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Dick Cone and Susan Harris
University of Southern California

Service-learning has dramatically increased its impact on the American educational
scene during the past few years, and new practitioners are quickly adopting the methods
of integrating traditional classroom-based instruction and community service. As might
be expected of practitioners, our practices are strong but our theory is sometimes found
to be wanting. We have tinkered with methods to perfect practices without understanding
the philosophical, psychological and social mechanisms that undergird our practices.
For two decades, we have been drawing largely on Dewey, Kolb and Freire for theoreti-
cal support for our work. This paper suggests additional theoretical perspectives drawn
largely from cognitive psychology and social theory. A number of constructs will be pre-
sented including concept formation, selective perception, categorization, critical reflec-
tion and mediated learning, each of which helps to explain the transformational nature of
experiential education, as well as provide intellectual support for what are currently rec-
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ognized as “best practices.”

Cheryl Gilbert'
Sociclogy 101
Joumnal Entry - Week One

Week One - The Setting: What are your most
vivid first impressions of the site? Describe
settings, people, actions and positive or nega-
tive feelings you are having.

Today was my first day as a volunteer for
USC's Joint Educational Project at Prairie
Avenue Elementary School.! Despite the fact
that this is my third semester on campus, [
have never ventured beyond Exposition
Boulevard into South Central Los Angeles,
and [ must admit that T was scared to death.
What had I gotten myself into? I had volun-
teercd to spend two hours a week in riot-rav-
aged South Central LAY Riding south on
Figueroa St., which borders USC on the east, [
was thinking that it didn’t look much different
than Minneapolis (which is about an hour’s
drive from where I'm from). However, the
further south T traveled, the more run down the
houses looked, the more boarded up stores I
passed. The cars parked on driveways and
along the street appeared very old, often with
missing tires or broken windows. The scene
changed even more dramatically after I turned
onto one of the side streets. Suddenly I was
thrust into a scene right out of one of the
“gangsta” videos {'ve seen. [ was very con-
spicaous as [ rode my bike; [ felt like every
person I passed stared at me, a [9-year-old
white girl on a shiny expensive bike, intruding
where she shouldn't be.

Luckily, I arrived at the school safely. As 1

circled the school trying to find a bicycle rack,
my thoughts drifted back to Walnut Road
Elementary School in  Apple Valley,
Minnesota. Prairie Avenue Elementary looks
nothing like the spacious, lush campus that I
once attended. The building was badly in need
of repair and there was graffiti and trash in the
neighborhood surrounding the school, How
could-anyone get used to this? | walked
around to the front entrance and was stopped
by a security guard who asked me to sign in.
Once admitted, I waded through a sea of black
and Mexican children to the JEP office, and
then to the classroom where [ am assigned as a
mentor,

When I met my “mentee,” my heart sank.
Standing in front of me was this little Mexican
kid who could barely speak English. Although
he was smiling and seemed happy to meet me,
I could tell that he was poor and probably
neglected. While I feet very strongly for the
people who live in this community, T do not
understand why it is that they continue to live
here, subjecting their children to such unbear-
able conditions. These children are susceptible
to picking up bad habits like stealing, lying
and cheating in trying to be like the gang-
bangers who live in the neighborhoed,

Cheryl’s journal entry is representative of many
students venturing beyond the perimeter of the
University of Southern California campus through
the Joint Educational Project (JEP), a program that
links service-learning courses with community
schools and agencies. USC is a wealthy, influential
institution® located in a predominantly Latino and
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African-Amertcan community in which 39% of all
residents live in poverty and the per capita income
is $6,108 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990).
While the contrast between USC and the surround-
ing community is stark, it is also true that students’
impressions of the community are often exaggerat-
ed and ethnocentric, if not racist and intolerant,

Cheryl’s response highlights a dilemma which
we, as service-tearning practitioners, struggle with
on a daily basis. As the world shrinks and cur con-
tact with a wide range of human experience
increases, “multiculturalism” is a reality and no
longer simply an ideal. However, multicultural
experiences do not necessarily lead to a “multicul-
tural attitude™ (i.e. one that is tolerant and under-
standing); students such as Cheryl often .draw on
deeply-ingrained stereotypes, media images and
previous experiences unless they are encouraged to
consider new experiences from a critical, academi-
cally-informed perspective. Although experiential
education has existed in one form or another for
almost a century (Kraft, 1996), never before have
we lived in such a diverse society and had to deal
with the opportunities and challenges such diversi-
ty prasents.

Cheryl is one of thousands of college students
facing similar dilemmas everyday in the growing
number of service-learning programs nationwide.
As the number of programs has skyrocketed, so too
has the number of scholarly articles examining ser-
vice-learning practice and theory. The journal in
which this article appears was created to provide a
forum for the growing number of educators inter-
ested in reading and writing about the field,

Despite this surge of scholarly interest, the acad-
emic component of service-learning has not been a
priority for the majority of programs, which tend to
focus on the personal benefits to the students
(Maybach, 1996; Shumer & Belbas, 1996). This
emphasis has resuited in creating programs which
do, indeed, increase the self-estecm of service
providers (Kraft, 1996). However, it is not clear
that they avoid doing so at the expense of the com-
minities they “serve.” Without an academically-
informed understanding of difference and diversity,
service may let students like Cheryl feel good
about themselves, but they may leave the commu-
nity having learned very little. Furthermore, this
service-heavy approach may have devastating con-
sequences for the future of service-learning as a
pedagogy, which, as Cohen (1994) and Zlotkowski
(1995) have suggested, may depend on its ability to
prove its academic worth.

We believe that service-learning needs to consid-
er the personal and intellectual growth of both the
student and the community. For it to serve as an
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effective tool that will survive the test of time
careful thought must be given to the pedagogy o
service-learning. A model which simply asks stu.

dents to go into community settings and lear

through experience is potentially damaging. As we
can see from Cheryl’s journal eatry, simply experi-
encing new worlds doesn’t necessarily increase
understanding and may even serve to confirm
stereotyped perspectives. Dewey made a similar
point when he wrote:

The belief that all genuine education comes
about through experiences does not mean that
all experiences are genuine or equally educa-
tive.... Everything depends upon the quality of
the experience...(as)...every experience lives
on in further experiences, (1938, pp. 25-26)

A genuine service-learning pedagogy requires
careful thought about how people leamn experien-
tially and careful attention to the methods educa-
tors can use to shape and structure the quality of
student experiences.

Theoreticai roots

The mode! which has guided the development of
experiential education for more than a decade is the
model proposed by David Kolb (1984). Kolb’s
model is a variation of the process of experiential
logical inquiry set out by pragmatist philosopher
John Dewey more than half a century ago. Dewey
sel out a six-step process of inquiry which
involved: 1) encountering a problem, 2) formulat-
ing a problem or question to be resolved, 3) gath-
ering information which suggests solutions, 4)
making hypotheses, 5) testing hypotheses, and 6)
making warranted assertions (1938).

Kolb conceptualizes Dewey’s six steps as a four-
stage experiential learning cycle involving con-
crete experiences, reflection, abstract conceptual-
ization, and active experimentation {sce Figure 1). |
Learners are engaged in a cycle in which their :
work in community or work settings forms the P
basis for written or oral reflection. Under the guid-
ance of an instructor, reflective work is used to |
form abstract concepts and hypotheses are generat-
ed which then get cycled back into further concrete
experiences. It is a student-centered model which i
Kolb believes allows a variety of students with T
very different learning styles to develop and inte- i
grate their skills. ¥

In 1990, David Moore suggested a post-struc-
turalist approach to experiential learning: a “criti-
cal pedagogy...in which students and teachers con- '}
duct an unfettered investigation of social institu-. |
tions, power relations, and value commitments” (p. %
281). He argues that meaning is not centered or :
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fixed and that experiential approaches offer ways
for students to examine “shifting systems of mean-
ing." The method requires that Smecnts learn to
~read” their workplaces as “texts” in which stu-
dents “examine..the histories, power arrange-
ments, and values underlying their work organiza-

fions” (p. 280),

FIGURE |
Kolbs Model of Experiential Learning

Reflective Observation

Concrete

Abstract
Experiences

Conceptualization

Active Experimentation

Kolb’s mode! has helped service-learning educa-
ars develop an awareness of the role of reflection
1 relating the world of concrete experiences to
bstract theories. The primary thrust of the model,
owever, has been to suggest that experiential
pproaches accommodate students with different
carning styles better than traditional didactic
wihodologies. We find Kolb's model is some-
hat ambiguous for educators attempting to better
nderstand their role within a service-learning par-
ligm. As a consequence, many educators contin-
» ta send students out to “learn in community set-
ngs” and “reflect” on their work without a clear
derstanding of how experiences instruct or how
ucators make use of the reflective process,
nore’s approach has not, to our knowledge, been
dely adopted, but it falls prey to the same set of
structional ambiguities as Kolb's model.

Service-learning educators also make frequent
erence to Brazilian philosopher and educator
ulo Freire. Most often these references are made
describing service approaches that “empower”
Minunities and treat community members with
mity and respect. Less often is Freireian peda-
2y applied to our own students. Freire chal-
'5¢8 post-secondary education when he opposes
banking” approach to education and endorses a
roblem-posing education (which) affirms men
 women ag beings in the process of becoming -

as unfinished, uncompleted beings in and with a
tikewise unfinished reality™ (1994, p. 65).

The authors believe that a number of theories
evolving from studies of cognition, philosophy,
critical pedagogy, and postmodern theory suggest
that it may be possible to adapt components of
these different strategies into a more comprehen-
sive service-learning model.  In proposing this
model, we hope to clarify the role of educators,
incorporate Freire's ideas, and avoid some of the
ambiguity that we find in Kolb's model and
Moore’s suggested approach,

A Service-Learning Mode}

In this paper, we hope to develop a model of ser-
vice-learning that bridges the typically expansive
gap between theory and practice. A model which
best seems 10 capture both the individual, psycho-
logical nature and the interpersonal, socio-cultural
nature of service-learning is the six stage lens
model which appears in Figure 2.

A Brief Overview of the Mode!

Before moving into a detailed analysis of the
model, we offer a summary of each of the main
components. The model begins with the learner
and his or her unique set of characteristics. While
it is typically impractical, if not impossible, to
coordinate individualized service-learning pro-
grams, we nevertheless recognize the significance
that individual characteristics have on the service-
learning experience. Keeping this in mind, the sec-
ond component of the model takes a look at the
academic and pragmatic issues concerning a ser-
vice-learning practitioner. The model emphasizes
the need for carefully planning the service-learning
experience so that the student is intellectually chal-
lenged and appropriately placed. This involves
providing students with pre-service training and
theoretical concepts that the student will be expect-
ed to apply and understand in the community,

The third part of the model examines the service
experience itself. We argue that it is important to
make the experience a “discontinuous” one, dis-
tinct from students’ everyday experiences, so that
students are challenged to broaden their perspec-
tives on the world. Reflection follows the experi-
ence, in our model, as in most models of service-
learning, However, unlike some models, we argue
for more a holistic approach to reflection that
involves the student’s intellectual and emotional
capacities, as well as their written and oral skibls.
As important as individual reflection is, the fifth
component of our model proposes that reflection is
most effective when guided by an educator or men-

33




Cone and Harris

FIGURE 2
A Lens Model for Service-Learning Educators

tor who can Tfacilitate the student’s learning
process.

In the end, our mode! returns to the learner, rec-
ognizing thal service-learning s not simply an
abstract pedagogical tool, but an experience that
has potentially profound effects on a student’s
tntellectual and personal growth.

The Beginning - The Learners

Like Kolb, we begin with the assumption that
our students come to us not as blank slates but as
individuals with different learning styles, skills,
histories, philosophies of life, attitudes, values,
expectations, and perspectives. Cheryl and her fel-
low students are products of social forces and their
own personal life experiences. Their “knowledge”
about the world is a composite of such things as
carlier educational experiences, messages from the
mass media, influences of home and community,
and the reading they have done. Unlike Kolb, we
intentionally include students in the model to
remind ourselves that the rest of the model is about
systematically attempting to help students to use
experiences in the community to better build-upon,
critique, and evaluate that knowledge and move to
an intellectually “*higher ground.”

Educational theories of the twenticth century
abound with examples of the differences among
learners. While an examination of such differences
is beyond the scope of this paper, we mention them
here in order to emphasize the significance of dif-
ferent learning styles for developing pedagogical
tools. In addition to Kolb’s work in cognitive
fearning styles (1984), Bruner (1968) has looked
at copers and defenders, Kagan (1964) has exam-
ined reflective and impulsive conceptual styles,
and Witkin and Goodenough {1977) have looked at
issues of field dependence versus field indepen-
dence. From a sociological standpoint, compara-
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tive studies have looked at the effects of cla
{Heath, 1983), gender (Crockett & Petersen, 1984
and culture (Machr, £974) on learning. From t!
abundance of these focused studies on differenc
among learners, it is not unreasonable to assur
that there are an infinite number of ways that the:
variables and others could be combined, resultin
in what might be thought of as a unique learnir
mode for each student.

As instructors, we cannot hope to know our sty
dents’ individual learning styles and custom tatlc
our work to the wide range of difference
Furthermore, we cannot expect to adapt the cu;
riculum in order to account for the demograph;
characteristics of each student. Neverthess, it ;
important to recognize that differences among s
dents exist and factor some of this information int
the way we structure and make use of service
learning opportunities.  For example, we ma
assume that Cheryl’s small town Midwestern back
ground will not give her the same set of expects
tions regarding her work in urban Los Angeles a
her classmales Jaime, who lives in the barrio i
East LA, or Mon-Fan, a student from China. A fac
ulty member creating a service-learning progras
for a class comprised primarily of students lik
Cheryl might develop a very different model than
faculty member teaching a class of students lik
Jaime. In a similar vein, communities in th
Midwest will differ from communities in othe
regions of the country, as will urban, suburban an
rural settings have their own unique characteristics
We know from comparing service-learning pre
grams across the couniry that they vary accordig
to where they are located (Shumer & Belba
1996). Service-learning is particularly well suite
to the consideration of differences among student
and the conwnunities in which they are place
through the careful nse of the mediated learnin
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approach we will examine later.

Defining the Task - Cognitively
Conceptual tools

Practitioners often describe service-learning as
starting with concrete experiences. Moore (1990},
for example, starts with *an unfettered investiga-
tion of social institutions....” However, as noted
above, “unfettered” students enter into a classroom
with their own unique ways of looking at the

-~ world. Therefore, it is critical that service-learning
educators provide assistance and structure for stu-
dents so they are prepared to learn from experien-
yjal opportunities. As Cheryl’s journal indicates,

without such structare and guidance, each student
may simply continue (o understand their new expe-
riences in the same ways using the tools of con-
ceptualization that already lie within their grasp.
Wwe think Dewey had it right when he tatked about
encountering a problem, formulating a set of ques-
tions to be asked, and gathering information - in
other words, approaching experience with a set of
conceptual tools. The job of service-learning
instructors is to assist students in identifying prob-

lems, formulating questions, and knowing how to

go about gathering information before they enter
the field and as they continue their work in the
field.

In our program, students enter the community
with a set of clearly explicated theoties that have

heen introduced in the classroom. These offer stu-

dents a systematic way of looking at the world.
Each week students use a single theory or group of
concepts in the form of carefully crafted
“Academic Questions” as a basis for their observa-
tions in the commuwnity. [n responding to the ques-
tions, students are asked to define their terms, cite
heir observations and describe how their observa-
'ions support or contradict the theories and con-
:epts presented in class,

In her first week, Cheryl’s organizing question
h N

As a community service provider, you play a
different 1ole than you do as a USC student.
Describe this new role.  What specific tasks
and behaviors are expected of you? What
obligations and rights do you have as a result
of being in this role? Compare this new role
with your role as student. Are you expetienc-
ing any “role strain,” “role conflict” or “role
distancing?"

Academic Questions ask students to consider
heir experiences using a new set of conceptual
ols, Dr. Sorenson!, Cheryl’s sociology professor,
;fusigned this first set of questions to heighten each

student’s awareness of his or her various social
roles, as well as the potential conflict between the
roles of college student and community service
provider. In examining this issue, Cheryl must
draw upon what she has learned about role theory
and relate it to her experiences as a student and a
mentor,

The questions force Cheryl to look at and think
about those things that are not physically manifest-
ed (e.g. role conflict) but that must be understood
through analysis and interpretation using ideas
which have been introduced in class. Without a
somewhat formal structuring of the task, Cheryl’s
abilities to make observations in the community
are limited to the conceptual tools she uses in her
daily life. This can be problematic if students, like
Cheryl, draw from stereotypes and prejudiced per-
spectives in their everyday analyses. The task of
the instructor is to offer her a new conceptual basis
for understanding her experiences.

Perceptions

Postmodern theorists hold that there is no
absolute reality independent of human mental
activity (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1993). Each of us
lives in a world created by our own cognition
{Goodman, 1986). Another, less technical way of
saying the same thing is that no two humans see the
world in exactly the same way. Our understanding
emerges from worlds that are created by others and
transmitted to us. The acquisition of knowledge is
not a passive process, however. According to eigh-
teenth century German philosopher Immanuel
Kant, the meaning we make of that which we
receive and perceive is shaped by an active mind
which molds and coordinates ideas with sensa-
tions, “transforming the multiplicity of experiences
into the orderly unity of thought” (Gardner, 1987,
p- 57).  Our understanding is shaped by our per-
ceptions and our perceptions by our understanding.
Together understanding and perceptions work to
create a world that is unique for each of us.

Central to the work of Gardner, Bruner and other
cognitive psychologists has been the fundamental
questions of the nature of experience, Building on
the works of Kant, they hold that no individual can
see “the thing in itself” or the actual physical real-
ity. Perception is affected by such things as the
amount of material being considered, the condi-
tions under which the perceptions take place, prior
knowledge of the perceiver, and the perceiver’s
beliefs, interpretations, inferences, assumptions,
and intentions (Gardner, 1987, p. 309). Faced with
trillions of visual and other perceptual possibilities
given to us each day, we actually perceive relative-
ly little. Those things we do perceive fit within
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certain concepts and have meaning at some con-
ceptual level (Bruner, 1986).

If we ask a room full of people to look around
and notice everything they see that is blue, then
have them close their eyes and name off all of the
green objects in the room, the list of items per-
ceived will typically be very short. When then
asked to list the blue items, they will generate an
extensive list.  Clearly their ability to “see” is
shaped by the nature of the task. They assumed
that our instruction was in some way meaningful
and used the concept of “blue” as a filter by which
to make their perceptions. The act of seeing is not
only physical but mental and psychological
(Gardner, 1987, p. 10t). More accurately, it is
physical, mental, psychological and social.
Perceivers sitting in that room are free to “see”
whatever they want. Indeed, people who know this
game, make it a point to take note of random col-
ors in anticipation of the bait-and-switch nature of
the task. But even here, they are not “free” but
rather constrained by their own anticipation of a
task set within the social interaction. We act in a
world we have created, constrained by what we
“perfink™ - perceive, feel, think (Bruner, 1986, p.
69).

Students venturing into communities perceive
those things that they are mentally prepared to see.
In her journal. Cheryl makes simplistic, non-criti-
cal - comparisons  between  Prairie  Avenue
Elementary and Walnut Road Elementary and
draws upon her experience watching “gangsta”
videos because her first journal asked for her

“vivid impressions” and offered no other conceptu-
al frame. This imtial journal offers a crude baseline
of the learner as she or he appears in the first stage
of our model. As the semester continues, other
Jjournal questions will help leamers to focus on dif-
ferent vantage points, helping broaden perceptions
and enabling students to “see™ the “same setting”
in different ways (sce Appendix A).

Categorization

Just as the eyes and mind cannot grasp all of the
physical perceptions available to our senses, our
brain cannot carry all of the individual bits of infor-
mation that we take in. Cognitively, we cope by
packaging material into working concepts like
“blue” or “school” or “sociology.” These concepts
are formed around discernable attributes or fea-
tures that have some predictive power (Bruner,
1956).  Within our concept of “school” are the
attributes of “students,” “teachers,” “classrooms,”
and “jearning material.” Within the culture, the
concept of “school™ has some common meaning
which we, as members of society, use when we are
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talking about school, complaining about schoo
or voting on school funding.

The meaning we make of even insignifica
experiences hinges upon the conceptual categori
we hold in our heads. Well defined and agre.
upon concepts organized into theories form 1.
basis of our academic disciplines and the manner
which knowledge is organized within academ:
disciplines.  With or without formal educatio
however, the organization of knowledge into co:
ceptual categories is critical to the cogniti:
process.  New information, whether transmitt
within the culture or perceived individually, is int
grated into our existing concepts, helping us
constantly shape and re-shape our concepts.

While we have the power to form original co
cepts, generally concepts are learned or acquire
via social processes. As noted above, we build an
reshape acquired concepts to fit a world of our ow
making. We learned the concept of “school” befor
we set foot in the schoolhouse door. This concep
tual understanding gets modified by our experi
ences and our concept is “personalized.”  In pre
senting relevant theories in class and shaping spe
cific questions using those questions, Dr. Sorensor
is offering Cheryl new categories to use. Cheryl'
concept of “school” will likely be modified as sh.
integrates her experiences as a college student anc
as a mentor in urban Los Angeles with her previou
experiences as a student in rural Minnesota. He
experience will transform her concepts. If Chery!":
Concepts about “school,” “education,” and “equali.
ty” are radically transformed during the course o1
the semester, her way of understanding the worlc
may be transformed as well.

Defining the Task - Pragmatically

Prior to engaging in community service, students
participating in the Joint Educational Project go
through a pre-service training session in which
they fearn more about the nature of the assigniment,
about the school with which they will be working,
and the culture of the community and the neigh-
borhood schools. At the conclusion of training,
students are asked to detail their own expectations
for the dSSlgt‘li’nCﬂ[ and include that information m
a service-learning “contract,” ;

The purpose of carefully planned pre- servxce?
training sessions is to clanfy expectations andj
intentions. Expectancy (our anticipation of what
will be encountered) and intention (our tentauve
plan for what we will do when we encounter that:
which we expect) are as much a part of the realm;
of emotion as intellect. Expectations and intention:
are shaped by our past experiences and, as a conse:
quence, carry emotional attachiments as well a8
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information from the past. Under conditions in
which frustration, anxicty and other emotional
responises are 0o high, individuals have difficuity
forming clear concepts (Eysenck, 1982). In
Prepill'illg students for their experiences through
re-service training, etforts are made by the staff a1
the JEP to shape student expectations in order to
minimize frustration and debilitating anxiety. This
process calls for the expectations of both the edu-
cators and the site to be clarified and for students’
own expectancies and intentions to be identified
and. as necessary, modifted.

It is important to note that what educators tell
students 1o expect in communities wibl clearly
shape what they observe. Educators need to be
aware that in providing training on issues such as
child abuse, gangs and delinquency, and other
probfcm-focused views of community, students
will be more likely to “see” such things, even if
these problems are rare or difficult to observe,

The Experience

Cheryl’s assignment involves mentoring a fifth
grade immigrant from El Salvador at a nearby ele-
mentary school.  Her work requires her to enter
into the community twice a week during the semes-
ter. What she encounters during each week is high-
fy predictable in that the meetings with Miguel are
always & combination of academic assistance and
relationship-building within a school setting. On
the other hand, the quality of that relatiouship, the
responsiveness of the student, Cheryl’s skills in
working with him, and the events Cheryl has the
vpportunity to experience are highly unpredictable,
In developing experiences which take predictabili-
ly (continuity) and unpredictability (discontinuity)
‘ato account, educators can build in factors that
womote active fearning and minimize those factors
which hinder learning.

In our everyday expetience. we minimize the
emands on our thinking through a process of
nticipatory cognition in which we use scraps of
iput from our perceptions and “read” the rest of
ae scene from the model that exists in our head.
o example, we commute to work daily barely
anscious of our surroundings. We do not read
1gns, notice neighborhoods, or actively think
hout our route. This process requires that we live
+ a “continuous world” in which we can fairly
“eurately predict what we would see if we were to
ty attention.

Active cognition is more likely to occur if we
‘counter the unexpected. There is then a height-
led state of arousal (Bruner, 1986, p. 46).
gnitive arousal is most often created when our
les are changed, our concepts challenged, our

worlds brought into question. The challenge to
existing conceptual frameworks in which our
expectations are violated places us in an aroused
condition in which we are forced to re-conceptual-
ize (Le. learn),

In Cheryl’s case, the likelihood of active cogni-
tion is increased by deliberate thought about the
placement of students participating in the service-
learning progran. JEP attempts to harness the
social, cultural and economic discontinuity
between the lives of most students at the University
of Southern Cadifornia and the lives of the students
in the community with whom they work. in order
to promote conceptual challenges. Cheryl is
ualikely to have welt-formed cognitive models of
urban schools, of immigrant life, or of cross-cul-
tural communications. Placing her in this new and
different setting challenges existing models and
can help her reconceptualize.

Reconceptualization is a process of formulating
new hypotheses and testing them {Dewey, 1938).
Effective scrvice-learning requires extended expe-
riences and relationship building with members of
the community. Cheryl’s work requires her to
engage in an experiential-reflective cycle on a
weekly basis where she can build on her efforts to
make meaning of the environment with the help of
her instructor, JEP staff members. and members of
the community,

Critical Reflection

Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky believed
that, “language (is) an agent for altering the powers
of thought - giving thought new means for expli-
cating the world. In tum, language (becomes) the
repository for new thoughts once achieved,”
(Bruner, 1986, p. 143). There is growing evidence
that learning in contextual situations not only
increases vocabulary but that the improvement in
vocabulary increases the ability to tearn in contex-
tual situations (Sternberg, 1990). According to
Bruner, there are two modes of thought, each of
which calls upon a different vocabutary, each “pro-
viding distinctive ways of ordering experience, of
constructing reality,” (1986, p. t1). These are “the
well-formed argument” and the “good story.” At
JEP, we promote both modes of thought by provid-
ing students with intellectual stimuli in the form of
“Academic Questions” and “Journal Questions.”

Academic Questions

Each week Cheryl is asked to offer a written
response to the theoretical or conceptual question
described above in “Defining the Task.” Drawing
upon her observations as well as her conversations
with Miguel, Cheryl attempts to define the terms
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used in the question, cite her observations, and
explain how her observations support or contradict
the theory. She may also want to explore some sec-
ondary sources in the library or in her classroom
reading which shed still more light on the topic.

During the second week of her assignment,
Cheryl is asked to answer the following set of
Academic Questions:

According to Greenwood, Whyte and Harkavy
(1993), participatory research “is a form of
action research in which professional social
researchers operate as full collaborators with
members of organizations in studying and
transforming those organizations™ (p, 177).
How does your work in the community com-
pare to participatory research? How does it
compare to other types of sociological
research? (Be sure to use examples from your
expetience in the community that allow you to
compare and contrast your work with various
research methodologies,) Keeping in mind the
Greenwood et al. article, as well as the lecture
on research ethics, what might be the ethical
issues involved in your work in the communi-
ty? What precautions might you take to pre-
vent ethical problems from occurring in your
assignment?

Reflecting on these questions and their relation-
ship to her experiences challenges Cheryl to com-
pare her work to sociological research and to think
about her work in scholarly terms. Furthermore,
by asking Cheryl and other students to link their
experiences  specifically to “participatory
research,” Dr, Sorenson encourages students to
consider their work from an egalitarian and collab-
orative perspective,

In response to this question, Cheryl wrote, in
part:

Greenwood et al. challenges us to conduct our
observations from the perspective of members
of the community, but as careful as I may be, 1
find myself accepting certain racial and ethnic
stercotypes. In my short nineteen years on this
earth, 1 have not been able to interact with
many people of other cthnic groups. As a
result, much of my understanding of these
groups comes from what 1 see on television.
As Professor Sorenson mentioned in class,
however, minority groups are typically under-
represented and/or misrepresented in the
media. This has left me naive and misin-
formed when it comes to analyzing ny experi-
ences in the community,

Wittgenstein holds that concepts are neither sim-
ple mental constructs in the head nor abstract ideas
that exist independent of human beings but rather
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represent a unity of ideas that have utility in
world (Gardner, 1987, p. 346). The more frequ
Iy that students use abstract concepts in obsery
thinking about, describing, and talking about
world, the more clear those concepts become 1.
grated into the thinking processes of the user.
these analytical methods and organizational ¢
cepts are acquired, they move” students one -
closer to being able to think critically and def
their points of view. As students develop m
advanced critical thinking skills, Moore’s “crit:
pedagogy” becomes a more viable alternative.
agree that an instructional approach that inv:
students to “read” their workplaces in the com
nity as “texts” in which students “examine.
histories, power arrangements, and values under
ing their work organizations” is a worthwhile gc
Our disagreement is whether our students are reg
to do this without a great deal of mediated sk
development,

Journal Questions

In addition to an Academic Question, Cher
responds to a reflective question which is design
to help her look at her own personal response to h
experiences. Each week a new question helps h
look at 2 new level of the experience or to look
the experience from a different angle to learn mo
about herself as a participant in the community.

In Cheryl’s second week, she is asked to reply |
the following Journal Question:

Week Two - Players in the Drama: Describe
who you work with, their lives, their views,
their goals in life. Include some personal reac-
tion to the individual or individuals you are
working with.

Cheryl offers a lengthy reply which includes the
following:

~-Miguel had a big bandage on his head and
several bruises on his legs. Although | dida’t
ask him, I’m guessing that these are the results
of living in an abusive home. Because of the
high rates of poverty, crime, gang activity and
drug use that plague the community, 1 assume
that the pressures get to be too much, and par-
ents release their frustration on their children. .

Academically, in employing Dewey’s model of
empirical inquiry, we intentionally play down feel-
ings, letting the student play the role of an “objec-
tive” observer. We realize, however, that students
engaged in service-learning are hardly objective
observers. They bring with them beliefs, attitudes, :
and values which frequently are at odds with th
communities in which they work. The discontinu




ity between student and community, while provok-
ing active learning, also represeqts a danger in
which their “learning” may simply be built upon

their prior attitudes and values. When educators

- and community representatives speak of a “do no
' harm” policy for service-learning, they are
acknowledging that service-learning may have

negative consequences.  Students who enter into

- commuanities and react in racist or patronizing
. ways may be doing far more harm than the ills they
¢ gre supposedly addressing (C. Mastinez, personal
+§ communication,

1995).  We belicve that this

: process needs the same sort of mediation that we
. advocated above and will describe this in more

ctail in the section on medijated learning,

A second use of these weekly journal questions
is to help us identify and resolve problems that hin-
der student Jearning. Students engaged in service-
learning frequently encounter problems that hinder
their abtlity to learn. A student mistakenly

- assigned 1o the school’s xerox room or a student
assigned to work with an autistic child without the
training required for such work can result in high

tevels of “noise,” (Bruner, 1986) or frustration and

" limited access to new information about the com-

munity in which he or she is working (Eysenck,
1982). Many students accept whatever task they
are given as they see themselves as “servants” to
the community, despite debilitating anxiety pro-
duced by the situation.  Weekly journals or reflec-
live questions offer them a chance to air their frus-
trations and, as a consequence, a chance for educa-
trs to help establish conditions in which they are
more likely to learn,

Written Reflection

Our efforts to assist students in developing the
tormal skill of weaving together the two abstract
worlds of theory and cormmunity-based observa-
‘tons will be most successful if students’ responses
e i a written form. We believe that written
esponses are essential for teaching students how to
reate carefully - developed, critical arguments.
these written arguments require students to use the
nore technical vocabulary of the discipline. Our
ducational institutions expect that students should
¢ achieving this skilt as a form of technical litera-
y (Myers, 1986).

Oral Reflection

At the same time, we argue that there is an
iportant role for a verbal and interactive reflec-
‘¢ process that helps students test their thoughts
+ A marketplace of ideas. In order to accomplish
s goal, Cheryl participates along with her class-
Mes in a weekly discussion led by her Teaching

Service-Learning Practice: Developing a Theoretical Framework

Assistant on the relationship between the theory
and their collective experiences. It is at this level
that students must address the consequences of
challenging or supporting concepts within a social
context.  Central to the notion of socially con-
structed meaning is this process in which students
shape and reshape their ideas based upon a larger
public discourse. While formal written discourse is
the mark of competency in our educational instity-
tions, oral discourse is frequently the mark of an
effective figure in the public arena. Whether
reflection is written or orgl, however, the process of
naming and using concepts is central to concept
acquisition.

Mediated learning

Students engaged in building bridges between
classrooms and conununities are engaged in a
social process of constructing meaning. The theo-
ries they are asked to use in comnunity-based
learning are generally significant analytical con-
cepts within the culture of the institution. Student
observations, interpretations, (uestions, and
hypotheses are part of the critical discourse about
the nature of the world we share (Moorte, 1990.
Paulo Freire made this same point when he wrote,
“Knowledge emerges only through invention and
re-invention, through the restless, impatient, con-
tinuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in
the world, with the world, and with each other,”
(1994, p. 53).

We take issue, however, with Moore’s assertion
that this should be a discourse among equals con-
ducting “an unfettered investigation.”  The dis-
course is fettered to some degree by what are cur-
rently constituted as concepts with some degree of
social or cultural “validity.” The instructor plays
the role of mediator, facilitator, and guide in help-
ing students to develop an understanding of these
concepls as a necessary prerequisite to investigat-
ing and possibly challenging the concepts. The
role of service-learning educators is a delicate one
in that, on the one hand, educators act as elders
transmitting the concepts of the culture, and, on the

“other, as agents of change helping students to think

critically about the contextual validity of those
concepts.

For educators, this process of shaping and refin-
ing students’ thinking about the wortd can be great-
ly improved by applying a concept developed by
Lev Vygotsky, which he referred to as the *Zone of
Proximat Development,” or ZPD. According to
Vygotsky, ZPD is “the distance between the actual
developmental level as determined by independent
problem solving and the level of potential develop-
ment as determined through problem solving under
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adult guidance or in collaboration with more capa-
ble peers” (Sternberg, 1990).° This is a process in
which the adult or peer educator mediates between
the psycholegical level of the individual and the
complexity of the world in which problems are
embedded, helping individuals to progress from
the level of understanding they have toward ever
more sophisticated understanding.

While Vygotsky's theory has been applied large-
ly to Piaget’s pre-adolescent stage of formal opera-
tions (1970), others have suggested that many
young peopte in their late teens and early twentics
stilt have very poorly developed skills when it
comes to higher level abstractions and systems of
abstractions (Fisher & Pipp, 1984). Qur work at
the University of Southern California during the
past twenty years provides support for that theory.
It is not uncommon to find university students who
have little skill in relating their observations in
comrnunity settings to the abstract concepts they
are encountering in their classrooms, even when
we belicve that the relationship is self-evident.
Lacking these analytical skills, they are unable to
critically examine institutional, sociological, cul-
tural, and economic forces at work in the commu-
nities and often respond to their experiences with-
in a narrow, ethnocentric framework.

In addition, students often lack the critical self-
awareness that is so important for reflecting on
themselves and their roles in the cormmunity. This
is particularly significant for USC students, where
there is often considerable discontinuity between
their experiences in the community and their expe-
riences as privileged members of society. We
betieve it ts critical to help such students to recog-
nize their privileged status and move from an insu-
lar view of the world to a more empathetic, multi-
cultural perspective.  Educator and theorist
William Tierney (1993) describes this shift as a
three-step process of “cultural learning™;

L. Step(ping) out of (one's) geographic and tem-
poral spheres of influence and in the spheres of
other. Such a step is more complex than it
appears, for in doing so, the learner is con-
sciously giving up components of a strategy of
power in order to tearn about the Other.

2. Developing the desire and ability to listen,.. We
listen to individuals’ stories so that we under-
stand their views of the world, and in deing so,
we may have to radically transform our own
understandings.

3. The internalization of the Other’s needs, wants
and desires,. to understand different people’s

views of the world so well that we incorporay,.
these views in our own outlook, (p, 145)

At JEP, students are asked to reflect op
experiences in the community in order to dey
abstract analytical skills, increase critical
awareness, and enhance “cultural lear;
Students’ written responses to Academic Ques
and Journal Questions are read each week b
undergraduate “Program Assistant” (PA), a sy
who has had one or more semesters of ser
learning courses and has been trained to reagd.
dent responses and guide students in their thin
and writing. PAs help students to think thr,
any problems they may be encountering, c!
thoughts and feelings, and reduce anxieties, -
also extend the discourse, clarify ill-conce
arguments, and direct students to additj
sources of information through the use
“Socratic” questions, which challenge s,
statements with comments like, “How does
observation support or contradict Greenwo.
view of participatory research?” or “Might they
other explanations for a child wearing a bandag

While Cheryl's PA can often recognize d
seated fears and prejudices from the very first |
nal entry, she or he attempts to gradually que:
and chatlenge Cheryl’s statements using the .
cepls presented in class, the testimony of
with whom Cheryl interacts in the community.
Cheryl’s own experiences, as tools to increase
understanding. Through this mediated lean
approach, the PA engages Cheryt in a dialo,
questioning her belief system and sources of b
There is evidence that, during the course of
semester, students such as Cheryl begin to rec
nize the extent to which they are prisoners
stereotypes and preconceptions, and begin
develop new perspectives.  As educators,
believe that carefully guiding the work of stude
engaged in service-learning is the most effect
way of helping students acquire this skill ;
essential analytical tools,

The Learner

We conclude our model with the learner a
reminder to ourselves that, as educators, the
come of our work should not be how much ser
our students have done, how well they have d
that service, or how good they feel about theirr
in the community. We should judge our succ
upon the increased ability of students to engage
critical discourse at an abstract and concept
level and to develp a “meta-perspective” of th
experience in the community.




Discussion

model can be applied to a single \yeck of a
[earning program, a semester of engage-
an entire undergraduate approach to ser-
et OF The goal is to help studeats con-
’»ec.]ﬁaming‘ .
Vi critique, evaluate and build on knowledge
mﬂlg{’ve to intellectually “higher ground™ and, at
;3;‘, same Hme, continue to crm.call)ir C?(Ei!t‘]lnc their
‘ within our complex and diverse society.
ﬁ"‘;‘hilc we have presented the model as a linear
m? it is clear that we could have just as easily con-
' , 'f-wd it as a cyclical model. or, more appropri-
Ak a spiraling model. It is in fact not truly a lin-
. r:)écss in that “defining a task™ is in itself an
e:dd p-ricnce" as is reflection and mediation, and
;.‘:::Ix stage of the process can have immediate
cftects upon the learner and the way he or s.he sees
e world, We elected to present t!lle mpdel ina lin-
cqr fashion in hopes of improving instructional
wactices. We think the model can help educators
yunk clearly about their roles in structuring and
mediating service-learning.

In short, we believe the role of the service-learn-
wng educator is to promote Conceptual. knowledge
by uniting the abstract world of theories from the
academy with the unique experiences of students at
work in communities. David Lewis (1990) uses a
whema that is particularly helpful in understanding
pus idea.  Lewis describes two planes, the plane of
mtelectual, abstract theory (designated by line AB
wn Figure 3 below) and the plane of personal obser-
vation and experience (designated by line XY).
{ ewis describes “knowledge” as the intersection of
those two planes. This intersection is the line (in
our example, the point) toward which the service-
kaming educator strives. “Knowledge” includes
our value systems in that these systems color the
maoner in which we understand the world.
knowledge is, to a degree, a subjective commodi-
%,

¢ wrvices

el

FIGURE 3
Lewis' Model: Knowledge = the intersection
+f theory and experience

A Y Observations,
Experiences

KNOWLEDGE

Theory
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Traditionally, the academy has been at the outer
extension of the intellectual plane. Non-mediated
community service often takes place at the outer
extension of the experiential plane. The task of the
service-learning educator is to move students as
close to that intersecting line of knowledge as pos-
sible, given the time and resources available. It is
a task which requires careful planning and even
more careful instruction, attention to the nature of
students’ experiences in communities, and constant
mecliation of the intellectual and personal reflec-
tions of students as they try to make meaning of the
community they have entered. It is a task where
the role of the educator is to be not only a guide for
the development of a higher level of intellectuat
understanding, but also to serve as a guide for the
development of more carefully articulated values.

As Bruner says,

We are living in bewildering times.... There
arc deep problems that stem...from a changing
society whose future shape we can not foresee
and for which it is difficult to prepare a new
generation.... {Qur) culture is constantly in the
process of being recreated as it is interpreted
and regenerated by its members.... Education
is (or should be) one of the principle forums
for performing this function.... (1986, pp 121-
123)

Our role as educators is to help our students to
understand their role as interpreters of the cutture
who are, in the process, regenerating that culture.
As we move toward a multicultural society, the
demands on those generating that new culture are
indeed bewildering. This educational challenge is
not a job for the faint of heart,

Notes

' While Cheryl is a fictional character, her journal
question entries are comprised of direct quotes and para-
phrased material from actual JEP students from the past
three years.

.

A pscudonym.

* Although 519% of the 1995 USC freshman class is
white/Caucasian, and 27.7% come from families carning
over $100,000 annually, USC is one of the most ethni-
cally and economically diverse universities in the coun-
try. According to the Cooperative Institutional Research
Program, 82% of the 1995 freshman class at universities
nationwide is Caucasian. Further, while 23% of fresh-
men nationwide have families earning more then
$100,000, only 8.4% camn less than $20,00 per year,
compared with over 13% at USC.

* JEP often works with professors in constructing
Academic Questions for students,

* The term “more capable peers” is Vygotsky's term.
We prefer to think of our peer cducators as simply
“trained.”

¢ Of course, Cheryl’s conclusion that the bruises were
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caused by child abuse could be accurate. Our point here
is not to negate the existence nor minimize the serious-
ness of child abuse, but simply to help students guestion
the manner in which such conclusions are drawn - are
they corrborated with evidence or are they knee-jerk,
stereotyped reactions?
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Appendix A

Journal Questions:

Wweek One - The Setting: What are your most
vivid first impressions of the. §ite'? Descr.tbe set-
g, people, actions and positive or negative feel-
ings you are having.

week Two - Players in the Drama: Describe
who you work with, their lives, their vigws. their
goals in life. Include some personal reaction to the
dividual or individuals with whom you are work-
ng.

week Three - The Plot: What activities have
vou been doing with the person(s) with whom you
have been working? Describe your relationship,

week Four - The Plot (continued): How do the
qudent(s) with whom you work react to you? Cite
ngCirEC examples. How does their reaction make
you feel? ,

Week Five - The Action: How do you think your
presence in the community impacts the person(s)
with whom you work? What impact has this
assignment had on you? Illustrate your points with
experiences you have had this semester.

Wweek Six - The Script: Describe in some detail
a4 JEP session, including bits of conversation or, if
you are working in a school, a sample of work in
which you and the kids have been involved. Be
creative. What is the significance of that which
you have described?

Week Seven - Analysis: After being in the com-
munity for several weeks now, how have your ini-
tial impressions been altered? If they have not
changed, describe observations that confirmed
your initial impressions.

Week Eight - Critique: Write a summary on
your eight weeks. What was learned by both you
and the person(s) with whom you worked? Include
any special experiences or highlights you might
have had.
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