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Abstract

This multimethod study used a sample of eight courses and 220 students 
from a single Hispanic-serving institution (HSI) to ask whether this HSI 
had distinctive conceptualizations of service-learning or an association 
between course conceptualizations (operationalized through course 
materials) and student outcomes. Adapting Britt’s (2012) service-
learning typologies, we created a rubric to assess whether service-
learning course materials reflected a focus on advancing students’ 
personal responsibility, critical citizenship, and/or social justice. 
Course materials were often rooted in more than one conceptualization. 
Examining the relationship of course typology to student outcomes, 
we found that students in courses grounded in critical citizenship and/
or social justice orientations had more positive outcomes related to 
academic engagement, social insights, personal insights (as a trend), 
and civic responsibility. These results advance theory development in 
service-learning by suggesting a more nuanced relationship between 
service-learning courses and student outcomes.
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S
ervice-learning courses are well-
known to be associated with 
positive undergraduate student 
outcomes. So many studies have 
been conducted that at this point 

there have been four large-scale meta-
analyses linking service-learning to stu-
dent outcomes (Celio et al., 2011; Conway 
et al., 2009; Warren, 2012; Yorio & Ye, 2012). 
Relatedly, another meta-analysis examined 
the associations between experiential learn-
ing more broadly and student outcomes 
(Burch et al., 2019). These meta-analyses 
produce consistent results. Specifically, stu-
dents show improvements related to their 
academic engagement, social insights (their 
understanding of the social world and how 
social identities matter with respect to lived 
experience), personal insights (how they 
view themselves in relation to others and 
their social networks), and civic respon-
sibility (how they understand and practice 
civic engagement; Celio et al., 2011; Conway 
et al., 2009; Yorio & Ye, 2012). Participation 

in experiential learning, which includes 
service-learning and other possibilities 
like project-based learning, is also related 
to gains in academics and social insights, 
and less so into personal insights (Burch et 
al., 2019).

Despite these consistent results across 
hundreds of studies, the research largely 
describes outcomes for students who have 
taken service-learning courses or not 
(Warren, 2012; Whitley, 2014). Indeed, 
most examinations assess whether there are 
differences in student outcomes for those 
enrolled versus not enrolled in service-
learning coursework. These assessments, 
however, rarely delve into specifics about 
the class or how aspects of the class might 
relate to student outcomes. Moreover, 
most of this research uses White, middle-
class, continuing-generation students as 
the sample (Mitchell et al., 2012; Pearl & 
Christensen, 2017), or the study does not 
provide demographic information, thereby 
challenging claims of generalizability. For 
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example, the five meta-analyses (four ser-
vice-learning and one experiential learning) 
provided no information about the service-
learning courses and no demographic infor-
mation about the student samples. At other 
times, scholars assume White, middle-
class, young, single, cisgender women are 
the students (Butin, 2006).

The purpose of this multimethod study is to 
begin the work of differentiating service-
learning courses and how these differences 
may be related to student outcomes. We 
reviewed course syllabi and other course 
materials. We also examined if and how the 
instructors conceptualized civic engagement 
via the course materials and whether these 
conceptualizations were related to outcomes 
for students who took a service-learning 
course at a Hispanic-serving institution 
(HSI). In the literature review, we discuss 
types of civic engagement and why these 
types matter at an HSI. Next, we discuss 
the context of this study and the methods 
employed, followed by the results and dis-
cussion. We also outline implications for 
service-learning courses.

Types of Civic Engagement in 
Service-Learning

Although most service-learning courses 
in the United States have some connection 
to the participatory democracy and/or lib-
eration traditions of John Dewey and Paulo 
Freire (Whitley, 2014), service-learning 
classes can have different goals, which are 
often implicit and therefore uninterro-
gated (Britt, 2012). Such characteristics are 
perhaps unsurprising, given the different 
and somewhat contradictory foundations 
of service-learning in the U.S. university, 
with some connecting it to the National and 
Community Service Trust Act (1993), rooted 
in personal responsibility, and others con-
necting it to Freire, Dewey, and other re-
lated schools of thought grounded in social 
transformation and the development of 
critical consciousness (Giles & Eyler, 1994; 
Whitley, 2014).

Differing goals for service-learning can 
be rooted in different conceptualizations 
of civic engagement. Accordingly, some 
service-learning courses may consider 
service as a tool for charity, or for social 
justice (Clifford, 2017; Mitchell, 2007; 
Morton, 1995), and some classes may 
have components of both (Butin, 2006). 
In contrast, other instructors may eschew 

this continuum and view service-learning 
as a way to increase cultural competence 
while developing a sense of civic iden-
tity (Mitchell, 2015; Vargas & Erba, 2017). 
Beyond individual faculty, some institutions 
promote civic engagement and connect 
these engagement practices to their mission 
to foster a civic-mindedness in students 
(Battistoni, 2017). For example, Indiana 
University–Purdue University Indianapolis 
has made civic engagement one of its in-
stitutional goals (Bringle et al., 2011), and 
the Center for Service and Learning at this 
institution is working on the civic-minded 
graduate initiative to motivate students to 
learn and engage civically (Steinberg et al., 
2011). They define a civic-minded graduate 
as having the desire and ability to engage in 
democracy and work with others to improve 
the world (Bringle et al., 2011). Bringle et 
al. (2019) suggested that implementing the 
civic-minded graduate model—which inte-
grates activities that focus on the student’s 
identity, educational, and civic experi-
ences—in service-learning courses creates 
a more effective pedagogy that results in 
more positive civic outcomes in students.

Even with this varied service-learning 
past, and both faculty and institutional 
ideas regarding the goals of service, most 
empirical studies of service-learning draw 
no distinctions and provide no information 
about the goals of the course (Britt, 2012). 
These course distinctions are important 
because when conceptualized as a form of 
charity, the class may reinforce a deficit-
based approach and power hierarchies, but 
when taught from a social justice lens, the 
course can work to facilitate transformative 
social change, or shift the distribution of 
power within a community (Clifford, 2017; 
Mitchell, 2007). These distinctive approach-
es to service have been conceptualized by 
Westheimer and Kahne (2004a, 2004b) and 
Morton (1995), as well as others.

Westheimer and Kahne described three 
ways of understanding citizenship, which 
has implications for civic engagement prac-
tices. The three forms of citizenship are the 
personally responsible citizen, the partici-
patory citizen, and the justice-oriented citi-
zen (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004a, 2004b). 
Concerning civic engagement practices, the 
personally responsible citizen is likely to 
work in ameliorative ways to help alleviate 
individual need, without questioning social 
structures or the distribution of power in a 
community. For example, this person might 
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donate to a food drive. The participatory 
citizen, on the other hand, might engage 
civically and/or socially to amplify the effect 
that only one person can have on the issue 
at hand. This person might, for example, 
organize a food drive. Finally, the justice-
oriented citizen might call attention to why 
an injustice exists and use a strategy to 
work toward justice-oriented goals, thereby 
altering power within a community. This 
person might study why people are hungry 
in the first place and then work to address 
root causes by helping to develop a com-
munity garden or organizing for a living 
wage ordinance in their community. Morton 
(1995) described similar paradigms, on a 
continuum from low to high investment 
in developing community relationships 
and low to high concerns with systemic or 
institutional causes, calling them charity, 
project, and social change.

In examining the differences and relations 
among typologies of citizenship, we can 
shift away from a research framework of 
service-learning versus no service-learn-
ing. Instead, we can move our focus toward 
the goals of the course and how concep-
tualizations of service can help us provide 
better support in developing diverse student 
knowledge of citizenship so that students 
are supported in being actively engaged 
in their communities (Bringle et al., 2019; 
Kahne et al., 2000). This shift in empiri-
cal focus is also important for theory de-
velopment in service-learning, as it helps 
researchers and practitioners nuance our 
discussions, and may inform best practices.

Britt (2012) created a framework to assess 
service-learning pedagogical typologies 
by reviewing the service-learning litera-
ture, including prior conceptualizations by 
Morton and Westheimer and Kahne. The 
typology lists six factors to be used to assess 
the service type of the class: the rationale/
goals, foundation, focus, desired outcome, 
role of service, and the desired develop-
ment of the student. The rationale outlines 
the end goals of the course, be it to deeply 
consider what it means to be in relation to 
others (participatory or critical citizenship) 
or to work with others to transform oppres-
sive systems (social justice activism). The 
foundation is related to the philosophical 
roots of the course (e.g., pluralistic de-
mocracy, antiracism). The focus concerns 
the domain of action (e.g., values, systems 
change). The desired outcome is about who 
or what is supposed to change based on the 

class (e.g., the student becomes more com-
munitarian, social change). The role of the 
service interrogates the work of the student 
(e.g., relational development, behaviors to 
address oppression). Finally, the develop-
ment of the student centers the type of 
identity development the course facilitates 
(e.g., a civically engaged person, a change 
agent).

Britt (2012) viewed the forms of service-
learning as “distinctive” from one another 
(p. 81). Critical citizenship and social jus-
tice activism are included, paralleling the 
participatory and justice-oriented citizen 
(Westheimer & Kahne, 2004a, 2004b). Britt 
included a third category, skill-set practice 
and reflexivity, in the framework. We, how-
ever, view skill-set practice and reflexivity 
as separate from a type of service-learning. 
In our reading, each service-learning class 
should include skill-set practice and re-
flexivity. Instead, we understand skill-set 
practice and reflexivity as aspects of quality, 
not a distinctive conceptualization of ser-
vice. We do not think we are alone in this 
conceptualization (Lorenzo Moledo et al., 
2021; Martín García et al., 2018; Matthews 
et al., 2023).

There was no parallel for the personally 
responsible citizen in Britt’s (2012) con-
ceptualization. Although laudable to assume 
that no service-learning courses could be 
conceptualized as fitting into a personally 
responsible framework, this seems unlikely, 
given that some U.S. universities imple-
mented service-learning in response to 
the National and Community Service Trust 
Act (1993), and most American universities 
operate in a U.S.-based neoliberal cultural 
context. Neoliberalism is the belief system 
that community wellness is best achieved 
via the free market and competition, which 
privileges individual choice and individual 
responsibility over public infrastructure 
and social welfare. When operating within 
a neoliberal framework, service-learning 
curricula are likely to support narratives 
around charity and individual responsibility, 
which is a common trope of neoliberalism 
(Clifford, 2017). Furthermore, scholars have 
written about service-learning as a peda-
gogy of whiteness (Mitchell et al., 2012). A 
pedagogy of whiteness upholds power hi-
erarchies, conceptualizes the student (who 
is often understood as a White, single, mid-
dle-class, cisgender woman) as a “helper” 
and as dominant, with service understood 
as “helping” someone who is “at risk.” 
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For these reasons and more, some posit 
that service-learning conceptualizations 
are related but distinct, and therefore the 
courses may combine aspects of differing 
approaches (Butin, 2006). Moreover, be-
cause whiteness and neoliberalism are such 
strong cultural foundations in the United 
States, conceptualizations that veer from 
this framework, such as critical citizenship 
and social justice, may be less distinctive 
from each other; their focus is on moving 
away from whiteness and neoliberal tropes 
of charity and personal responsibility.

Service-Learning and Hispanic-
Serving Institutions

The typologies of service-learning may be 
of special interest for HSIs. HSIs are de-
fined as institutions with at least 25% of 
full-time enrolled students identifying as 
Latinx. Most HSIs also serve a plurality of 
other students of color, with a large portion 
of these students also being first generation 
and from working-class families (Cuellar, 
2012; Garcia & Cuellar, 2018). HSIs have 
more significant numbers of Latinx stu-
dents than predominantly White institu-
tions (PWIs). However, service-learning 
research has historically been performed 
with mostly White student populations or 
with student populations where the eth-
nicity/race of the samples is not specified 
(Butin, 2006; Mitchell et al., 2012). Creators 
of service-learning courses thus often have 
in mind White, middle-class students who 
often have experienced few of the social 
issues that their service-learning experience 
involves (Mitchell & Donahue, 2017). Latinx 
students or students of color engaging in 
service-learning courses might have differ-
ent motivations from their White counter-
parts. For example, if students with white 
privilege feel safer and more comfortable in 
charity types of service-learning (Mitchell 
et al., 2012), students at institutions with 
diverse student populations may be moti-
vated by specific types of civic engagement, 
especially models that are based in social 
justice. Moreover, students’ motivation 
for engaging in service-learning courses 
may affect their outcomes (Sze-Yeung 
Lai & Chi-Leung Hui, 2021). In this study, 
students who had an intrinsic motivation 
when participating in service-learning were 
more likely to engage in future positive civic 
behaviors. Campuses that serve a critical 
mass of Latinx students, or a plurality of 
students of color and first-generation col-
lege students, may be especially called to 

ensure opportunities for civic engagement 
for social change. Indeed, researchers 
who focus on HSIs have called for a turn 
(back) to civic-mindedness and engage-
ment (Garcia, 2018; Garcia & Cuellar, 2018; 
Hurtado et al., 2012). These calls bring a 
renewed urgency to previous calls, such 
as the Wingspread Statement (Brukardt et 
al., 2004), the Kellogg Commission (1999, 
2002), and scholars who call on U.S. edu-
cational systems to bring more awareness 
to “practices in civic education” and in-
creased attention to the “highly unequal 
access to and opportunity for school-based 
citizenship education,” as these are key 
areas to sustained democratic engagement 
(Battistoni, 2013, p. 1136). This call from 
HSI scholars is for engagement opportuni-
ties that shift power within communities 
and align with social justice (Garcia, 2018; 
Garcia & Cuellar, 2018; Hurtado et al., 2012). 
Moreover, these researchers call for scholars 
to link student support, such as curricula, 
to academic and civic outcomes. We take up 
this call in this article.

We pose two research questions. (1) Do ser-
vice-learning classes at this HSI tend to fall 
into a single category of service-learning, as 
might be suggested by Britt (2012), Morton 
(1995), and Westheimer and Kahne (2004a, 
2004b), or do they have characteristics of 
multiple categories, as might be suggested 
by Butin (2006)? Relatedly, how might 
the courses be distributed across the three 
typologies? (2) Does the service-learning 
type, as discerned through course materi-
als, relate to student academic engagement, 
social insights, personal insights, and civic 
responsibility? This study was exploratory, 
so we did not generate many hypotheses, 
although we did anticipate that civic re-
sponsibility outcomes would be associated 
with critical citizenship and social justice 
typologies because civic engagement moves 
beyond the individual and seeks community 
wellness, as does critical citizenship and 
social justice.

Method

Participants

This broader study included 227 students 
from seven service-learning courses. All at-
tended an HSI on the West Coast. With re-
spect to gender, 68.3% identified as women, 
26.4% as men, 1.3% as nonbinary, gender 
expansive, or preferred another option, and 
4% did not answer the gender question. 
The largest group of students identified as 
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Latinx (41.9%), then Asian American (25%), 
White (23.4%), Black (6.6%), chose not to 
respond (2.7%), and Native Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander (0.4%). Just over half the students 
were first generation to college (53.5%) 
and were served by the campus educational 
opportunity program (EOP; 51.1%). EOP 
serves first-generation, low-income, and 
undocumented students. Chi-square tests 
examining these participant demographics 
compared to campus demographics revealed 
that women were overrepresented (X2(1) = 
11.44, p < .001), as were students served 
by EOP (X2(1) = 5.29, p < .05). This gender 
representation is aligned with other stud-
ies, which indicate that women are more 
likely to take service-learning courses 
(Frederickson, 2000).

For RQ1, we analyzed materials from eight 
service-learning courses. Syllabi and ma-
terials are from six courses where students 
filled out the questionnaire. Two of the five 
instructors who provided course syllabi and 
materials also volunteered materials from 
one additional course each. RQ1 analysis 
is therefore based on eight course syllabi 
and materials. For RQ2, we were unable to 
obtain one syllabus, for a class where seven 
students had completed the questionnaire. 
Therefore, we were able to link six service-
learning courses, taught by five instructors, 
with student outcome data for 220 students.

The final sample used for RQ2 analyses 
was 220 students from six service-learning 
courses, as we did not receive course mate-
rials for the seventh course.

Design

This HSI achieved its designation in the 
2010s. It has a very high undergraduate 
population and very high research activ-
ity, according to its Carnegie classification. 
The campus is selective and residential, 
with the majority of students being from 
outside the county. The surrounding com-
munity is much whiter and wealthier than 
the students. Campus faculty and staff are 
also majority White (65% ladder rank and 
72% lecturers; 58% staff).

This study was reviewed by the University of 
California, Santa Cruz Institutional Review 
Board and found to be exempt. All partici-
pants were treated in accord with American 
Psychological Association ethical guidelines. 
Students were recruited through their ser-
vice-learning class, which they took in one 
of four distinct interdisciplinary colleges 

across the university, meaning the class was 
open to all students, regardless of major. 
Each of the colleges was unique in that each 
subscribed to a distinctive theme. For ex-
ample, one college’s theme reflects power 
and representation. Classes at this college 
focus on students’ intersectional identities 
and their relation to their community. In 
contrast, another college is themed around 
social justice and community issues. The 
classes at this college focus on how students 
can get involved in addressing social injus-
tices affecting their community and society. 
Since each college has its own theme, each 
service-learning class at this institution 
may have a different civic engagement focus 
and address different social issues. Because 
of the colleges’ willingness to offer classes 
to all students, regardless of major, the col-
leges were approached rather than academic 
departments.

The first author approached these four col-
leges because they were known for having 
robust service-learning offerings, and for 
serving a plurality of students of color and/
or first-generation college students. The 
four colleges were excited to participate 
and granted access to students in seven 
classes, which were all of the classes keyed 
as service-learning by the four colleges at 
the time these data were collected.

Furthermore, six instructors taught the 
seven courses, each being part of a different 
college and having been trained in various 
academic disciplines. All service-learning 
classes met the criteria outlined in the 
National and Community Service Trust Act 
(1993). For example, students were active 
in projects that met a community need 
(e.g., tutoring), the service was connected 
to course material, and the classroom space 
required service-related reflection. Students 
were encouraged to fill out the question-
naire by their instructor during the last 
week of the quarter. They were given the 
option of filling it out online or via pen(cil) 
and paper. The overall response rate was 
62%, and individual course response rates 
ranged from approximately 12.5% to 90%, 
with a median response rate of 41.4%. Due 
to variance in questionnaire distribution 
timing, format, and lack of course roster 
information, some response rates are ap-
proximated by the person who administered 
the questionnaire in classrooms.

Each service-learning course had a distinc-
tive focus and aim. For instance, a syllabus 
for a service-learning class taken at the col-
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lege with a social justice and community 
theme described the course as providing 
opportunities to experience and volunteer 
for cultural and social justice issues through 
placing students in nearby schools and non-
profit agencies. Learning outcomes for this 
class were around helping students under-
stand social problems and how they affect 
their community. Another course focused 
on developing citizenship to create space for 
students to cultivate personal growth. This 
course’s service component was based on 
poverty issues and aimed to support local 
unhoused people. Yet another course fo-
cused on exposing students to effective ac-
tivism within a political context. This course 
aimed to position students to continue their 
social justice activist role and to be current 
and future agents of social change. Lastly, 
a fourth course had a social geography and 
justice focus. This course aimed to teach 
students how different places may have 
distinct meanings, and how their geography 
may impact intersecting identities, distri-
bution of resources, and society as a whole.

Measures

Service-Learning Typologies

We modified the typologies of service-
learning pedagogical frames (Britt, 2012). 
Specifically, we made slight alterations to 
the typologies for critical citizenship and 
social justice activism, and added a column 
for an individual responsibility typology, 
which better represents the varied roots of 
service-learning in the United States. See 
Table 1 for the typologies rubric. Each of 
the six factors within the three different 
typologies was scored from 0 to 3 for level 
of implementation, with 0 indicating that 
the factor was not present and 3 indicating 
an exemplary implementation. The scores 
for the six factors within each typology were 
summed to create three aggregate typology 
scores for each course. These scores were 
based on the course syllabus and supporting 
materials provided by the instructors. When 
we had multiple syllabi or materials for the 
same course (reflecting slight modifica-
tions from different implementations of the 
course), we assigned a score after consider-
ing all relevant materials. 

Outcomes

For three outcomes (i.e., academic, social 
insights, and personal insights), we used 
scales mostly from Schreiner’s Expanded 
Thriving Quotient (Schreiner et al., 2012). 

The Thriving Quotient assesses academic, 
psychological, and social features (Schreiner 
et al., 2013). The instrument has been re-
fined through assessment with over 25,000 
undergraduates from more than 45 uni-
versities (Schreiner, 2010; Schreiner et al., 
2013). An important aspect of the thriving 
quotient is that thriving is conceptualized 
as statelike, meaning it can be facilitated 
through classes and other institutional 
structures (Schreiner, 2014). However, it is 
important to note that the thriving quotient 
has been used primarily with White stu-
dents (approximately 75%) and continuing-
generation college students (approximately 
76%; Schreiner, 2010; Schreiner et al., 2013). 
The response options follow a Likert-type 
scale and range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
6 (strongly agree).

Academics. We used two measures to 
assess academic engagement, both from the 
Thriving Quotient. Academic Determination 
is a five-item scale that assesses motiva-
tion, effort, efficacy, and time regulation. 
A sample item is “I am confident I will 
reach my educational goals.” Cronbach’s 
alpha was .79. Engaged Learning is a four-
item scale designed to examine cognitive 
engagement with classes. A sample ques-
tion is “I find myself thinking about what 
I’m learning in class even when I’m not in 
class.” Cronbach’s alpha was .82. We clas-
sified these as academic outcomes because 
the scales are explicitly about academic 
engagement.

Social Insights: Diverse Citizenship. 
This six-item scale from the Expanded 
Thriving Quotient examines students’ open-
ness to others, and their willingness and 
desire to be agents of change. Sample items 
are “It is important to become aware of the 
perspectives of individuals from different 
backgrounds” and “I know I can make a 
difference in my community.” Cronbach’s 
alpha was .74. Diverse citizenship is about 
social insights because it focuses on under-
standing diversity and social beliefs.

Personal Insights. We assessed person-
al insights with three scales. The first two 
are from the Expanded Thriving Quotient. 
The six-item Social Connectedness scale 
examines students’ connections to their 
friendship network. A sample statement is 
“I feel content with the kinds of friendships 
I currently have.” Cronbach’s alpha was .83. 
The second scale, School Continuance, is 
five items and measures the student’s in-
tention to persist until graduation. A sample 
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Table 1. Service-Learning Typologies Rubric  

Component Personal Responsibility Critical Citizenship Social Justice

Rationale/goal/
definitiona

Exploring what it means to act 
responsibly in a community 
and to help others who are 
less fortunate. This goal is to 
build sympathy.

Using civic values to explore 
what it means to exist in relation 
to others in the community; 
used to raise awareness of and 
critical thinking about social 
issues and students’ values and 
moral choices/responsibilities as 
societal members. This goal is 
to build empathy.

Working with others to 
transform systems of 
oppression used to help 
students take action to 
address human needs often 
related to societal injustices/
power imbalances. Seeks to 
develop critical consciousness 
of the complexity of social 
issues.

Foundationa

Materials allow liberal notions 
of community, character 
education, development 
of compassion. Students’ 
activities enable them to 
reflect on themselves and to 
be in contact with those who 
are less fortunate. Projects 
help reduce stereotypes held 
by students.

Materials allow for learning to 
happen in the community “at 
the point where democracy and 
education intersect.” Materials 
demonstrate that students’ 
service activities become a 
vehicle through which students 
investigate their own civic 
identities.

Involves service-learning 
pedagogy focused on social 
justice activism. Materials 
merge influences of at least 
one of the following: social 
movements, community 
organizing, direct or 
indirect focus on politically 
empowering the powerless.

Focusa

Materials aim to deepen 
student relationships with 
the community and forge 
new connections that involve 
developing compassion for 
others.

Materials aim to deepen 
student relationships with the 
community and forge new 
connections that involve a 
“sense of caring for others,” 
which may include, but is not 
limited to, compassion.

Materials help students gain 
insight into how structural and 
systemic forces shape and 
reproduce social issues and 
begin to assume an activist 
orientation addressing those 
issues. 

Outcomes/level 
of changea

Materials indicate a focus on 
increasing volunteerism in 
charity-based organizations; 
develops student integrity, 
honesty, hard work, and 
compassion.

Materials indicate a focus 
on developing students as 
participatory citizens in relation 
to others in their communities.

Materials indicate that students 
participate in correcting power 
imbalances and advocating for 
marginalized and oppressed 
groups, and collectively 
engage in solving social 
problems at a systemic level.

Role of servicea

Materials highlight direct 
contact with individuals who 
are less fortunate and focus 
on providing a charitable 
service (e.g., soup kitchen) or 
changing the individual (e.g., 
tutoring). 

Materials highlight engaging 
students in communities to 
instill a range of values that 
enable them to be informed 
and committed citizens in a 
democratic system.

Materials highlight 
opportunities to engage in 
efforts that begin to correct 
systemic social disparities.

Development of 
studenta

The course materials provide 
a framework for the student 
as a citizen for being a 
responsible individual, as 
an individual in relation to a 
community.

The course materials provide 
a framework for the student as 
a citizen for being an individual 
in relation to a collective 
community.

The course materials 
involve the student as a 
change agent, encouraging 
critical consciousness of 
structural inequalities and 
marginalization.

Student reflection 
activitiesa

Course materials provide 
activities (journals or papers) 
that engage students in 
reflection on the service-
learning experience. 
The course also fosters 
connections between civic 
values/citizenship and 
individual responsibility and/or 
charity and/or compassion.

Course materials provide 
activities (journals or papers) 
that engage students in 
reflection on the service-
learning experience. The 
course also fosters connections 
between civic values/critical 
citizenship and course learning 
goals/objectives.

Course materials provide 
activities (journals or papers) 
that engage students in 
reflection on the service-
learning experience. 
The course also fosters 
connections between social 
justice activism and course 
learning goals/objectives.

Note. Scoring Key: We scored based on four levels of implementation: 0 if the component was absent, 1 if the 
component was present to some extent, 2 for adequate implementation, and 3 for exemplary implementation.
a Similar to the concepts addressed by Kahne et al. (2000) and Britt (2012).
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item is “I really enjoy being a student here.” 
Cronbach’s alpha was .75. The third mea-
sure was the eight-item General Mattering 
Scale (Tovar et al., 2009), which examines 
how much the student thinks they matter 
to and feel seen by the broader campus 
community. A sample item is “People on 
campus are generally supportive of my in-
dividual needs,” and Cronbach’s alpha was 
.88. We classified these three scales as per-
sonal insights because the scales assess how 
the students view themselves in relation to 
others and their social networks.

Civic Responsibility: Borderlands. This 
nine-item scale assesses a student’s abil-
ity to culturally straddle between home 
and academe and engage in social justice 
work (Langhout et al., 2022). Items are 
on a 5-point Likert-type scale, from never 
to always, and start with the root phrase, 
“Since starting college, how often have you 
. . .” Sample items are “Felt you could be a 
contributor to the social change you wanted 
to see?” and “Drawn on your knowledge of 
your history or cultural strengths in order to 
create your future?” Cronbach’s alpha was 
.83. We labeled Borderlands as civic respon-
sibility because it assesses one’s ability to 
take—and experience with taking—action 
in the world.

Data Analytic Procedures

Service-Learning Typologies

The three authors initiated the scoring pro-
cess by each individually and independently 
scoring the same course; this course was 
chosen by one author because a moderate 
quantity of course materials was available 
for evaluation, compared to the quantity of 
course materials available for all evaluated 
courses. Afterward, as a group, we arrived 
at final scores through discussion and 
consensus. After reviewing the one course 
together, all other courses were randomly 
assigned to and scored by two of the authors 
individually, and a final score was assigned 
again through discussion and consensus 
between the two scorers. During the dis-
cussion, all coders first presented their 
scores and evidence for those scores; if there 
were any discrepancies between the coders’ 
scores, the evidence was rereviewed and a 
final score for each factor was assigned that 
was agreed upon by both coders. We focused 
on a consensus-based coding procedure that 
prioritized iterative discussion, grounded in 
evidence from course materials, to reach a 
greater holistic mutual understanding than 

was possible for any one individual’s limited 
perspective of the materials (e.g., McDonald 
et al., 2019; Richards & Hemphill, 2017). 
This process can promote a more valid un-
derstanding. Once we finalized the scoring 
for each course, we reached out to the five 
instructors, whose course syllabi and ma-
terials we were evaluating, to review our 
scoring, as a member check. We heard back 
from three instructors who taught five of 
the eight total courses for which we evalu-
ated materials and syllabi. One agreed with 
the scoring and the other two provided ad-
ditional information, after which the two 
scorers for the relevant course initiated a 
second round of scoring with all original and 
new materials and arrived at a new compre-
hensive final score, again through discus-
sion and consensus. In both of these cases, 
the additional information led to increased 
scores, as the supplementary material sug-
gested a greater degree of implementation 
than was evident in the original materials. 
Adjusted rubric scoring was reshared with 
instructors, as a final member check, after 
which we did not have additional disagree-
ments or other adjustments.

We then created three aggregate typology 
scores per course by summing the scores 
for the six factors within each typology, 
resulting in three scores between 0 and 18. 
To answer RQ1, we applied a cutoff score of 
12 or more (66% of the potential total) for 
each typology to categorize each course as 
meeting or not meeting the criteria for each 
of the three typologies (e.g., if a course had 
a total score of 12 or higher on the “social 
justice” typology, then it would meet the 
criteria for this typology). Absent any other 
scoring criteria, we rationalized that a score 
of 66% or higher indicated course materials 
had sufficient rooting in the specific typol-
ogy. This was our rationale because a score 
of 2 for an individual factor was consid-
ered adequate per our rubric, and a score 
of 66% is the equivalent to a score of 2 for 
each item. Based on these cutoff scores, any 
course could be classified as zero, one, two, 
or all three of the typologies.

Outcomes

To assess for missing data patterns, we fol-
lowed procedures described by Schlomer et 
al. (2010). These procedures first require as-
sessing the amount of missing data for each 
scale. In our case, the amount of missing 
data was minimal. For example, for the aca-
demic determination scale, there were three 
missing data points out of 990. Given the 
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small amount of missing data, we moved 
on to the second step, which was to evalu-
ate patterns of missingness via chi-square 
analyses. We discerned that for at least 
one scale (Diverse Citizenship), data were 
missing at random (MAR; Schlomer et al., 
2010). Because outcome data were MAR, we 
were able to compute outcome scale scores 
using available item analysis, allowing scale 
scores to be computed if there was no more 
than one scale item missing for the scales 
with six or fewer items, and no more than 
two items missing for the scale with eight 
items. This procedure is recommended 
when data are MAR (Parent, 2013). All scales 
were multivariate normal.

Results

Service-Learning Typologies

Before addressing RQ1 regarding whether 
service-learning courses tend to fall into 
more than one category, we first provide 
some descriptive statistics on the typology 
scores for the eight courses we evaluated. 
We provide this information in order to 
give more context on these courses and 
the typologies rubric. See Table 2 for this 
information. First, aggregate scores varied 
most for Social Justice, with a range of 1–17, 
followed closely by Personal Responsibility, 
ranging 1–15, and then Critical Citizenship, 
ranging 8–18. By looking at the maximum 
values of the aggregates, we concluded that 
Critical Citizenship and Social Justice were 
implemented to a higher degree than was 
Personal Responsibility. Further, when ex-
amining the minimum values, all courses 
had at least some implementation of Critical 
Citizenship, which was not the case for 
Personal Responsibility and Social Justice.

Across the eight courses evaluated, three 
courses met criteria for Social Justice, 
seven for Critical Citizenship, and five for 
Personal Responsibility. Two courses were 
categorized as Personal Responsibility only, 
two courses were Critical Citizenship and 
Personal Responsibility, and three courses 

were Social Justice and Critical Citizenship. 
Furthermore, one course did not meet the 
criteria to be classified as any of the ty-
pologies, no courses were Social Justice or 
Critical Citizenship only, and none of the 
courses met all three classifications. Thus, 
to answer RQ1 about whether the service-
learning courses at an HSI fall distinctly into 
one typology, most (seven of eight courses) 
met criteria for at least one typology, but 
only two of the eight courses we evaluated 
fell distinctly into only one typology (i.e., 
Personal Responsibility). See Table 3 for the 
course breakdown.

Service-Learning Typologies and 
Outcomes

In answering RQ2, we explored whether 
service-learning typologies were related to 
any of the outcomes. For this analysis, we 
looked at the six courses for which we had 
student-level outcome data. Based on the 
literature, we expected to see differences in 
outcomes for students who were enrolled 
in courses that were categorized as critical 
citizenship and/or social justice compared to 
those courses that did not meet the criteria 
for either of these typologies, as both criti-
cal citizenship and social justice move away 
from neoliberal and whiteness frameworks. 
Because so few courses were categorized as 
one type of service-learning, and none were 
Critical Citizenship or Social Justice only, we 
grouped courses that met the criteria for 
either Critical Citizenship or Social Justice. 
As described above in the distribution of 
the course typologies, this included courses 
that either had both Personal Responsibility 
and Critical Citizenship or both Critical 
Citizenship and Social Justice; no courses 
were Critical Citizenship only, Social Justice 
only, or all three. We compared student 
outcomes for these courses (n = 4) to stu-
dent outcomes for courses that were clas-
sified as either Personal Responsibility only 
or no typology (n = 2 courses). Because of 
the nonnormality of errors in these regres-
sions, we conducted the Mann-Whitney U 
rank test, a nonparametric comparison test 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Aggregate Typology Scores 

Minimum Maximum Range Median

Personal Responsibility 1 15 15 12

Critical Citizenship 8 18 11 14

Social Justice 1 17 17 11
Note. N = 8 courses. Minimum possible score: 0, Maximum possible score: 18.
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between independent samples, to evaluate 
whether the outcomes differed between the 
typologies. Given that the students in the 
sample came from six different courses, we 
needed to evaluate the students’ outcomes 
for potential dependency by calculating the 
intraclass correlation (a measure of the 
between-course variance compared to the 
total variance); a larger intraclass correla-
tion denotes greater similarity between than 
within courses, pointing toward dependen-
cy. All outcomes had intraclass correlations 
less than 10%, supporting the use of student 
outcomes as independent observations. We 
excluded observations with missing data on 
a test-by-test basis.

Due to the exploratory nature of the ques-
tion, we did not adjust p-values (i.e., 
to control for Type I errors; see Jafari & 
Ansari-Pour, 2018 for review). Furthermore, 
we report all findings, including trends, to 
paint a full picture of this exploratory study 
in Table 4. The largest effects of Social 
Justice/Critical Citizenship typology re-
garding academic outcomes are for engaged 
learning such that the courses categorized 
with Social Justice/Critical Citizenship had 
higher means (M = 4.92, SE = .08) than 
those courses that were not Social Justice/
Critical Citizenship (M = 4.49, SE = .09), U 
= 4434.5, z = −3.256, p = .001. In all of the 
outcomes, there are trends of the students 
in courses categorized as Social Justice or 
Critical Citizenship having higher scores 
than those in the courses not categorized 
as Social Justice or Critical Citizenship. 

Discussion

Through an empirical examination, this 
study moves forward theory development 
related to service-learning, an area that 
would benefit from more conceptually rich 
frameworks (Warren, 2012; Whitley, 2014). 
Specifically, rather than assessing for dif-
ferences in outcomes based on whether 
students took a service-learning course or 

not, we discerned whether there were dis-
tinctive service-learning typologies based 
on course material and differential outcomes 
based on these typologies. To engage in this 
assessment, we first scored course mate-
rial against a typologies rubric. Through 
this process, we concluded that little course 
material followed a “pure” typology (RQ1). 
Indeed, with respect to course material, 
more courses were mixed in their typologies 
than not, and the only typology that had 
a “pure” type was personal responsibility. 
Perhaps this is not surprising, given that the 
dominant cultural paradigm in the United 
States is one of neoliberalism and whiteness 
(Clifford, 2017; Mitchell, 2007; Mitchell et 
al., 2012), which values personal respon-
sibility, even if personal responsibility is 
losing its centrality in more contemporary 
and mature forms of service-learning. It 
may therefore be unsurprising that the dis-
tinction between the alternative conceptual 
frameworks of critical citizenship and social 
justice were less clear. Because critical citi-
zenship and social justice are less rooted in 
neoliberalism and whiteness, they may be 
more distinctive from personal responsi-
bility than they are from each other. Their 
most salient feature is that they move away 
from personal responsibility and charity.

It is noteworthy that Personal Responsibility 
and Critical Citizenship cooccurred in our 
sample (for two classes), just as Critical 
Citizenship and Social Justice did (for three 
classes), but Personal Responsibility and 
Social Justice did not. If we consider the 
typologies as a sort of continuum regarding 
who or what needs to change (individual 
people for personal responsibility to systems 
and structures for social justice), perhaps it 
is unsurprising that Personal Responsibility 
and Social Justice do not cooccur (e.g., 
Morton, 1995). These conceptual frame-
works may be too distinct from one another 
to share a focus in this way.

It is also important to note that only two of 

Table 3. Course Typology Classifications

Typologies n Courses n Students (%)

None 1 53 (24.1)

Personal Responsibility 1 66 (30)

Personal Responsibility and Critical Citizenship 2 40 (18.2)

Critical Citizenship and Social Justice 2 61 (27.7)
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the eight courses fit the typology of Personal 
Responsibility only. We view this as signifi-
cant, given this research took place at an 
HSI and the plurality of students were stu-
dents of color (especially Latinx students) 
and/or were first-generation college stu-
dents. It is important for curricular spaces 
to be culturally relevant for students of color 
and first-generation college students, and 
service-learning courses that are concep-
tualized as critical citizenship and/or social 
justice may be one intervention. Further, 
courses that are more culturally relevant 
may garner greater student interest, which 
we know to be related to student outcomes 
(Moely et al., 2008). Of course, other cur-
ricular interventions are also needed.

Our second area of inquiry examined 
whether different types of service-learning 
courses were differentially associated with 
academic, social, personal, and/or civic 
responsibility outcomes. Because of the 
lack of empirical distinction between criti-
cal citizenship and social justice types, we 
combined these typologies to assess this 
question. In this case, we investigated 
whether an alternative typology—one 

rooted in the radical historical strand of 
service-learning—was associated with stu-
dent outcomes. Results suggested that there 
were differences based on the course type 
for most outcomes. Specifically, those who 
were enrolled in a service-learning course 
that used materials aligned with Critical 
Citizenship and/or Social Justice reported 
higher levels of academic outcomes via 
engaged learning and academic determina-
tion, social insights via diverse citizenship, 
personal insights via social connectedness 
(trending difference) and mattering (trend-
ing difference), and civic responsibility via 
Borderlands. There was no difference, how-
ever, for school continuance based on the 
typology of the service-learning materials. 
Issues of college persistence and how one 
“fits in” to their university may be broader 
than one class or pedagogy, or take more 
time to develop than one quarter.

Two aspects are notable with these results. 
The first is that the effect sizes for the 
personal insights variables are the small-
est, which is consistent with the meta-
analyses examining service-learning and 
experiential learning (Burch et al., 2019; 

Table 4. Mann-Whitney U Test Results

Outcome n

Not Critical 
Citizenship/

Social 
Justice 

Mean (SE)

Critical 
Citizenship/

Social 
Justice 

Mean (SE)

U Z p
Effect 
Size 
(h2)

Academic

Engaged 
Learning 219 4.49 (.09) 4.92 (.08) 4434.5 -3.26 <.01 .05

Academic 
Determination 210 4.46 (.08) 4.712 (.09) 4452.5 -2.27 .02 .03

Social Insights

Diverse 
Citizenship 211 4.84 (.06) 5.07 (.07) 4271 -2.79 .01 .04

Personal Insights

Mattering 201 3.15 (.09) 3.39 (.08) 4275 -1.76 .08 .02
Social 
Connectedness 210 3.97 (.11) 4.26 (.97) 4630.5 -1.85 .06 .02

School 
Continuance 210 4.35 (.09) 4.41 (.07) 5319 -0.28 .78 <.01

Civic Responsibility

Borderlands 194 3.51 (.06) 3.72 (.07) 3678 -2.46 .01 .03

Notes. n = 6 courses. Missing data deleted on a test-by-test basis. N = 220 students.
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Celio et al., 2011; Conway et al., 2009; Yorio 
& Ye, 2012). Our results of trending differ-
ences in personal insights are important to 
highlight because they mirror the broader 
literature, especially in consideration of this 
study being exploratory and conducted with 
a limited sample of students. Specifically, 
although the broader service-learning lit-
erature suggests that some of the strongest 
impacts from service-learning participation 
are in the development of students’ personal 
(i.e., self-efficacy, self-esteem) and social 
(i.e., relationship with peers) development, 
these studies report the largest gains for 
academic outcomes and social insights, 
with smaller effects for personal insights 
and civic responsibility. Furthermore, given 
that Burch et al. (2019) discerned no rela-
tionship with personal insights, we report 
trending differences because in our study, 
the effect sizes appear roughly equivalent 
for academic engagement, social insights, 
and civic responsibility. Because this sample 
is from an HSI, this pattern of effect sizes is 
understandable. Indeed, research indicates 
that Latinx students, as well as students of 
color (more broadly) and first-generation 
college students, are more likely to flour-
ish when in an environment that supports 
who they are and enables a praxis cycle of 
reflection and socially just action (Garcia & 
Cuellar, 2018; Hurtado et al., 2012; Langhout 
et al., 2014; Langhout & Gordon, 2021; 
Schwartz & Suyemoto, 2013; Watts et al., 
2003; Wray-Lake et al., 2017). Therefore, 
critical citizenship and social justice typolo-
gies may facilitate simultaneous reflection, 
action, and academic growth.

A second noteworthy aspect of these results 
is that two classes were coded as a combina-
tion of Personal Responsibility and Critical 
Citizenship, which meant these three class-
es were categorized as meeting the criteria 
for a Critical Citizenship or Social Justice 
typology and analyzed accordingly. Despite 
these courses also meeting the criteria for 
the Personal Responsibility typology, we 
see consistent trends for outcomes between 
students in these courses and courses that 
were coded as Critical Citizenship and Social 
Justice. It may be that a class that has a 
solid rooting in a Critical Citizenship or 
Social Justice typology provides a strong 
foundation for positive academic, social, 
personal, and civic outcomes, even if the 
course includes more mainstream concep-
tualizations of service.

These differences in outcomes move us 
beyond simply investigating whether there 

are differences for students who take ser-
vice-learning courses. With inquiries like 
this one, researchers begin to add nuance 
to understanding whether processes within 
service-learning courses matter. Our re-
sults indicate that courses that align with 
more transformational typologies for ser-
vice, such as Critical Citizenship and Social 
Justice, are associated with better outcomes 
for students attending an HSI.

Limitations, Future Directions, and 
Implications

Like all studies, this one has limitations. 
First, the study is cross-sectional, so we are 
unable to know with more certainty whether 
the differences in outcomes are based solely 
or primarily on the typology of the service-
learning course. Studies using longitudinal 
designs and that evaluate outcomes for more 
students are needed. The sample size that 
we used was limited but appropriate for an 
exploratory study such as this one, so we 
reported on not only significant findings 
but also trends with marginal significance. 
The trends of personal insights suggest that 
we as a field need further research with a 
more robust sample to better understand 
these relationships within HSI institutions. 
Second, the sample was from one school 
only, although students were from differ-
ent service-learning classes. Future research 
should assess typologies at other universi-
ties and examine whether different typolo-
gies are associated with different outcomes. 
Just as it would be useful to know if courses 
at other HSIs would yield similar results, it 
would be just as important to study con-
ceptualizations of service-learning courses 
at PWIs.

A third limitation is that we examined course 
materials only, which may be an incomplete 
representation of the entire course. We did, 
however, conduct a member check with each 
instructor, sharing the scoring rubric with 
them and asking if they thought we mis-
understood any materials. We heard back 
from three of the five instructors. However, 
a more comprehensive approach would be 
to also visit classes and service sites, and 
interview instructors, site supervisors, and 
students regarding how they understood 
the course conceptual framework. This is an 
area for future research. Relatedly, it may 
be possible to differentiate courses based 
on other factors in addition to the typol-
ogy of the course, such as quality, course 
credits, time at the service site, and so on. 
Future research should examine additional 



85 How Service-Learning Typologies Relate to Student Outcomes at a HSI

factors that might help us understand what 
facilitates positive outcomes for students. 
Future research could also examine whether 
outcomes differ for students who are first-
generation and/or students of color, but 
rather than from a deficit framework that 
uses White continuing-generation college 
students as normative, from a social justice 
perspective that focuses on how changing 
university structures and university cul-
ture can better support students of color 
and/or first-generation college students. 
Furthermore, studies should provide more 
comprehensive demographic informa-
tion when possible so that researchers and 
practitioners have a better sense of who is 
enrolling in service-learning courses (e.g., 
EOP students, first-generation college stu-
dents) and how these student characteristics 
may be related to relevant outcomes, above 
and beyond the course aspects discussed in 
this article. For example, we know from the 
literature that there are different rates of 
service-learning participation across differ-
ent genders (e.g., Frederickson, 2000) and 
that individuals who prefer certain types 
of service-learning activities are likely to 
get more benefit from courses aligned with 
these interests (Moely et al., 2008).

These results may be especially meaningful 
for students attending an HSI, the plural-

ity of whom are often students of color 
and/or first-generation college students. 
The fact that different outcomes were as-
sociated with alternative service-learning 
typologies is a reminder that not all ser-
vice is equivalent. Indeed, service-learning 
courses that are aligned with typologies of 
neoliberalism and whiteness may not have 
the same beneficial effects on academic 
engagement, social and personal insights, 
and civic responsibility because they do not 
speak to socially just change. Part of the 
call by HSI researchers is to focus on civic-
mindedness and engagement for socially 
just change (Garcia, 2018; Garcia & Cuellar, 
2018; Hurtado et al., 2012). To take this call 
seriously, it is important to be deliberate 
and explicit regarding service opportunities. 
However, PWIs should also be deliberate and 
explicit in their service-learning typologies. 
It would be valuable to investigate whether 
service-learning courses that are concep-
tualized as personal responsibility and 
that are taken by a plurality of White and 
continuing-generation students may rein-
force dominant narratives of power, white 
supremacy, and neoliberalism, which would 
be a disservice to the communities in which 
they engage in service and White students 
themselves.
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