students and faculty need to engage 
in regular self-reflection aimed at unearthing 
their own positions and experiences, as well as 
the ways they position others in response. 
Although it may be uncomfortable (and we 
appreciate Heather’s willingness to make 
herself and her course vulnerable in this 
study), faculty need to critically analyze the 
documents associated with any service-
learning or community-engaged coursework. 
As we have done in this study, faculty should 
consider the ways that language is used to 
position students and communities in ways 
that may either validate or silence their voices, 
experiences, and knowledge. Similarly, 
faculty should consider how the overarching 
purposes of their course (via the course 
syllabus) and major assignments align (or do 
not) with the specific directions and grading 
rubrics used by students. Is the mission of the 
course actualized through the course 
assignments? Through the language used to 
describe students and community partners? 

Students also need opportunities to 
critically reflect on the meanings they make 
through service-learning work, including 
moments of tension or discomfort, questions, 
and new understandings. Students should be 
prompted to reflect on their positioning as 
insider/outsider and explorer/change agent 
and to shift between these different 
positionings. For instance, students might 
reflect on the following: 

• What communities are you a member of? 
Why do you consider yourself to be a 
member of those communities? How do 
you interact with other members of those 
communities?  

• What similarities and differences do you 
see between your own community 
memberships and the communities you’re 
interacting with through service-learning?  
• What are points of pride that you have in 
your own communities? What resources, 
actions, or traditions are significant and 
positive? What are points of pride 
identified by the community members in 
your service-learning site?  
• What are challenges or issues you would 
like to address in your own community? 
What are challenges or issues community 
members in your service-learning site 
would like to see addressed? 
• Who is best positioned to address those 
challenges? Why?  

 
Reflecting on these questions may 

support students as they become critically 
conscious of their positioning in relation to the 
service-learning work and various community 
spaces. Finally, regularly engaging students 
with these questions provides a model for the 
types of critical, community-engaged work we 
want to see at the K-12 level. The majority of 
students enrolled in the service-learning 
course in this study were pre-service teachers. 
By critically reflecting on their own 
positionings in the CSL course, these pre-
service teachers may be better prepared to 
center the experiences of students and 
communities when designing curriculum and 
assessments for their own classrooms. 

Course materials, like syllabi, 
assignments, and other course documents, 
often retain the vestiges of more traditional, 
hierarchical pedagogies, so it is only through 
self-analysis like the one modeled 
systemically here that course materials aligned 
with equity and justice will become a mainstay 
of CSL courses. It is time for us to imagine 
new structures, new syllabi, new assignments, 
and new language that align with the future we 
imagine. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
In this article, we explore digital storytelling as a community-engaged pedagogy to create students’ 
immigration stories in Maryland as part of the project “Intercultural Tales: Learning with Maryland’s 
Immigrant Communities.” Stories highlight students’ lived experiences of immigration, language, 
and identity. By envisioning themselves and their classmates as community members, students and 
their stories challenge the assumption that the university is disconnected from local communities. In 
turn, this process of collaborative storytelling shapes teaching and learning as student-centered 
practices where it is possible to learn about immigration from inside and outside the classroom.     

Keywords: community-engaged scholarship, digital humanities, higher education, 
immigration studies, critical intercultural communication  

 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

“Learning and talking together, we 
break with the notion that our exper-
ience of gaining knowledge is private, 
individualistic, and competitive. By 
choosing and fostering dialogue, we 
engage mutually in a learning partner-
ship” bell hooks (2009, p. 43). 

 
“When are you going to the comm-

unity?” an audience member asked us during 
the question and answer session after a public 
screening of our students’ stories from the 
project “Intercultural Tales: Learning with 
Maryland’s Immigrant Communities.”i  As 
professors at the University of Maryland 
Baltimore County (UMBC), we envisioned 
that our project would connect our students 
with Maryland’s immigrant communities. But 
our students’ digital stories and experiences 
challenged the concept of community 
engagement and blurred the boundary between 

university-community. Students’ projects 
went beyond our expectations and helped us 
imagine different ways of building community 
within our institution. The audience member’s 
critical question demonstrates the expectation 
that we should take our students out of the 
university and connect them to immigrant 
communities to which they do not belong—
the way academics most commonly carry out 
community-engaged projects. At our own 
university, digital storytelling as community 
engagement has generally followed this 
model,i i and used the workshop method 
associated with Joe Lambert’s StoryCenteri i i. 
In contrast, our screening had showcased how 
students’ identities are also part of the uni-
versity, and their stories explored how comm-
unity engagement can celebrate students’ 
existent ties with their own communities.  

UMBC has an active community of 
digital storytelling practitioners, with an 
institutional website, an active faculty 
working group funded by the Dresher Center 
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of the Humanities, and multiple related 
workshops and talks every year. In the Modern 
Languages, Linguistics, and Intercultural 
Communication (MLLI) department, the use 
of digital storytelling supports language and 
content classes in most of the areas and 
languages that make up MLLI (Applied 
Linguistics, Arabic, Chinese, French, German, 
Hindi, Japanese, Korean, Russian, Spanish, 
Wolof). In the MLLI’s Spanish Area, 
especially in our Latin American Studies 
courses, we have used digital storytelling as 
part of the content and assignments. Thania 
Muñoz Davaslioglu, for example, has 
discussed Tania Lizarazo’s digital storytelling 
project Mujeres Pacíficas as a way for students 
to learn about the genre, Afro-Colombian 
communities, and activism. As immigrants 
ourselves, we have learned migration is not 
only about moving to a different space but also 
about community building. And as our own 
experiences of migration reveal, not all 
experiences of migration are the same.  

In this paper, we trace the origin, 
process, and outcomes of a collaborative 
process about immigration centered on comm-
unity building in the classroom—a political 
strategy that treats personal stories as nodes of 
collaborative knowledge production. In the 
process, we explore how to make space for 
narratives and experiences of migration that 
center students’ knowledge and experiences. 
We turned the fast-paced workshop model of 
the StoryCenter into a personal or one-on-one 
engagement in co-creating stories. What 
started as a service-learning approach became 
an innovative project that recognized students 
as community members and knowledge pro-
ducers about immigration, and even expanded 
the geographic limits we had envisioned. 

The practice of community building is 
a collaborative and often intentional process. 
But collaborative work is not encouraged as 
part of the responsibilities of junior faculty in 
the humanities, even if it has become essential 
for digital humanities projects: “Scholars in 
the humanities are still primarily rewarded for 
single-author texts. Tenure and promotion 
committees regard books and articles that have 

one author more favorably than multi-author-
ed texts” (Bailey, 2018, p. 239). Against these 
odds, we started a collaborative project to 
make visible what we most needed during our 
transition to become professors. As for many 
minority scholars, our professional survival 
depended on creating the communities we 
were missing. Based on an ongoing project 
that started when we met in 2015, this article 
is the first scholarly product from our collabor-
ation that has expanded to include students as 
collaborators. And, while we have learned 
with and from our students, we have created 
community-building practices that are not eas-
ily translated for tenure and promotion comm-
ittees, as they are rooted in “slow scholarship” 
(Mountz et al, 2015; Berg & Seeber, 2016). 

As UMBC faculty, we are part of the 
MLLI department. We are both also faculty 
with multiple affiliations with humanities and 
social studies departments and programs. 
These intersections inform our pedagogies, 
especially the way we teach Intercultural 
Communication in our core department. We 
named our project “Intercultural Tales” to 
place an emphasis on intercultural communi-
cation. Building on storytelling as “an every-
day communicative event” (Willink et al., 
2014, p. 305), we approach our process of co-
creating personal stories in a public-facing 
feminist pedagogy as part of the project of 
Critical Intercultural Communication. While 
our fields are Latin American Literature 
(Thania Muñoz Davaslioglu) and Latin 
American Cultural Studies (Tania Lizarazo), 
belonging to a department with Intercultural 
Communication in its name and teaching 
classes as part of a Master of Arts in Intercult-
ural Communication led us to learn and teach 
about the field. In particular, our project aligns 
with scholars in the field of Critical 
Intercultural Communication who, “call for 
the reconceptualization of ‘culture,’ shifting 
away from unitary understandings that link 
culture to ‘the nation’ or a ‘sharedness’ of 
values, beliefs, and attitudes, toward an 
intersectional understanding of culture that 
includes the dimensions of race, ethnicity, 
gender, sexuality, class, ability, religion, and 
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other contextually salient markers of differ-
ence” (Willink et al., 2014, p. 292). As a result, 
Intercultural Tales is about finding the nuance 
of belonging to immigrant communities by 
exploring students’ personal experiences 
while foregrounding immigration as part of, 
not external to, life at UMBC. This approach 
to learning about immigration is a collective 
practice of what Jacqui Alexander calls 
“teaching for justice” (2005), a theoretical 
framework and teaching philosophy central to 
this project. 

We recognize the non-linear character 
of collaboration, digital storytelling, and the 
multiple actors involved in telling stories of a 
community as part of critical intercultural 
communication in practice. Our collected 
stories create a “we” that weaves our individ-
ual experiences into a narrative of collabor-
ation. This narrative references our roles as 
instructors and facilitators as well as members 
of the communities we created—in the 
classroom, in and beyond Maryland. That said, 
as co-authors of this paper, and co-leaders of 
the project, our “we” reflects also our role as 
professors, facilitators, and researchers, 
which, even if it is influenced by this collabor-
ative learning project, cannot fully represent 
the heterogeneity of immigrant communities 
in Maryland.  

We chose digital storytelling as a tool 
and output that provided space for collabor-
ation and dialogue. Storytelling and its 
digitization have “allowed renewed and varied 
engagements with systemic issues of racism, 
sexism, ableism, classism, and colonialism” 
(Rice & Mündel, 2019, p. 123), and have been 
associated with the democratization of media 
(Couldry, 2008, p. 54). Digital storytelling has 
also been highlighted as a successful pedago-
gical tool in second language acquisition 
research, because of how multimodal media 
integrates and develops writing and oral skills 
(Castañeda, et al., 2018, p. 1). While Poletti 
(2011, pp. 73–83) has read the digital story-
telling process as coaxing life narratives that 
reinforce ideas of universality, we choose to 
explore digital storytelling as a collaborative 
process with the potential to change the 

traditional directionality of teaching and 
learning. As a community-engaged project, we 
hoped digital storytelling would help promote 
visibility of an often-overlooked group—
immigrants— and empower students as 
community members to become producers of 
knowledge. In the process, as students, facili-
tators, and researchers, we learned from 
students’ stories about migration as a process 
connected to the institution. Digital story-
telling also provided students with an altern-
ative mode of expression to writing, an outlet 
for their creativity, and a potential connection 
with audiences beyond the classroom.  

This piece is about teaching as 
learning. As we discuss Intercultural Tales, we 
discuss our positionality in relation to our 
teaching practices as much as we do the stories 
co-created in our classes as part of community 
building rooted in interculturality. We start by 
exploring how our positionality informs our 
teaching and research practice in our transition 
from graduate students in California to 
becoming professors in Maryland. By narr-
ating the origin story of Intercultural Tales, we 
discuss our identities and context as contrib-
uting factors to a transition from designing a 
service-learning oriented project to a class-
room-based one where students became the 
protagonists and creators. Second, we discuss 
the rationale for choosing digital storytelling 
as methodology and output, and explain how 
the project became an example of community-
engaged research and public humanities. 
Finally, we do a close reading of Intercultural 
Tales stories as examples of knowledge pro-
duction on contemporary issues of language, 
identity, and immigration in the United States, 
revealing multiple productive dimensions of 
digital storytelling as a transformational, 
humanizing, collaborative learning practice. 

 
Beginnings: Rebuilding and Redefining 
“Community” at UMBC and Maryland 

For us, arriving to California was a soft 
landing. Maryland was a challenge. UMBC 
hired us as assistant professors in 2015. 
Moving from California to Maryland required 
learning and unlearning our own identities. 
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We were used to being mentees, not mentors, 
in a state where diversity looks very different 
from Maryland. According to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, 10% of Maryland’s population is 
Hispanic/Latinx—in Baltimore city only 
5%—compared to California’s 39%. Rebuild-
ing our community meant rebuilding our 
cultural identity in a context in which we were 
no longer part of the “majoritarian minority” 
group—Latinx people are one of the biggest 
minorities in California. At UMBC, for the 
academic year 2015-2016, we joined a group 
of 13 tenure-track faculty identifying as 
Hispanic/Latinx (this included faculty from 
Spain) in a campus of 1,020 faculty members. 

In a new setting, we looked for 
possibilities similar to our community-
engaged work in California to create connect-
ions and build community. This community 
orientation influenced Tania Lizarazo’s part-
icipation previously in the project Sexual-
idades Campesinas, a digital storytelling 
project in collaboration with sexually 
heterodox immigrant farm workers in the 
Central Valley of California (Lizarazo et al., 
2017). Thania Muñoz Davaslioglu collabor-
ated with first-generation Latinx communities 
in Santa Ana, California, through Workshop 
for Community Arts, where she led the project 
Cartonera Cartography, a bookmaking and 
story writing workshop that focused on local 
histories from the perspective of immigrant 
communities. Based partly on these exper-
iences and practices, we envisioned a project 
that would allow us to meet our new students 
and new state while learning about local 
immigrant communities. “Learning with 
Maryland’s immigrant communities”—the 
subtitle of our project—describes what we 
hoped would be the outcome of our project.  

We submitted a grant application in 
late 2016 that presented this vision as part of a 
service-learning project. But, with the 
proliferation of xenophobic discourses, 
dehumanization, marginalization, and crimi-
nalization of immigrants in the United States, 
this project was among our coping strategies 
for navigating professional and political 
transitions. Our starting point was the 

assumption that lack of information about 
local immigrants in higher education classes 
can produce and reinforce xenophobic atti-
tudes, where diversity does not always trans-
late into respect for difference. We noticed in 
our classes that non-immigrant students’ 
knowledge about immigrants and the immi-
gration experience was frequently limited to 
media representations that homogenize the 
experience of immigration as one of precarity 
and poverty. While UMBC is known for the 
racial and ethnic diversity of its student 
population, in 2019 only 7% of students 
identified as Hispanic, making Spanish and 
Spanish speakers rarities at UMBC. We hoped 
with this project UMBC’s community could 
benefit from understanding how the lived 
experience of immigrants differs from well-
known stereotypes.  

We chose digital storytelling as the 
method and output of the project as it could 
capture immigration as part of storytellers’ 
lived experience. In 2017, we were granted the 
on-campus grant “Hrabowski Fund for 
Innovation” under the category of an 
“Adaptation Award,” which supports the 
adaptation and implementation of existing 
successful innovations into other courses, 
programs, or disciplines. However, due to 
increased xenophobia after the 2016 election 
and Donald Trump’s inauguration, we decided 
to avoid burdening the communities targeted 
during this time by encouraging students to 
explore their own personal narratives and 
those of their close networks instead.i v  Since 
2017, we have learned immigration is not 
merely a topic of study but rather a lived 
experience for our students and those in their 
networks. At the same time, even for our non-
immigrant students, we also learned, this 
country’s immigration discourses shape how 
they view this topic and how they experience 
it in their everyday lives. In facilitating a space 
of collaboration in the classroom, our students 
have also widened our definition of “comm-
unity.” We have learned making space for 
personal narratives while practicing a cooper-
ative vision in the classroom is a strategy of 
challenging the neoliberal university in times 
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of crisis and echoed the concern expressed by 
the editors of Disrupting the Digital Human-
ities: “[w]hat place is there for pedagogy in a 
world where education has been so system-
atically devalued, where students worry that 
even their classroom isn’t safe from an ICE 
raid?” (Kim & Stommel, 2018, p. 19). While 
we encouraged personal narratives, we under-
stood the importance of students’ agency in 
deciding what and where to share their stories. 

We embraced digital storytelling as a 
method that can be used for education as much 
as advocacy (Vivienne, 2016) to learn more 
about, and advocate for, local immigrant 
communities to which most of our students 
belong. Intercultural Tales has been at the 
inter-section of community-building and 
education as we encourage students to value 
and share their personal stories as part of, or in 
connection to, Maryland’s immigrant comm-
unities. Working on creating these immi-
gration stories and being the audience for their 
classmates’ stories has helped students better 
understand the challenges and diversity of 
immigrants’ experiences. We wanted to avoid 
what Eve Tuck calls “a damage-centered 
framework,” where “pain and loss are docu-
mented to obtain particular political or 
material gains” (2009, p. 43). Instead, we 
envisioned moving toward “desire-based 
research frameworks” that are “concerned 
with understanding complexity, contradiction, 
and the self-determination of lived lives” 
(Tuck, 2009, p. 416). As we have interpreted 
this project differently depending on the class, 
group of students, etc., we envision a desire-
based research framework that challenges 
stereotypes while valuing the knowledge 
produced by students, the communities, and 
networks to which they belong. By challen-
ging the idea of a community of immigrants 
that dwells exclusively outside of the 
university, we trusted students’ knowledge in 
decision-making for their digital story work, 
as immigration is a lived experience.  

At the beginning of our project, the 
topic and technical expectations (audio record-
ing, creation of original images, writing 
scripts, and video editing) of the assignment 

overwhelmed students. But they were very 
interested in listening to each other’s stories. 
Their own sense of community moved the 
project forward and after one semester of 
collaborations we could share many stories 
with our campus community. In December 
2017, we organized our first public screening 
event with the goal of creating an audience for 
students’ stories. Some students shared their 
own individual stories, while others chose to 
co-create stories with their classmates. 
Participation was optional. Twelve storytellers 
volunteered to share their projects. These 
students, from an upper-division class on Latin 
American literature, a seminar on Afro-Latin 
America, and an introductory class on Global 
Studies, received feedback from an audience 
of students and professors from MLLI and 
Global Studies. In May 2019, we organized 
another public screening, including an oppor-
tunity for an open dialogue due to major ICE 
raids affecting communities in the region and 
the desire to provide a space of solidarity. 
During the event, we encouraged attendees to 
create their own stories and share them using 
#interculturaltales to create a digital archive. 
Stories whose authors gave permission to 
share publicly were made available on the 
Intercultural Tales website. Public storytelling 
enables intercultural dialogues that are not 
possible when assignments have the instructor 
as the main audience. During Intercultural 
Tales public screenings, audience members 
have shared their reactions and feelings of 
watching the stories along with their own 
stories of migration. Practicing intercultural 
communication as digital stories can become 
conversation-starters, even as drafts. They can 
be also reminders of the importance of think-
ing about teaching and learning as holistic 
experiences where both students and instruct-
tors bring a multitude of stories and identities.  

Intersectionality in critical intercul-
tural communication addresses the inter-
secting oppressions that can impact student 
learning in the classroom.v  In our classrooms, 
intercultural communication has helped us 
(re)envision how we teach, particularly in 
relationship to the way we plan curricula that 
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seek to engage students beyond class assign-
ments. Intercultural Tales became a space to 
practice the tools and concepts that make 
learning a mutual and collaborative exper-
ience, from story circles to public screenings. 

With this project, we have learned that 
simply including immigration or a feminist 
approach in our pedagogy is not a guarantee of 
justice or inclusion. As Alexander asks when 
writing about teaching for justice, “Does this 
practice travel into the classroom and erase 
those same histories and the histories of immi-
grant women from our syllabi?” (2005, p. 14). 
In our syllabi and assignments, we envision 
more than a superficial inclusion that elevates 
only the voices of privileged immigrant women 
academics such as ourselves. An inclusive 
pedagogical practice may not only interrogate 
representation in written canonical and acade-
mic texts, but may also introduce other genres 
and other knowledges. While we recognize the 
limits of digital storytelling for achieving just-
ice, we also recognize its potential for creating 
learning spaces that include the communities 
we teach about. We have learned more about 
Central America from our Central American 
students than from our graduate programs on 
Latin America, for example. Intercultural 
Tales has become an opportunity to promote 
digital literacy, practice listening and collabor-
ation, and empower students as producers of 
knowledge about their own communities. 
Stories have become valuable for engendering 
future spaces of reflection about immigration, 
both inside and outside academia. 

 
Digital Storytelling as Community-Engaged 
Research and Intercultural Teaching 

“Everyone has a story to tell” is a 
tagline associated with Joe Lambert, the 
founder of StoryCenter (formerly the Center 
for Digital storytelling). Even though our use 
of digital storytelling follows the Story-
Center’s method (Tania Lizarazo received 
training by Jesikah Maria Ross), we use a 
similar one-on-one adaptation as the one used 
in Sexualidades Campesinas.v i  This adapt-
ation differs from the StoryCenter’s canonical 
process, which has been described as a seven-

step guide (Lambert & Hessler, 2015) where 
(1) a specific point of view is communicated 
through a (2) dramatic question or conflict by 
crafting (3) an honest personal narrative that 
uses a (4) unique voice (5) powerful sound-
track, and (6) economic pacing to (7) engage 
the audience. These seven elements are trade-
tionally stitched together in a workshop in 
which participants use a story circle to brain-
storm before writing a script and selecting 
images they will use to illustrate the audio 
recording with video editing.  

Our process uses the collective power 
of brainstorming in public that is the story 
circle, and trains students in the basics of audio 
recording, image production, and video 
editing as part of every class. However, these 
in-classroom practices are rehearsals for 
students’ actual recording of their stories, 
selection of images, and putting together of all 
the elements outside of the classroom—some-
times they tell their own stories; sometimes 
students work with a classmate, a friend, or a 
family member to co-create their stories. Our 
semester-long process—in contrast to intense 
weekend-long traditional workshops—is an 
in-depth process of storytelling that makes 
students accountable to their classmates and 
communities. More importantly, the stories 
become a way to create a truly student-
centered classroom that leads to the creation of 
a micro-community through constant sharing 
of stories, and of experiences of the process of 
making them. 

In our classes, we have introduced our 
students to digital storytelling as a method that 
makes everyday storytelling accessible to a 
wider audience by using digital tools to 
produce audiovisual pieces that can be shared 
online. We learned about its history and 
introduced them to the StoryCenter based in 
Berkeley, California. StoryCenter’s descript-
tion of their method explains the widespread 
use of digital storytelling since its origins: 
“Through our wide-ranging work, we have 
transformed the way that community activists, 
educators, health and human services 
agencies, business professionals, and artists 
think about the power of personal voice, in 
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creating change” (StoryCenter, n.d.). Due to 
this guiding force, many organizations, 
including development and women’s rights 
organizations, have adopted digital story-
telling as a tool for activism, healing, conflict 
resolution, and empowerment.  

The main topics we have discussed 
regarding the medium of digital storytelling 
were the components and process of digital 
storytelling: script writing, creating story-
boards, the importance of audience, ownership 
and consent, the role of sounds and visuals, 
and editing. As a response to in-class 
conversations on immigration, we have also 
talked about how this storytelling can be 
personal and bring up emotions difficult to 
deal with, for both the storyteller and the 
audience. Telling personal stories about 
immigration can sometimes trigger strong 
emotions and can be difficult for those who 
have left their country of origin. Digital 
storytelling is grounded in the storytellers’ 
control over the medium—words, images, and 
audio—so that learning and production is as 
powerful for the storyteller as the end product 
is for the audience. We have asked our 
students to produce a digital story of 3–5 
minutes of images, voice, text and, if they’d 
like, music, stitched together using a video 
editing software of their choice (they were 
shown options including Adobe Spark Video, 
WeVideo, iMovie, and Microsoft Movie 
Maker). Storytellers could narrate first-person 
scripts and we encouraged English subtitles (if 
stories were in Spanish) to make the videos 
accessible to multiple audiences.v i i  

Even though the digital storytelling 
framework can be understood as community-
based-research, its practice in different iterat-
ions assumes the preexistence of a community 
and reinforces the academia/community 
binary. We challenged the traditional service-
learning approach and the canonical digital 
storytelling workshop format to avoid 
contributing to burdens on communities facing 
separation, stigmatization, and fear. We 
suggested an autoethnographic exploration of 
interculturality and immigration to encourage 
students to avoid portraying immigrants as 

“others”. Our more flexible approach to digital 
storytelling transformed our initial service-
learning approach that assumed students were 
disconnected from communities to an inclu-
sive approach to community that discouraged 
a transactional approach to civic engagement. 

Sharing the spectrum of what digital 
storytelling can look like, and the responsib-
ility associated with sharing stories, requires 
thinking about various uses: “While some 
digital storytellers engage in personal sharing 
as therapeutic catharsis and others consciously 
perform vulnerability as a strategy for winning 
audience approval, the social consequence of 
autobiographical storytelling is most pertinent 
to everyday activism” (Vivienne, 2016, p. 21). 
Seeing examples from different projects, 
including DACAmented and Humanizando la 
deportación, among others, helped students 
understand different approaches to storytelling 
in terms of themes, narrative arcs, selection of 
images, music, narrations, and even transitions 
when editing video.  

At the beginning of the project, 
students asked for more information about 
supporting immigrant communities they 
belonged to or were close to, and we thus 
learned about our responsibilities not only as 
facilitators but as caretakers: “[T]he classroom 
is a Sacred space. In any semester a number of 
Souls are entrusted into our care, and they 
come as openly and transparently as they can 
for this appointment” (Alexander, p. 8). As 
part of UMBC’s Dresher Center for the 
Humanities Faculty Working Group on 
Immigration, to which we both belong, in 
early 2017, we organized an event titled 
“Solidarity in Times of Crisis,” inviting local 
experts on immigration. More than a 
roundtable, this event’s format was a two-hour 
long question and answer session, where 
students asked questions about recent changes 
on immigration policy and threats to their 
communities. Participation in this event 
catalyzed conversations in the classroom 
about how solidarity is hard work, but it can 
be learned. A community-based digital story-
telling approach allowed us to create space for 
stories that exemplify heterogenous represent-
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ations of immigrant communities in local 
contexts. We have developed stories as part of 
different classes and have shared them online 
to promote visibility of immigrants in the 
greater Baltimore area, and to make available 
educational materials to share with Mary-
land’s communities. As an ongoing project, 
these stories are a growing repository of 
multilingual primary sources (most in Spanish 
and English) that can be used in the classroom 
by second language learners, and students in 
multiple fields. 
 
Learning in Public: Storytelling as Comm-
unity Engagement 

As our students initiated thinking 
about their project they quickly came to a 
common conclusion: their friends on campus, 
family members, and neighbors had stories of 
immigration to tell and were sources of 
valuable knowledge.v i i i  One student, Taylor 
Nuse, was moved specifically by one of her 
classmate’s stories. Taylor became interested 
in Raymond Bascal’s story of immigration 
from India to Maryland and his process of 
learning Spanish. In turn, Raymond decided to 
create his own story of migration in a different 
class. This interaction triggered an in-depth 
discussion about the stories of immigration of 
other students in our class, and even in 
creating common space across classes. 
Students realized, as we had, that their 
communities on campus were important 
reflections of immigrant communities within 
and beyond the campus. Retelling stories and 
receiving feedback (especially from peers) 
became an encouraging process of sharing and 
valuing knowledge, in some cases reframing 
fear, confusion, and shame with pride, 
solidarity, and insight. At the end of the 
semester, using digital storytelling, most 
students had not only a more nuanced 
understanding of immigration, but also a 
renewed appreciation for their classmates’ 
knowledge, which in turn shaped a less 
hierarchical learning space.  

Intercultural Tales engages with issues 
around language and cultural diversity. As 
Latinas and Latin American Studies professors 

teaching some of our classes in Spanish, we 
are aware language diversity has caused (and 
is still causing) a heated debate in the United 
States. The presence of Spanish raises 
concerns regarding Latinx immigrants’ 
retention of Spanish and potential failure to 
assimilate, thereby threatening a sense of 
American national unity.i x  Most Intercultural 
Tales’ storytellers are students of our Spanish 
language program, whether or not it is their 
major, or they created their stories in a class 
with English as the medium of instruction 
(Global Studies students). Spanish is also the 
first, second, or heritage language of some 
students. This is why we chose to emphasize 
Spanish’s centrality as part of a project on 
migration and interculturality. Chicana 
theorist Gloria Anzaldúa has taught us about 
the divisions that can come from language: 
“Chicanas feel uncomfortable talking in 
Spanish to Latinas, afraid of their censure. 
Their language was not outlawed in their 
countries. They had a whole lifetime of being 
immersed in their native tongue; generations, 
centuries in which Spanish was a first 
language, taught in school, heard on radio and 
TV, and read in the newspaper” (Anzaldúa, 
1999, p.58). Even though our project was 
multilingual from the beginning as we 
envisioned a multicultural and transdiscip-
linary collage of personal stories, language is 
a contested space: “Until I can take pride in my 
language, I cannot take pride in myself,” 
Anzaldúa wrote (1999, p. 81).  

Language is central in students’ stories 
and is challenged by stereotypes, identity, and 
conceptions of race that can facilitate 
intergenerational conversations. Hannah 
Jackson’s dialogic story “I Love Them Both,” 
for example, underlines these topics through 
the experience of Chagüi —her Peruvian 
immigrant mother living in Maryland. 
Hannah’s collaboration explores her mother’s 
experience of immigration from a city in Perú, 
where it never snowed, to the extreme cold 
temperatures of Maryland’s winter. In 
multiple occasions in the story, her mother 
narrates in Spanish how she learned English: 
attending night school or watching “Sesame 
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Street” at her babysitting jobs. But, toward the 
end of the story, Hannah weaves her own 
reflection of being the child of an immigrant 
and her mother’s identity conception after 
many years of living in the United States:  

Hannah: Identity is a weird thing for 
immigrants and their children. I’ve 
never felt like a typical American girl, 
but I’ve also never felt like a Peruvian. 
My heritage has both, my roots are in 
two places, but my life is in the U.S.  
 
Chagüi: I feel like I’m from two 
worlds. I feel like I’m Peruvian, a 
Latina but I also feel like an American. 
I haven’t faced a lot of discrimination, 
not much at all because I’m considered 
a White Hispanic. It’s different for 
other Latinos who are mixed, Indige-
nous, or Black. And people, most 
people don’t know that I’m Hispanic 
until I speak and then when I begin to 
speak, they know that I’m not from 
here, but yes, I love them both with all 
of my heart and all of my soul. 

 
Chagüi’s ability to be able to claim 

both identities is embedded in her recognition 
of her white skin privilege and in being able to 
“love both” countries. Chagüi’s experience is 
not representative of most immigrant stories 
created as part of Intercultural Tales. As Juana 
Rodríguez teaches us, identity is not stable: 
“Identity is about situatedness in motion: 
embodiment and spatiality. It is about a self 
that is constituted through and against other 
selves in contexts that serve to establish the 
relationship between the self and the other” 
(Rodríguez, 2003, p. 5). The majority of the 
stories collected for our archive question 
conceptions of race and belonging.  

In one of the stories, “The life of 
Rosa,” Colin Hrenko and Rosa Asitimbay 
address Latin America’s Indigenous comm-
unities and immigration. Rosa identifies as 
mestiza, but recognizes her Indigenous roots, 
and she discusses Ecuador’s colonial past. 
Although she does not use the word 
“colonization” explicitly, she centers her 

experiences as an Ecuadorian who stopped 
wearing traditional clothing after moving from 
a farm in Cañar—a province in Ecuador—to 
the country’s capital. Her experience in the 
city is marked by discrimination because of 
her clothing, skin color, and Indigenous last 
name. In Quito, she was discriminated against 
for her Indigenous roots, echoing the multiple 
ways these communities have been “othered” 
across the Americas. She declares, “When 
they will see me wearing traditional clothing, 
they would treat me as an Indigenous person. 
I didn’t like this, they made me feel as if I had 
no value, they made me feel as if I was dirty—
it was the same way Spanish colonizers treated 
Indigenous communities.” Through her story, 
she emphasizes the inherited racism present in 
Latin America. It’s no surprise then, that when 
Rosa immigrates to the United States, she 
finds herself questioning not only racism, 
again, but also “colorism.” She realizes the 
color of her skin does not fit into the binary 
relations of the school she attended in New 
York City; she suffered from discrimination 
from Black and White communities. Rosa did 
not identify as a “Latina” as she didn’t feel she 
fit into that “stereotype,” she confesses. In 
contrast, as a White Latina, Chagüi can pass as 
White and benefit from the privileges of this 
association. Quiros and Dawson (2013) have 
argued how colorism limits dark-skinned 
Latinas’ negotiation of race and ethnicity: 
“White and light-skinned Latinx have the 
ability to move in and out of racial and ethnic 
categories depending on the context of the 
situation, but negotiation of identity is limited 
for dark-skinned Latinx whose ethnicity is 
more likely to be silenced and conflated 
because race trumps ethnicity” (p. 289). While 
Chagüi in Hannah’s story navigates both of 
her identities with pride, Rosa’s illustrates her 
continuing struggle of “belonging” as an 
immigrant in the United States because of the 
color of her skin. 

Alison Daisey’s story, “México lindo y 
querido” brings us back to Maryland. Alison’s 
story honestly captures her experience of 
growing up in a family where xenophobic 
narratives are background noise, as illustrated 
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with a picture of her living room where Fox 
News is visible on the TV. She reveals not 
only her family’s and friends’ preconceived 
ideas about Mexico as a dangerous place when 
she announces she will study abroad in 
Oaxaca, but her own fears as illustrated by a 
pro and cons list. Alison presents study abroad 
as a challenging intercultural experience that 
becomes valuable for more than academic 
reasons. Her pictures and narrative describing 
learning from her host family and her new 
context create a space for imagining change as 
a possibility and dismantling xenophobia as a 
destiny for U.S. citizens. That such a 
temporary experience of traveling can fracture 
inherited narratives about the immigrant as 
“other” and their countries, especially Mexico 
recently, as dangerous, inverts the gaze to U.S. 
citizenship as shortsighted. Alison’s story 
reinforced how redirecting our project to not 
burden immigrant communities to promote 
self-reflection can also be a strategy for 
community building. By embracing the 
possibility of learning, Alison models an 
approach to intercultural communication that 
is not instrumental and is based on self-
reflection about learned stereotypes instead of 
reproducing them. Hannah’s and Alison’s 
stories originate in Maryland and portray the 
experience of a heritage speaker and a second-
language-learner. Each of them originated 
from the same coordinates but portrays 
interculturality and the role of language 
differently. Opening up a space in which 
orality takes precedence over writing through 
digital storytelling and where life stories are 
trusted as much as theoretical citations creates 
a space of mutual learning.  

Students’ stories also challenged ster-
eotypical understandings of Latin American 
immigration in the United States. Heejin 
Hong’s story, entitled “Empacar la maleta” 
(“Pack your Bag”), challenges the notion of 
migration as a once-in-a-lifetime experience 
that reinforces the binary of homeland and 
new country. Heejin shares an autoethno-
graphic narrative of migration from Paraguay 
to Brazil, from Brazil to México, and from 
México to the United States. She draws the 

audience’s attention by subtitling her mother’s 
Korean words into English: “Heejin, pack 
your bag, we are going to the United States.” 
From then on, Heejin narrates her story in 
Spanish. In the first minutes of her voiceover, 
she identifies herself as Korean, Paraguayan, 
and hopefully, soon, also a U.S. citizen. Her 
multiple identities are marked by the 
experiences of her parents, who were the first 
immigrants of her family. Her melancholic 
tone of voice is accompanied by family 
pictures and by detailing that she had to move 
multiple times due to economic reasons; 
Heejin expresses, she never had a choice, 
never had a home. She concludes her story by 
reflecting upon how the United States is the 
first place where she has lived longer than four 
years and although she still dislikes packing 
her bag, she now knows how to prepare herself 
for any journey.  

In every screening, Heejin’s immi-
gration journey and her family’s experiences 
in Latin America have incited critical 
dialogues among our students and colleagues 
about the presence of Korean communities 
both in Latin America and locally. Heejin’s 
language choices also highlight how immi-
grants reflect upon language as preference and 
as identity marker. As a young immigrant, she 
experienced immigration not only by the 
actual shift between places, but also the 
languages spoken in those places. Embracing 
and teaching the markers of identity in our 
language as part of our lived experiences 
creates spaces where what counts as 
knowledge and who is a knowledge producer 
become flexible. As speakers of academic 
varieties of Spanish (as a first language) and 
English (as a second language), students 
perceive us as enforcers of standard Spanish 
(both written and spoken) and as outsiders/ 
immigrants when we speak English. Having a 
diversity of Spanish in Intercultural Tales, 
from speakers of Spanish as a first language, 
heritage language, second or even third 
language, these stories have become sources 
of knowledge in other spaces (second-
language classes and even outreach for other 
digital storytelling projects). 
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Intercultural Tales became a multi-
lingual space where Spanish and English 
coexist with Korean, Filipino, and other 
languages students chose to include as part of 
their stories. While not all stories created as 
part of the project are in Spanish, we decided 
to foreground it in our analysis of most of the 
stories, and in our project in general, as it is the 
most visible. We see Spanish not as a 
“foreign” language, but as a tool for communi-
cation used daily by members of the greater 
Baltimore community. We learned through 
our experience with language in this project 
that students use Spanish (and other 
languages) in real contexts and beyond the 
classroom. Language learning is a complex 
process that can sometimes hide differences 
among students, as second-language learners 
coexist with heritage speakers. As Spanish and 
English bilinguals, we think about storytelling 
as a language practice. And language, as 
storytelling, is a cultural experience. 

The role of language and immigration 
is not central for Isabel Morales Gaskin in her 
story titled “Mixed.” Her voiceover is 
illustrated by a collage of family pictures. 
From the first seconds of her story, we can tell 
the centrality of identity exceeds the bureau-
cratic option of choosing her race: “White or 
Asian? White or Asian? My mother would 
always tell me to be proud of who I am. I’m 
both. But, can I be both? Maybe I’m neither.” 
The in-betweenness of her identity is reflected 
in the struggle that Isabel presents as a 
narrative arc. The tension between her dad’s 
and her mom’s identities is eventually 
replaced by the acceptance of a “mixed” 
identity that doesn’t require choosing between 
bureaucratic categories or cultural back-
grounds. Her dual identity gives her access and 
understanding of the arbitrariness of identity 
boundaries and external approval. The 
affective connection of this narrative with a 
minimalist aesthetic and a vulnerable spirit 
exemplifies the power of sharing the struggle 
toward self-acceptance. By revealing her inner 
conflict, Isabel models the performative 
potential for storytelling as a creation of a new 
reality where she can choose an identity 

independently from available categories. This 
is one story in which the storyteller discusses 
race not in terms of immigration, but as 
situated interculturality in the United States.  

After three years of Intercultural Tales, 
we have found that for most of our students the 
intersection between identity and language is 
central in telling stories of immigration. 
Additionally, this is something that students 
have also highlighted in their final project self-
reflections,x  classroom discussions, and 
public events; for example, “learning another 
language” is a common thread in their stories 
and their own experiences as immigrants and 
students at UMBC. For example, in “Estado-
unidense: The Story of Oscar Flores,” issues 
of language and assimilation are presented 
through the voice of a college student who 
immigrated from Bolivia to Maryland; Oscar 
shares his experience by proudly stating that 
his family and he, “adapted quite quickly and 
learned the language quite quickly; I’m in 
college now, so something went well.” Will 
Hutchins, the narrator of the story, highlights 
in his voiceover the fact that Oscar preferred 
to do the interview in English, although his 
first language is Spanish. He reflects upon this 
by stating that preferring to speak English is a 
common decision for immigrants who arrive 
at a young age to the United States. Caitlin 
Box’s story “We are Fighters: The Story of a 
DACA Recipient” complicates this specific 
reflection through the story of her anonymous 
collaborator—an immigrant from El Salvador 
and UMBC student. Caitlin shares how 
“Andrés” found learning English to be very 
difficult, although he considers his skills 
improved, he now prefers to speak Spanglish: 
“[...] language is something important for 
Andrés. He prefers to speak Spanglish, 
although he says that there are ideologies and 
stereotypes that come with Spanish and 
English.” 

By inviting students to explore their 
own stories of immigration—whether or not 
they focused on this topic specifically—we 
could reimagine ways to do community-
engaged research by rejecting to dissociate our 
students’ identities from the communities to 
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which they belong. Through this process, they 
allowed us to engage with the communities 
that most mattered to them. While we didn’t 
explicitly teach about interculturality or 
intercultural competence, students talked 
about intercultural communication when 
discussing the process and the stories. In our 
reflection and analysis of Intercultural Tales, 
we found that our project aligns with how 
critical intercultural communication chooses 
to intervene in academic knowledge and 
knowledge production to center the voices that 
as academics we have traditionally chosen not 
to include. While we celebrate having 
institutional support and student engagement 
that makes Intercultural Tales an ongoing 
project, we recognize interculturality is not 
merely a subject of theoretical debate. The 
increasing numbers of Spanish speakers and 
the expansion of domains of use contrast 
sharply with the implementation of 
educational policies and language ideologies 
that promote monolingualism.x i  This debate 
on how to interpret and attribute value to 
Spanish use in the United States translates into 
conflicting and contradictory attitudes toward 
language use and development of individuals 
and communities.  

The multilingual historical memory of 
the United States deepens our understanding 
of its multilingual present, which does not 
coincide with currently common fears and 
rejections regarding Spanish language use. 
The lack of alignment between what our fields 
say we value and what our curricula shows is 
a reminder of the work ahead. Silva Gruez 
(2004) recognizes that the field of American 
Studies has changed since its inception and it 
has oriented toward vernacular experiences 
and public life, but that hierarchies of language 
use remain virtually unchanged (pp. 85–92). 
We find similar attitudes in Modern 
Languages and Spanish and Portuguese 
departments around the country, where the 
offering of Spanish courses tends to highlight 
hierarchy of registers: “[t]he defense of 
national literature, especially peninsular 
Spanish literature, which has traditionally 
fueled US Hispanism, clashed with the much 

more socially and politically committed 
project of many cold war-era Latin 
Americanists. This split continues to be an 
important factor in determining the shape of 
upper division and graduate curricula in 
Spanish Departments” (Irwin & Szurmuk 
2009, p. 43). This is the case in MLLI, where 
offerings of Peninsular history and culture 
courses are about the same in number as Latin 
America course offerings. Students often 
complain about the fact that they must take 
two courses dedicated to Spain and only two 
courses dedicated to all the Latin American 
countries. This disproportionate focus does 
not even consider Latinx communities and its 
languages communities in the United States. 
Our heritage speaker students, for example, 
are from Central America, South America, and 
Mexico, which reflects Maryland’s Latinx 
population. Our curriculum still lacks courses 
about Central America or Latinxs in the 
United States that better reflect family 
histories of the university’s heritage students.  

Intercultural Tales’ stories 
demonstrate various approaches to 
immigration and interculturality by using 
language to show knowledge and 
understanding of multiple cultures. 
Intercultural Tales has facilitated our 
movement toward a feminist pedagogy 
“centered on seeing the classroom as a 
community of learners (rather than treating 
faculty as the ultimate and only experts). 
Learning can be based on cooperation and 
collaboration, rather than on a star system and 
competition” (Thompson, 2017, p. 3). 
Students co-created communities of learning 
by narrating their own journeys—whether 
spatially relocating from one place to the 
other, as exemplified by Chagüi, Rosa, Heejin, 
and Andrés, or by growing up in the United 
States and living interculturality with all its 
different implications, as Hannah, Alison, and 
Isabel share. These narratives collectively 
voice the complexities of students’ 
intercultural experiences and portray the 
realities of communities represented in our 
classes and thus across our campus, city, and 
state. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
The mutual learning process of Inter-

cultural Tales has taught us that there is much 
more to learn. Storytelling reveals learning as 
a mutual and collaborative process instead of 
a unidirectional one. The process of digital 
storytelling within our classes, and as part of 
this project, revealed the potential of collective 
and collaborative pedagogies for community 
building and engagement that do not reinforce 
the belief that the university is detached from 
local communities. A common trend in most 
of the stories is a narrative arc that centers 
survival, not oppression: “[w]e forget that 
surviving is itself a moral act in a situation of 
oppression. Living to tell about it means the 
worst is over; the healing has begun” 
(Thompson, 2017, p. 89). The act of story-
telling and the process of digital storytelling 
production are not replacements for 
therapeutic or cathartic spaces, but can be an 
intentional practice of choosing what to share. 
The collaborative process of digital story-
telling makes possible the sharing of nuanced 
knowledge and of lived experiences of 
oppression and survival. In the process, we 
intentionally choose collaborative research, 
teaching for justice, and moving at the speed 
of trust, even though it is not encouraged or 
highly rewarded in academic settings.   

We are in the process of creating an 
interactive archive to which students and 
members of Maryland’s immigrant 
communities can contribute, inspired by 
projects such as Rutgers University Newark’s 
Newest Americans. We hope to collect and 
publish our students’ stories, whether 
developed individually or in collaboration, 
and make them accessible on our website and 
through social media. Listening and learning 
has been a valued practice in our teaching 
experiences throughout this project, enhanced 
by the many ways our students envision their 
communities. Students’ willingness to create 
authentic stories that challenge current racist 
and anti-immigrant discourses by engaging 
with multi-generational and multilingual 
communities is a critical testament to the 

important role critical interculturality plays in 
the United States. Through this project, we and 
our students collectively learned from our own 
immigrant communities on campus and 
beyond. Now it is imperative that our curricula 
reflect this learning as well. 

We view teaching as critical pedagogy, 
a practice of making the political and the 
ideological visible, and a performative act that 
invites students to become autoethnographers 
and wield their own experiences against the 
forces of oppression (Denzin, pp. 389–39). 
Embracing digital storytelling as pedagogy 
promotes not only digital literacy but also 
critical intercultural communication as part of 
language learning (e.g., for classes taught in 
Spanish) and critical approaches to 
globalization (e.g., in Global Studies). In the 
digital storytelling process, students have 
examined their lived experiences critically to 
share personal stories of immigration, 
including those of family and friends, as 
valuable know-ledge. Digital stories are public 
stories. Regardless of whether storytellers 
decide to share them on the Intercultural Tales 
website (online participation is voluntary for 
students), publicly screening the stories 
creates engage-ment with diverse personal 
stories, deepening audience members’ 
knowledge of Mary-land’s immigrant 
communities. Increasing immigration’s 
visibility as part of the local and global 
contexts is one of many tools to challenge 
stereotypes about immigrants. Although 
sharing stories is not a solution to the criminal-
ization of immigrants, it invites more nuanced 
reflections about the heterogeneity of the 
immigrant experience in the United States. 

What happens when we form a learn-
ing community in the classroom that creates 
and shares narratives that have a wider audi-
ence than the instructor? We create communi-
ties of learning supported by feminist and 
critical pedagogies that center justice and 
value students’ knowledge as community 
members, and immigrants. To promote 
collaboration and community we require 
students to screen stories before the deadline, 
in a process of collective feedback, and even 
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from students in other classes, before 
submitting their work to be formally eval-
uated. We practice a generous way to offer 
suggestions to others while recognizing what 
we can learn from them in turn. We recognize 
and promote skills that go be-yond digital 
literacy and can be translated into solidarity 
inside and outside the classroom. Recognizing 
each other’s humanity is not an abstract 
process. It requires a commitment to question 
pedagogies that reproduce the hierarchies we 
critique. Teaching and learning are inextri-
cable from struggles against the dehuman-
ization of immigrants and minorities. 
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Notes: 

i The project “Intercultural Tales: Learning with Maryland’s Immigrant Communities” is consistent 

with any corresponding protocols reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board. 

i i In the chapter entitled “Faculty Reflections at the Intersection of Digital Storytelling and 

Community Engagement” (2017), our UMBC colleagues Bev Bickel, Bill Shewbridge, Romy 

Hübler, and Ana Oskoz explore four digital storytelling projects led by faculty in collaboration with 

four different communities in Maryland. 

i i i https://www.storycenter.org/staff 

i v These decisions were discussed with our students in the classroom. Thus, as some of our students’ 

communities were targeted by the 2016 election, they focused their stories of immigration on topics 

they felt comfortable sharing and/or were important for them. 

v As Ahmet Atay and Satoshi Toyosaki (2018) have argued about this conceptualization of the field, 

“[...] critical communication pedagogy is a dialogic, self-reflexive, performative, decolonizing 

approach that aims to highlight oppressive systems, even in our own thinking and teaching, promotes 

civility, and commits to social justice and activism to create positive change” (p. viii). 

v i In an article about this project (of which Tania Lizarazo is first author), facilitators reflect on the 

adaptation of the digital storytelling method in response to the inability to create collective 

workshops with LGBTQ farmworkers. The resulting process was a slow, one-on-one process of 

facilitator-storyteller interaction. 

v i i While we hoped to be mindful of accessibility, choosing to make stories bilingual meant that only 

Spanish stories have captions. Our hope is in the future to provide a transcription for all of the stories, 

in English and Spanish, to make them truly accessible for a broader audience. 

v i i i The stories can be found at https://www.interculturaltales.org/ 

i x Spanish in the United States has been associated with lower-income wage earners and working-

class members of society. However, the growing number of Spanish speakers has made it the second 

most spoken language in the country, while growing economic opportunities associated with Spanish 

have resulted in a higher status for and new domains of its use. 

x Thania Muñoz Davaslioglu asks students for a final self-reflection in which they write about their 

personal experience putting together their digital story; these self-reflections also guided broadly our 

analysis of the stories presented in this paper. 

x i In 1998, Silicon Valley millionaire Ron Unz spearheaded the passage of California’s Proposition 

227, designed to ban bilingual education as an instructional method. 

                                                           

https://www.interculturaltales.org/
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Dissonance During International Service-Learning:  
“You can’t go back to the way you were before” 
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ABSTRACT 

 
This study investigated pre-occupational therapy students’ descriptions of dissonance during a two-
week service-learning immersion program in Guatemala. Thirty-one students participated in student-
led group reflections during two program iterations. Qualitative analysis of transcripts yielded three 
themes: context, experience, and outcome. The interconnectedness of all three themes illustrates the 
interdependence of intense, international service-learning experiences, critical reflection, and 
transformation. Findings suggest the impact of international service-learning experiences on student 
development.    

Keywords: international service learning immersion, transformative learning, occupational 
therapy  

 
 

Internationalization of Occupational Therapy 
Education 

Incorporating global learning in occu-
pational therapy education programs provides 
multicultural experiences and prepares 
occupational therapy students for practice 
(Aldrich & Grajo, 2017; Horton, 2009). Many 
avenues to internationalize the curriculum 
exist, such as incorporating diversity in course 
content, and offering collaborative online 
international learning (COIL) courses (Guth & 
Rubin, 2015), service-learning experiences, 
international immersion experiences, and 
international clinical fieldwork trainings. 
Specifically, international experiences requir-
ing students to live in a culture different from 
their own have been powerful in occupational 
therapy student development (Crowe et al., 
2016; Ekelman et al., 2003; Humbert et al., 
2012; Mu et al., 2010; Simonelis et al., 2011; 
Sonn & Vermeulen, 2018). 

International experiences facilitate the 
development of cultural competence, as they 
allow students to view the dominant culture as 
an outsider, and to share experiences, process 

feelings, and apply learning to their future 
professional practice (Ceo-DiFrancesco, Dunn 
et al., 2020; Ekelman et al., 2003; Humbert et 
al., 2012). Students who completed an 
international fieldwork experience reported 
gaining practice skills through collaborative 
learning, cultural negotiations, and thinking 
independently (Simonelis et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, when students engaged in an 
international experience, they reported an 
increased openness in working with culturally 
diverse clients (Aldrich & Grajo, 2017; Crowe 
et al., 2016; Humbert et al., 2012; Sim & 
Mackenzie, 2016). 

Specific benefits of an international 
immersive experience include developing 
empathy by being in the minority (Mu et al., 
2010). Often, by being outside the dominant 
culture, students experience periods of 
dissonance, dealing with intense emotional 
reactions. Therefore, the importance of 
processing periods of dissonance in a safe 
space while engaged in an international 
immersion is foundational to the 
developmental process of cultural competence 
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(Ceo-DiFrancesco, Dunn et al., 2020). 
Processing the periods of dissonance can lead 
to perspective transformation. 
 
Transformative Learning Theory 

Namaste (2017) suggested a 
connection between transformative learning 
and the intercultural growth of university 
students during an international immersion 
program. Mezirow (1978) first proposed 
transformational learning theory to represent 
adult learning, and initially included 10 phases 
in his descriptions of the adult learning 
process. His theory underwent multiple 
revisions (Kitchenham, 2008), including the 
addition of an 11th phase pertaining to 
interaction with others (Mezirow, 2006). The 
theory describes two types of perspective 
transformation: one is an accumulation of 
experiences leading to transformation, and 
another is a singular challenging and deeply 
moving experience, prompting one to 
reorganize their current schemata (Mezirow, 
1985). The singular experience is described as 
a disorienting dilemma, challenging students 
to consider new frames of reference, distinct 
perspectives, and different realities (Mezirow, 
2000). Critical self-reflection was deemed as 
essential to shifting perspectives (Mezirow, 
1998) and subsequent planned action based on 
new insights (Dirkx et al., 2006). Later 
iterations of the theoretical framework 
(Cranton, 2016; Taylor, 2000) have 
encouraged a multitude of research on the 
application of transformational learning 
theory to adult education (Kitchenham, 2008), 
while critics of the framework have suggested 
that it does not address the important role of 
affect or emotion in the learning process 
(Belenky & Stanton, 2000; Kiely, 2005; 
Taylor, 2000).  

Kiely (2005) proposed an empirically 
generated, transformational service-learning 
process model based on a longitudinal case 
study of an international service-learning 
program in Nicaragua. The model consists of 
five learning processes, including contextual 
border crossing (personal, structural, 
historical, programmatic factors), dissonance, 

personalizing, processing, and connecting 
(2005). According to Kiely, this transform-
ational service-learning process model can 
serve as a framework for promoting 
transformational learning during international 
service learning (2005). Finally, researchers 
and educators are cautioned against attributing 
transformational learning to the results of the 
traditional notion of culture shock. 
 
Dissonance  

The disorienting dilemma first 
described by Mezirow (2000), and elaborated 
by Taylor (2000) and Cranton (2016), as part 
of the transformative learning theory, has been 
utilized by researchers to examine its 
application to global service learning 
(Chwialkowska, 2020; Crabtree, 2008, 2011, 
2013; Doerr, 2011; Ferranto, 2015; Kiely, 
2005; Namaste, 2017; Taylor et al., 2018). 
Kiely’s (2005) transformative service-learning 
process model under the context of research 
involved a longitudinal study of a global 
service service-learning program in 
Nicaragua. Kiely’s process model, based on 
Mezirow’s theoretical framework, includes a 
description of dissonance within the context of 
service learning, as an “incongruence between 
participants’ prior frame of reference and 
aspects of the contextual factors that shape 
service-learning experience” (p. 8). Further-
more, Kiely distinguishes between low and 
high intensity levels of dissonances: low 
intensity refers to surface level adjustments to 
the environment; high intensity refers to 
witnesses to hardships, such as poverty, 
hunger, disabilities, etc. Additionally, Kiely 
proposes nine dissonance types: “historical, 
environmental, social physical, economic, 
political, cultural, spiritual, communicative 
and technological” (p. 8). Types of dissonance 
result in different types of reflection. Non-
critical reflection focuses on content and 
process learning, while critical reflection 
requires an emotional response to integrate 
new learning into inner levels of student 
perspective (Jones, 2018). Recognizing the 
importance of emotional response to 
dissonance, Kiely (2005) calls for further 
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research on affect and emotion and their 
interconnectedness with context in service 
learning, which lead to its characteristic 
association with transformative learning.  

Taylor et al. (2018) also noted that 
dissonance is more than strictly a cognitive 
phenomenon. Their longitudinal develop-
mental case study of transformative learner 
readiness during a short-term, global service-
learning program in Ecuador pointed to an 
expansion of dissonance to include both 
emotion and cognition, affirming Kiely 
(2005). O’Malley et al. (2019) studied the 
forms of dissonance in the context of 
agricultural education during a short-term 
study abroad program in Nicaragua to better 
understand preparation of students for the 
workforce. Through an analysis of participant 
individual reflections recorded on personal 
cell phones, four themes of dissonance of 
environmental, sociocultural, and intellectual, 
were considered to lead to a perspective 
change based on the one-week experience. 
Yet, it is shortsighted to compare student 
transformation across programs or courses of 
study. Different contexts paired with student 
individual perspectives provide different 
experiences of dissonance leading students on 
personalized paths of transformation (Shor et 
al, 2017). 

The required dissonance for 
transformation (Adler, 1975) is easily 
provided by international immersion 
experiences by virtue of being outside one’s 
familiar context. Crabtree (2008) identified 
psycho-emotional, ideological, and 
physiological aspects of these disruptions. 
Kiely (2005) identified the disrupting dilemma 
as contextual border crossing when immersed 
in a culture different from one’s own. Yet, 
experiencing dissonance without reflection 
could lead to reinforcement of inaccurate 
stereotypes (Owen, 2016). 
 

REFLECTION 
 
According to Kitchenham (2008), 

critical reflection is at the core of transform-
ative learning. Many have pointed to its 

essential role in experiential learning in higher 
education, such as service learning, 
community-engaged learning, and global 
service learning (Ash & Clayton, 2009; Eyler 
& Giles, 1999; Hatcher & Bringle, 1997; 
Jacoby, 2015; Whitney & Clayton, 2011). This 
critical reflection may take place within the 
context of a variety of spheres of knowledge 
(Brookfield, 2000), yet learners must possess 
the curiosity and openness to examine their 
current values, perspectives, and points of 
view in relation to new knowledge and 
alternative perspectives (Cranton & Roy, 
2003). It is through critical reflection that 
learners are prompted to question currently 
held assumptions and stereotypes, to 
reevaluate them in light of new knowledge and 
learning experiences (Mezirow, 2009), and, 
specifically, critical reflection has been 
recognized as paramount to the learning 
process, so as not to reinforce stereotypes 
(Owen, 2016). 

Supporting the university’s mission of 
cultivating students “in solidarity for and with 
others” (Graham, n.d.) and preparing 
occupational therapy students for practice with 
diverse populations, an enhanced curricular 
model of community engagement was 
implemented. The intention was to provide 
encounters involving ongoing engagement 
with marginalized populations experiencing 
occupational deprivation. In this way, the 
occupational therapy program hoped to more 
closely address the university mission as well 
as the need to prepare future practitioners who 
have experienced dissonance in cross-cultural 
learning contexts (Horton, 2009). With this in 
mind, the current study examined the exper-
iences with dissonance of pre-professional 
occupational therapy undergraduate students 
during an international immersion and service-
learning program in Guatemala that focused 
on developing increased cultural awareness to 
promote culturally responsive care in future 
practice. Therefore, the study sought to answer 
the following research question: How do pre-
occupational therapy students describe periods 
of dissonance while immersed in a culture 
other than their own? 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

To answer the above research ques-
tion, a qualitative description method as 
described by Sandelowski (2000) was used to 
describe the experience of dissonance from 
student-led reflections that were previously 
collected in a university’s Institutional-Re-
view-Board-approved research protocol. The 
qualitative description method was chosen for 
its non-adherence to a theoretical foundation, 
resulting in a re-presentation of the data in an 
organized manner (Clarke & Braun, 2017). 
Students provided informed consent to partic-
ipate, and transcripts of student-led reflections 
during a two-week immersive and commu-
nity-engaged experience in Guatemala were 
de-identified prior to analysis. Data included 
transcripts from the 2018 and 2019 programs. 
After data analysis, the findings were 
compared with existing models, specifically 
Mezirow (1978) and Kiely (2005).  

Using qualitative data allowed the 
researchers to analyze descriptions of disson-
ance as they unfolded during the two-week 
program, organizing and summarizing them in 
a cohesive re-presentation of descriptions.  
 
Participants  

The two-week international comm-
unity-engaged learning experience over two 
years included 32 females. All students were 
required to participate in the nightly student-
led reflections to meet course requirements but 
were able to decline participation in the 
research study. In 2018, there were 17 
participants, and in 2019, 14 students partici-
pated in the study. Redaction of data occurred 
for one student who declined participation in 
the study, resulting in 31 participants in this 
study. All participants were senior, under-
graduate, pre-occupational therapy majors at a 
small, Midwestern, Jesuit institution. Many 
students had some background in Spanish 
language prior to enrolling in the program, 
with the majority of their communicative 
competency ranging from novice to inter-
mediate (American Council on the Teaching 
of Foreign Languages, 2012).  

Program Description 
The interdisciplinary program 

involved the collaboration of both the 
Occupational Therapy and Spanish programs, 
interweaving the curricular threads of 
occupational justice, Spanish language, and 
Guatemalan culture with the university’s 
mission of social justice and developing 
“people of learning and reflection, integrity 
and achievement, in solidarity for and with 
others” (Graham, n.d). All participants 
enrolled in two courses as part of a two-week 
international, immersive, community-
engagement experience in Guatemala: 
Language and Culture in Guatemala, and 
Occupational Justice II. This program, offered 
annually during the summer to pre-
occupational therapy undergraduate students, 
aimed to immerse students in the language and 
culture of Guatemala, engage students with 
Guatemalans from a variety of backgrounds, 
and provide opportunities to participate in 
service learning, with the goal of developing 
an increase in cultural competency and 
awareness of marginalized populations. Prior 
to the in-country immersion, students attended 
an intensive week of 20 hours of class sessions 
focused on equipping them with 
conversational Spanish, specific language for 
homestays and service-learning sites, and 
historical and cultural contexts of Guatemala. 
The Language and Culture in Guatemala 
course continued for a second week with the 
immersive activities while in-country. 
Students lived with families, participated in a 
market simulation to gain an understanding of 
typical expenses for a family of four, engaged 
with children at an elementary school for 
children with disabilities, worked alongside 
physiotherapy students in Guatemala at a 
home for elderly women, and witnessed 
testimonials of Guatemalans facing various 
adversities related to migration, poverty, 
impact of civil war, violence, and multiple 
disabilities. In addition, students witnessed 
extreme poverty during multiple home visits 
as they were exposed to new cultural 
experiences, such as a temascal, a traditional 
sauna healing practice, a Mayan spiritual 
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ceremony, a weaving cooperative, a coffee 
cooperative, and the sharing meals in the 
homes of these experiences. Course 
assignments included a photo reflection 
project, a research presentation on a social 
justice issue, readings, discussion board posts, 
and linguistic assessments of therapy 
simulations in Spanish. 

The second week of the in-country 
portion of the program built on the immersion 
and service-learning experiences of the first 
week, and also included clinical work 
alongside U.S. and Guatemalan clinicians to 
provide occupational therapy services to 
individuals with disabilities. Student tasks 
included observation, assisting clinicians 
during consultations, documentation through 
notes and photos, creation of care plans, and 
engagement with clients while they waited for 
therapy sessions. Practice settings included a 
government-run residential facility for 
individuals with developmental disabilities, 
psychiatric diagnoses, or both. Most residents 
had been abandoned by their families due to 
innate cultural beliefs of disabilities or the 
inability to care for their family member. 
Other settings included privately owned 
children’s   homes   and    job  training agencies 
for individuals transitioning out of children’s 
homes or school. From the private children’s 
homes, students accompanied clinicians on 
home visits, witnessing home environments 
with   dirt floors, no running water, and 
without necessary medical equipment. 
Students also experienced the challenges of 
the geography when using a wheelchair or 
assistive device. Additionally, students 
participated in pop-up health clinics in remote 
mountainous regions. 

As the culmination experience for two 
occupational justice courses, students 
explored critical principles of occupational 
justice, social justice, and occupational 
marginalization through service learning 
during an international immersion program. 
Course assignments included reflections, 
scholarship, and pragmatic application of 
learning to their future careers as an 
occupational therapist. 

Data 
During the two-week global, immers-

ive, community-engaged experience, all parti-
cipants took part in nightly student-led group 
oral reflections, with a duration between 33-78 
minutes in length. Student reflection prompts 
included identifying cultural learnings, mo-
ments of consolation and desolation (highs 
and lows of the day), as well as moments of 
discomfort (Ceo-DiFrancesco, Dunn et al., 
2020). Reflections were recorded and transcri-
bed. Redaction of data occurred for any stu-
dent who declined participation in the study. It 
is important to note the data was collected as 
part of a previously approved research proto-
col. The analysis of the current study focused 
on the student experience of dissonance.  
 
Analysis  

The researchers used a thematic 
analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to 
analyze the student-led reflection transcripts 
from two consecutive years of the global, 
immersive, community-engagement experi-
ences. Thematic analysis occurred to describe 
the student experience without adherence to a 
theoretical or conceptual perspective (Clarke 
& Braun, 2017), requiring minimal to no 
interpretation (Vaismoradi & Bondas, 2013). 

Each author became familiar with the 
data through multiple readings and generated 
initial codes. All authors discussed the final 
code word list and drafted operational 
definitions. The second author coded all data 
according to the code list within Hyper-
RESEARCH (4.0.3) (Researchware, Inc., 
2019), a qualitative data analysis software 
program, and extracted data in an output 
report, identifying all data coded for each code 
word. Researchers then drafted descriptive 
memos describing the data organized by each 
code word. The researchers analyzed the data 
to search for relationships and patterns among 
the descriptive memos, forming categories 
with analytic memos (Saldaña, 2013). Another 
round of data reduction occurred, and 
ultimately, the final three themes emerged 
from the data and represented the student 
description of dissonance.  
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TRUSTWORTHINESS 
 
There are inherent limitations of a 

qualitative approach; however, these were 
minimized through several strategies (Curtin 
& Fossey, 2007; Krefting, 1991; Shenton, 
2004). These strategies included triangulation 
of researchers, who practiced reflexivity 
throughout the analysis process. Triangulation 
of data sources included having 31 
participants, preventing only one perspective 
being presented. Data consisted of nightly 
verbal focus group reflections throughout the 
two-week experience ensuring prolonged 
engagement (Krefting, 1991). Authenticity of 
responses was promoted by having a student 
lead the reflective group each time to start the 
discussion. Sharing may have influenced 
participant responses, as the focus group data 
collection method promotes a joint description 
of the phenomenon of study (Smithson, 2000). 
Additionally, participation was strictly 
voluntary and not a graded requirement of the 
course. The first and second authors have 
experience in qualitative inquiry of the pre-
occupational therapy student experience in an 
international immersion in Guatemala.  
 

RESULTS 
 

Theme I: Context 
The first theme, Context, pertains to 

participant descriptions of connecting with 
members of the local culture through shared 
activities, conversations, testimonials, and 
challenging, deep engagement. Such deep 
engagement revealed societal injustices, due 
to the effect of globalization, historical 
trauma, government corruption, and oppre-
ssion. Participants were also exposed to visual, 
olfactory, and auditory differences in the 
physical environment, often producing 
sensory overload. Given that the program was 
immersive, participants were required to 
communicate in a language other than their 
own, presenting experiences of successful 
communication, as well as struggles to comm-
unicate. They often faced language barriers, 
yet they persisted with their intense desire to 

connect to the local culture on a deeper level. 
As one participant shared: 

I think one area of growth that I feel 
more comfortable and more willing to 
ask and not just surface level 
questions for my host mom, but 
deeper questions. For example, we 
talked about abuse with women and 
children, and she shared her personal 
stories with me which was really cool 
to hear. It was cool to break the 
barrier of surface level questions and 
going deeper with people. 
(Participant 5, 2018) 

 
The contextual changes experienced 

by participants as they left behind their famil-
iar ways of life, backgrounds, and perspectives 
created a need for reflection on cultural com-
parisons and the strong emotions they experi-
enced due to discomfort and culture shock 
throughout their experience. Multiple partici-
pants noted differences between their U.S. 
culture and the Guatemalan culture, often ex-
pressing surprise at their newfound awareness. 
The following participant exemplifies the 
students’ eye-opening experiences: 

One of the biggest things I have 
learned these past two weeks is my 
knowledge of the global differences. 
I feel like all my life I have been in 
the bubble of the US and could never 
really know the social justice issues 
that were intertwined. I would never 
experience extreme poverty in the 
United States and with issues with 
immigration and especially living in 
Ohio the entire time, just being able 
to experience people’s stories and 
the people I came in contact with 
really helped me open my eyes with 
all the differences that we don’t see 
in the United States. (Participant 16, 
2018) 

 
In particular, participants noted the 

perspectives connected to Guatemalan culture 
that led to deeper cultural comparisons and 
awareness. As one participant shared: 
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… if my mom knows that we are 
having people over, it's like we have to 
clean the entire house and probably go 
buy a bunch of new stuff that we never 
actually had in our house and put on 
this whole show that this is how we 
actually live when it's not accurate at 
all, and kind of just put up a front that 
we're perfect. But everywhere here, 
there's just been such a different 
emphasis on that and I think at times, 
like just going into Vanessa's house, I 
was like, this is just so interesting and 
they live so differently than us but the 
emphasis is so much more on making 
everyone feel at home and the things 
that you are doing in that house and the 
way that you are making people feel 
rather than the house you are 
presenting to them has just been really 
interesting. (Participant 13, 2019) 

 
The impact of experiential learning 

was noted by many, as the context of the 
immersive learning experience created the 
opportunity for more intense interactions with 
members of the local culture, as noted by the 
following participant:  

… you’re also applying things you 
learn in the classroom, but with this 
trip/program, it's like you learn more 
than you would, at least for me, I can 
take away so much more than some 
classes that I've taken at school for a 
semester, whereas this is [a] two-week 
program that we did and at the same 
time I am learning so much more about 
occupational therapy and culture and 
language and the list goes on of things 
that you're learning about, and you 
remember a lot better and it's a lot 
more vivid because it's a completely 
different setting; you are taking your-
self out of the classroom but you're 
still learning. (Participant 1, 2019) 

 
Although unsettling, the formation of 

cultural comparison often yielded greater 
cultural awareness and an appreciation for the 

Guatemalan culture. Finally, participants 
recognized the immersive community 
engagement as authentic, providing personal 
engagement and connections that prompted 
new perspectives and viewpoints. 

In summary, the first theme of Context 
provides descriptions of the context of the 
immersion program. Students described deep 
engagement with the local culture, connecting 
on an emotional level. Further, comparison of 
what students saw, heard, and did to their own 
contexts prompted recognition of cultural 
differences and social justice issues.  
 
Theme II: Experience  

The second theme, Experience, 
included instances of dissonance experiences 
shared by students during nightly reflections, 
and includes the reflection necessary to 
process their affective response to the context. 
Participants described dissonance as 
accompanied by intense emotional reactions 
and feelings of discomfort. The intensity of 
emotional reactions was far more negative in 
nature. These ranged from awareness, 
thought-provoking, and humbling to more 
intense dis-comfort and more extreme feelings 
of sadness, shock, heartbrokenness, difficulty, 
and frustration. The ranges of emotional 
reactions and the resulting dissonance are 
exemplified in the following quotes from 
participants: 

It was the most uncomfortable I have 
felt this trip. Like after we saw the 
people digging through the trash, and 
myself included, walking into this 
dinner. (Participant 4, 2018) 

 
Hearing repeatedly, stories about the 
civil war and it seems sometimes like 
we are hearing the same story again 
and again, but then taking a step back 
and saying, that's because it affected 
every single person instead of just 
being like, oh, I heard this many 
people died so many times, I'm like, 
every single person had people that 
they loved that died, and 
comprehending that has been hard and 
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for me the level of discomfort comes 
from me being like, I don't know what 
my response to this story could be 
except thank you so much for sharing 
that, like that's not something that is 
easy to share because I can't empathize 
with that; I have never felt pain like 
that, so I think that is a level of 
discomfort other than just being like, 
thank you for sharing. (Participant 13, 
2019) 

 
Said emotions even resulted in 

occasional negative judgments made by 
participants, indicating their discomfort with 
experiencing such high levels of dissonance. 
The foundation of dissonance included the 
participant’s mindset and whether they 
welcomed or avoided dissonance. Several 
participants shared their struggle with the 
discomfort they experienced and with 
developing the courage to embrace that 
discomfort. For instance, one participant 
shared insights on acceptance and working 
through the dissonance:  

There are times when some of us are 
uncomfortable and we’re trying to get 
rid of that discomfort right away. And 
I think part of being a sojourner is to 
have that discomfort, and trying to be 
selfless and being present instead of 
making it about you. (Participant 3, 
2018) 

 
However, participants also expressed 

feeling overwhelmed by the enormity of the 
social justice issues and the immersion in a 
new culture. As one participant shared: 

I kind of wanted to numb it out a little 
bit, and not want to experience it with 
them and I wanted to internalize it, and 
I think sometimes unconsciously I was 
like trying to not listen and to not feel 
their trauma also, but I think that 
trauma really caused me to get back 
that numbing and that automatic desire 
to like numb out their trauma, so I 
really appreciated it for that reason. 
(Participant 2, 2018) 

As participants experienced discom-
fort, they acknowledged and appreciated the 
time to reflect together. They recognized the 
time and reflection required to process the 
totality of their experience. Since there was no 
specific requirement for verbalizing reflect-
ions each night, participants were free to 
communicate their thoughts according to their 
own comfort level. They noted the usefulness 
of the student-led reflections to consider the 
perspectives of their peers. As one participant 
shared: 

And as all of you have probably 
noticed, I am really quiet during all of 
these because I am the type of person 
that has to listen to everything and then 
I have to formulate some type of 
meaningful thing to say and that’s just 
how I work, but I liked to do written 
reflection-so the journal I have been 
doing really well on, so I liked it, and I 
have been doing that instead of like 
reflecting out loud, but I think it’s also 
good to hear from other people and 
verbalize your thoughts because it is a 
lot of the time it is a lot of like what am 
I saying, and verbalizing things is 
different, and bouncing ideas off of 
each other, and opinions about 
listening. (Participant 11, 2018) 

 
Communication is essential for 

engagement and interaction with the local 
population. A participant’s comfort level with 
dissonance was heavily influenced by their 
ability to communicate with the local 
community in Spanish. Such a struggle to 
communicate was brand new for the majority 
of participants, yet these struggles were met 
with a desire to connect, producing multiple 
cases of interpersonal engagement with 
individuals from the local culture. As one 
participant shared: 

I was really one of those people that 
was really nervous mostly about 
running out of things to say. And I 
realized really the comfort of silence. 
And even if it was silent. I would just 
look at our host mom, and her name 
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was Monica. And if it was just silent, I 
would just look at her, and she would 
just smile, or she would come over and 
just hug me. (Participant 14, 2018) 

 
As a result, students gauged the 

process of dissonance according to their 
emotional reactions and their personal level of 
interaction or engagement with the local 
community. Thus, their descriptions of 
dissonance seemed to relate to instances of 
deeper engagement and were impacted by 
their ability to connect personally with each 
other and with members of the local culture. 
 
Theme III: Outcome 

The final theme, Outcome, pertained to 
changes in perspectives as a result of 
dissonance. Participants heard the testimonies 
of Guatemalans, often prompting emotional 
reactions that led to awareness and appre-
ciation for new (and different) viewpoints. 
From the participants’ perspective, challenges 
led to change, described as follows: 

When we hear the speaker, being 
challenged to take their perspective 
and empathize with them is really 
important and I feel like we have 
improved on that throughout the week 
by asking questions and stuff. 
(Participant 6, 2019) 

 
Additionally, participants noted that 

their expectations were frequently destroyed, 
and they learned to embrace the experience of 
discomfort. Such personal development 
resulted in participants’ use of the word 
“transformation” to emphasize the level of 
impact the experience had on them. One 
participant described preconceived ideas that 
were transformed: 

I think the transformative learning 
came from, a lot of times, I had 
mentioned this before, but the even 
unconscious expectations of what 
things were supposed to be so that then 
just transformed the way I was seeing 
things when it wasn’t what I expected 
it to be, so then, I guess going forward, 

that would just teach me to not make 
so many assumptions or not have so 
many expectations and really one, just 
do research beforehand and really 
learn about interacting [with] another 
culture and really try to learn about it 
before going into it. (Participant 14, 
2019) 

 
The Outcome theme serves as a 

culmination of the previous two thematic find-
ings on the student’s transformative learning. 
This growth was frequently noted because of 
the dissonance that participants experienced as 
part of both the Context and Experience 
themes. As two participants shared: 

A year ago I would have never thought 
about leaving the country, this is 
actually my first time going out of the 
United States, and I’m so grateful that 
I did, through this and these last two 
weeks I have felt a transformation and 
it has been from going outside of your 
comfort zone and feeling like you are 
at a place, and feeling like a minority. 
(Participant 12, 2018) 
Transformative learning in I think the 
fact that all of us at least had some 
moment where like, seeing a child in 
the situation that they were in, or 
someone’s house or living situation 
that just broke your heart, and I think 
once you see those things, you can’t go 
back to the way you were before. And 
I think that transforms the way that you 
move on after that. (Participant 14, 
2019) 

 
Participants adjusted to a situation in 

which their expectations had to be completely 
set aside, allowing deeper connections with 
community members and a sense of love for 
others to organically develop. Furthermore, 
participants noted that they recognized their 
privileges, leading to feelings of both gratitude 
and sometimes guilt. Many students expressed 
their anticipation to return home with the new 
appreciation and understanding they shared 
for the local culture. Reflecting on how to 
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carry their new perspectives forward, one 
participant described:  

I am scared to go home because I am 
scared that I am going to forget about 
the experiences I that I have learned 
and I just want to do something 
impactful with those experiences, and 
even for not a lot of people, even just 
person, would be like tremendous. 
And I’m scared to go home because I 
feel like I’m not going to be able to do 
anything more. (Participant 16, 2018) 

 
Participants’ movements toward 

transformation and growth were shared 
through the group reflections. They followed 
intense emotions and affective responses to 
dissonance, demonstrating an interconnected-
ness of all three themes. The Context theme 
established the infrastructure for participants 
to immerse themselves in a culture other than 
their own. The Context theme supported all 
themes, exposing participants to new environ-
ments, perspectives and new ways of being 
and learning. Given the multisensory charact-
eristics of the program, participants welcomed 
opportunities to process uncomfortable 
moments during group reflections. Such 
moments of dissonance, including a range of 
emotional reactions, were central to the 
Experience theme, and bridged the Context 
and Outcome themes. The result of experi-
encing dissonance within an international 
immersion service-learning program was an 
opportunity for transformative learning. Our 
Outcome theme illustrated how students were 
able to change their mindset and was fully 
dependent upon the existing foundation and 
the culmination of immersive experiences 
shared in the Context and Experience themes. 
Together, all three themes—Experience, 
Context, and Outcome—work to depict the 
interconnectedness of dissonance, critical 
reflection, and transformative learning. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
Furthering Mezirow’s theory of 

transformative learning (2009) and similar to 

Kiely’s (2005) Transformative Service 
Learning Process Model, our results showed 
how students describe periods of dissonance 
according to the context, experience, and 
outcome of an international immersive 
program. The first theme, Context, focused on 
the depth of the language and cultural 
immersion experience. Both Kiely (2005) and 
Shor et al. (2017) recognized the influence of 
the context on students’ experiences of 
dissonance. Similar to other investigations of 
dissonance related to community-based global 
learning (Chwialkowska, 2020; Doerr, 2011; 
Ferranto, 2015), participants in our study were 
immersed in an unfamiliar context, and, as a 
result, experienced an overwhelming feeling 
of  “disequilibrium,” (Ferranto, 2015 p. 97). 
However, a close examination of the theme of 
Context reveals descriptions that provide 
deeper insights into the possible impact of the 
context on participants’ learning experience. 
For example, participants describe their 
engagement with the Guatemalan culture as a 
total sensorial experience. Furthermore, the 
context represented, at times, an overload of 
input that included auditory linguistic sounds 
of the second language, as well as environ-
mental sounds, bright colors and visuals, both 
pleasant and unpleasant smells, new and 
unfamiliar foods to taste, and new fabrics and 
cultural products to touch and to hold.  

In addition, the integration of curri-
cular elements tied to social justice issues 
provided further context for critical global 
service learning (Hartman et al., 2018). The 
examination of topics such as access to health 
care and potable water, education, discrimin-
ation, challenges of the disabled, and stories of 
migration were organically woven into the 
experience. Participants witnessed testimony-
ials highlighting the impact of the country’s 
30-year civil war on the emotional and 
economic well-being of its citizens. Residing 
with supportive host families provided further 
context for both successful and challenging 
linguistic interactions. Due to the inextricable 
connections of language and culture, partici-
pants’ deep engagement with Guatemalans 
from diverse backgrounds provided the 
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opportunity for accompaniment, solidarity, 
greater awareness of privilege, and acknow-
ledgement of systemic challenges within our 
global society (Larkin, 2015). 

The second theme, Experience, 
focused on the students’ description of periods 
of dissonance. While Mezirow (1978) did not 
emphasize the emotional response to periods 
of dissonance, Kiely noted its importance 
(2005). Processing emotions associated with 
periods of dissonance is necessary for 
transformative learning (Chwialkowska, 
2020; Namaste, 2017) and integration of new 
perspectives. Participants in this study 
described high levels of dissonance as they 
witnessed the extreme living conditions of 
Guatemalans, and provided companionship to 
Guatemalans suffering trauma, lacking basic 
services, and experiencing discrimination due 
to disabilities. This intense dissonance concurs 
with Kiely’s description of high-intensity 
dissonance, described as “shocking and 
overwhelming,” often accompanied by strong 
emotional reactions leading to a reexamination 
of current knowledge and beliefs (p. 11).  

To process these reactions, supported 
critical reflection is necessary for developing 
autonomy and competence (Owen, 2016). 
Namaste (2017) recommended assignments 
for international immersive programs to focus 
on the readings in preparation for the 
experience, reflection on the experience in real 
time, and reflection on comparison of the 
experience to one’s personal history and 
situation. Reflection has also been 
recommended as a means of examining 
critical awareness of global justice (Hartman 
& Kiely, 2014).  

Student participants in this study 
seemed to welcome dissonance rather than 
avoid it, knowing there was scheduled time for 
processing their feelings within their peer 
group. This schedule time was voluntary and 
not required for the course. Participants’ 
anticipation of the safe space of the daily 
student-led group reflections to share 
vulnerable moments of uncertainty, emotion, 
and discomfort led also to their recognition of 
the importance of these daily sessions for 

processing emotional reactions. Furthermore, 
the two-week immersion program allowed 
critical reflection past the non-critical level of 
processing content and problem-solving 
strategies as presented by Jones (2018). Naudé 
(2015) stated deeper transformation requires 
time and reflection as initial interactions with 
the local culture require non-critical reflection 
to make sense of the new context before a 
student can dig deeper into their perspectives. 
Without reflection, the emotional reactions 
remain suppressed or unaddressed. 

The final theme of Outcomes focused 
on the participants’ descriptions of their 
changed perspectives due to the international 
immersive service-learning program. As 
described by Mezirow (2000) and Cranton 
(2016), the changes and growth that 
participants shared were the result of intense 
contextualized and disorienting situations and 
experiences. Participants described how the 
daily group reflections reorganized their view-
points, beliefs, and values (Mezirow 1998), 
and prompted their desire to continue their 
transformation upon their return to the United 
States. Additionally, participants looked 
toward future actions to connect their learning 
to both local and global community partners. 

More intense and sustained dissonance 
can lead to more persistent transformation 
over time (Kiely, 2005). The intensity of the 
experience within a culture distinct from their 
own strongly influenced the participants’ 
experiences of affective reactions of disson-
ance, and consequently their transformation. 
Yet, the encounters that participants experi-
enced with local individuals led to solidarity 
and accompaniment, while developing a 
robust sense of mutuality of human experi-
ences across cultures. This mutuality, suppor-
ted by ongoing critical reflection, developed a 
desire to continue to address social justice 
issues in the future. 

Building upon Kiely’s (2005) model, 
our findings connect dissonance with 
reflection as the experience of dissonance. 
Without reflection, the emotional reaction to 
dissonance is a raw event without resolution. 
While Kiely (2005) separated context, 
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dissonance, emotional reactions, reflection, 
and connections with community as themes of 
the model, our findings point to the integration 
of these themes in a manner distinct from the 
Kiely model. Participants’ descriptions of 
dissonance during student-led reflections 
included all five themes of the model. Context 
includes connections with the local 
community and culture. Experience includes 
dissonance, emotional reactions, intense 
experiences with social justice issues facing 
the local community, and critical reflection. 
Outcomes often indicate a change in 
perspective and plans for future actions. 
Results indicate alterations and further 
development of Kiely’s (2005) theoretical 
model, by connecting the integrated themes of 
Context, Experience, and Outcomes, while 
offering a strong argument for use of student-
led reflections. 

These results expand the under-
standing of dissonance during a global 
immersion experience. The intensity of the 
experience, including strong sensorial 
components and emotional reactions points to 
the need for supportive reflection in a non-
judgmental manner in which processing can 
occur. As a result of their global service-
learning experience and the daily opport-
unities for critically reflection in a safe 
environment, participants cited an increased 
commitment to the social justice issues they 
witnessed, and an increased desire to serve as 
an advocate for local communities and 
situations of injustice upon their return.  
 

IMPLICATIONS 
 
Our results indicated ways in which 

students in an international immersive 
program experience dissonance and trans-
formative learning. The international aspect of 
the experience placed students in an 
unfamiliar context, prompting periods of 
dissonance ranging across sensory, physical, 
cognitive, and emotional aspects. A focus on 
promoting depth of connections with the local 
culture maximizes opportunities to experience 
periods of dissonance. The depth of connect-

ions was impacted by hearing uncomfortable 
and eye-opening testimonials, communication 
successes and struggles in another language, 
and intense desires to engage authentically 
with the local culture. Having scheduled 
student-led reflections encouraged partici-
pants to analyze their experiences, process 
their dissonance, and form new perspectives 
within a safe place. 

However, with the impact of the global 
pandemic, educators will have to be creative to 
provide other opportunities for experiencing a 
culture different from one’s own. 
Opportunities such as virtual exchange, virtual 
service learning, virtual immersive learning, 
and others may provide experiences that 
prompt dissonance and transformative 
learning (Ceo-DiFrancesco, Marturet de Paris 
et al., 2020; Guth & Helm, 2017; O’Dowd, 
2021). Some may perceive the degree of 
dissonance experienced in a virtual setting to 
be less profound as students enter and exit the 
unfamiliar context rather than live within the 
unfamiliar context for longer periods of time. 
Living within the unfamiliar context can 
provide a greater depth and breadth of the 
experience. Despite these limitations, periods 
of dissonance can still occur and must be 
supported through opportunities for reflec-
tions and sharing.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Students described their immersion 

program through a total sensorial context, 
specifically highlighting the dissonance they 
experienced within a distinct culture and 
language. Their emotional reactions were 
processed in a safe space. Changed perspect-
ives noted by participants led them to consider 
future actions based on the immersion. 

These results illustrated the interconn-
ectedness of dissonance and reflection as 
essential components of international immer-
sive service learning. Throughout the exper-
ience, students compared their personal exper-
iences to those in the unfamiliar context, often 
reacting with emotional responses to shattered 
perspectives or assumptions. These periods of 
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dissonance required support through opport-
unities to reflect and process their new learn-
ing within an expected and scheduled safe 
space. By doing so, students were able to 
welcome dissonance knowing there would be 
an opportunity to process with their peers. Stu-
dent-led group reflections provided a comfort-
able space for students to share their personal 
challenges and for reorganization of perspect-
ives to demonstrate growth. Supporting 
students during their reflection opportunities 
has the potential for students to continue their 
transformation into their future education and 
to influence their future role as culturally 
responsive health care professionals. 
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