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 International service-learning (IS-L) has the potential to raise awareness of global 

injustice which is a first step toward social change.  By its very nature, however, a number of 

ethical issues around social justice pervade the field, similar to domestic service-learning issues, 

but sometimes on a bigger scale.  This paper examines the literature surrounding international 

service-learning in order to address these ethical social-justice issues.  I will compare domestic 

service-learning to international service-learning and critical service-learning.  I will examine 

positive aspects of IS-L from literature as well as take a critical look at the same literature.  I will 

then attempt to describe what critical international service-learning might look like and then 

discuss implications for an activist view of critical IS-L.  My hope is that this will inform my 

practice or the practice of others in the future in order to create more socially-just IS-L 

partnerships.   

What is Service-learning? 

There were over 147 definitions of service-learning in 1990 as well as a diversity of forms it can 

take that range from “days-of-service” to one or two year-long efforts by students taking credit 

or as voluntary opportunities (Eyler & Giles, 1999).  As a general definition for the purpose of 

this paper, service-learning is a “form of experiential education in which students engage in 

activities that address human and community needs together with structured opportunities 

intentionally designed to promote student learning and development. Reflection and reciprocity 

are key concepts of service-learning” (Jacoby, 1996).  With experiential education, a learner is 

exposed to an experience.  The learner achieves learning outcomes through reflection which can 

then be reapplied and integrated into one’s life (Kolb, 1984).   Eyler and Giles (1999) write that 

service-learning should include a balance between service to the community and academic 

learning (p. 4).  Jacoby (1996) also holds firm that service-learning is a philosophy and a 
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pedagogy that is both curricular and co-curricular because all learning does not occur in the 

classroom and that learning is typically facilitated by someone other than the learner.  The 

International Partnership for Service-Learning and Leadership (IPSL), a non-profit organization 

based in New York City asserts that service-learning is the pedagogy that aims to develop in 

students a lifelong commitment to service and leadership that unites academic study and 

volunteer community service in mutually reinforcing ways (“International Partnership for 

Service-Learning and Leadership (IPSL) - Service Learning”, 2010).  These definitions inform 

international service-learning definitions and understandings for this paper.  

International Service-learning 

What is International Service-learning? 

 International Service-Learning in its simplest form is service-learning as described above 

except it takes places outside of a student’s country-of-origin. IS-L programs can range 

anywhere from two years to one week abroad.  They also occur concurrently with an academic 

course or during a summer or a winter interim for students.  

 As Monard-Weissman (2003) describes, international service trips are a form of edu-

cational enrichment designed to expose students to new cultures and to the conditions of poverty, 

disease and political conflict in many countries around the world, to teach students about the 

causes and potential solutions to these problems, and to inspire them to become engaged in the 

world as caring, responsible citizens.  IPSL works with a variety of organizations to develop and 

administer international service-learning programs for students and professionals.  Their mission 

is to “engage students, educators, and community members in the union of service and learning, 

so that all may become more civically engaged, interculturally literate, internationally aware, and 

responsive to the needs of others” (“International Partnership for Service-Learning and 
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Leadership (IPSL) Mission”, 2010).  Crabtree (2008) identifies several objectives for IS-L: 

increasing participants’ global awareness, building intercultural understanding, and enhancing 

civic mindedness.  Kraft (2002) writes that learning outcomes typically include respect for other 

cultures, cultural and linguistic competency, and reciprocity between the server and the served.  

The positive aspects of International Service-Learning 

 There are a number of articles that refer to specific service-learning programs in certain 

countries including Ecuador, Guatemala, Kenya, Honduras, South Africa, Mexico, Rwanda, 

Belize, and Jamaica (Amerson, 2010, Cowan, D.L., Kagima, L., Torrie, M., Hausafus, C., & 

Machacha, R.,2003, Florman, J.C., Just, C., Naka, T., Peterson, J., & Seaba, H. H., 2009, Gaines-

Hanks, N., & Grayman, N.,2009, Green, S. S., Comer, L., Elliott, L., & Neubrander, J., 2011, 

Keino, L. C., Torrie, M. C., Hausafus, C. O., & Trost, B. C., 2010, Prins, E., & Webster, N., 

2010, Roxanne, A., 2010,, Smith & Curry, 2011, Smith-Par ol , J.,     k -Par ol ,  .,    6). 

All of them involved privileged students from the global North traveling to the global South in 

underprivileged areas to address needs identified in the communities.  

 Many of the studies involve nursing students and other healthcare professionals traveling 

to other countries.  In a rare quantitative study in Guatemala from Amerson, (2010), nursing 

students were shown to have a self-reported increase in their abilities in cognitive, practical, and 

affective dimensions following participation in a service-learning project.  In an article from 

Cowen, et al. (2003) students participating in a service-learning program in Kenya had increased 

comprehension of country-specific material (relating to education, politics, governments, 

geography), developed a greater understanding of service and a desire to continue involvement, 

understood the importance to the host country for communities to identify their needs, 

experienced the satisfaction of hands-on work, and increased their levels of reflection.  Florida 
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community college nursing students involved in a two week service-learning trip to Ecuador 

reported gains in the areas their professional role, international perspective, personal 

development, and intellectual development (Smith and Curry, 2011).  

 Students from other disciplines also participate in service-learning.  Questionnaires from 

a service-learning program in Honduras indicated the value students put in their service-learning 

experience were “a) stepping outside my world, b) connecting with culturally different people, c) 

awe of the community, and d) learning innovation” with the goal of developing skills for 

“culturally congruent care” in their future practices ( reen et al.,   11).  Other skills from other 

studies include increased cultural sensitivity, increased self awareness of one’s own cultural 

values, increased self confidence, and increased communication skills (Bosworth, 2006; Levine, 

2009; Ruddock & Turner, 2007 in Smith & Curry, 2011).  

 These and other studies conclude that IS-L can be beneficial to students involved in the 

program.  However, all of these previous studies speak exclusively to the positive aspects for the 

students in the program.  There is little, if any, mention of the communities in these articles, 

indicating an unbalanced relationship between the host communities and the student-participants 

in the IS-L activity.  

Critical Service-Learning 

What is critical service-learning? 

 Critical service-learning is a critical approach to traditional service-learning that “re-

imagines the roles of community members, students, and faculty in the service-learning 

experience” (Mitchell,    8). The goal is to deconstruct systems of power so the need for service 

and the inequalities that create and sustain them are dismantled (Mitchell, 2008).  Critical 

service-learning programs encourage students to see themselves as agents of social change, and 
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use the experience of service to address and respond to injustice in communities (Mitchell, 

2008).  Critical service-learning is a call for action for social change to break down the structural 

barriers that create the situations for service to exist in the first place, often with a social justice 

orientation.  Also, “analysis of the societal issues that produce social inequality is essential to 

understanding the causes of and factors involved in oppression and domination” (Oden & Casey, 

2007, p. 13).  In order to achieve critical service-learning, one must examine one’s assumptions 

and positions of privilege before, during, and after the service event(s). Mitchell (2008) explains:  

Without the exercise of care and consciousness, drawing attention to root causes 

of social problems, and involving students in actions and initiatives addressing 

root causes, service-learning may have no impact beyond students’ good feelings. 

In fact, a service-learning experience that does not pay attention to those issues 

and concerns may involve students in the community in a way that perpetuates 

inequality and reinforces an “us-them” dichotomy. (p. 51)  

Further, such interpretations of service-learning (ironically) serve to mobilize and bolster 

privileged students to participate in and embrace systems of privilege and preserve already unjust 

social structures (Brown, 2001, Roschelle, Turpin, & Elias, 2000 in Mitchell, 2008).  

 According the Mitchell (2008), socially just critical service-learning courses should (1) 

have a social change orientation; (2) work to redistribute power; and (3) develop authentic 

relationships.  A social change orientation challenges students to look at structural barriers or 

injustices to understand why service is needed in the first place. It also challenges students to 

explore ways to change the current systems of injustice rather than addressing the symptoms of 

it.  Acknowledging that power distributions exist is the first step to redistribute it.  According to 

Mitchell (    ), “it requires confronting assumptions of stereotypes, owning unearned privilege, 
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and facing inequality and oppression as something real and omnipresent” (p. 56).  Allowing the 

community to identify needs and working within the community’s time frame and resources 

would help to redistribute power.  Developing authentic relationships involves making a 

relationship based on connection, not on difference.  It involves creating “common goals and 

shared understanding create mutuality, respect, and trust leading to authenticity” (Mitchell, 2000, 

p. 58).  

A Critical Perspective of International Service-Learning 

 There are a number of positive student learning outcomes from IS-L trips and 

experiences that were described above.  But, at what cost to the communities that the students 

were supposedly “helping”?  Service-learning does not always alter student perspectives, 

especially in short-term projects.  It can also reproduce hierarchical power relations between 

students and community residents; reinforce stereotypes of the poor; or perpetuate distorted, 

simplistic understandings of social problems (Clayton-Pedersen, Stephens, & Kean, 1994; Eyler 

& Giles, 1997, p. 67-69, Camacho, 2004; Ver Beek, 2002, Hollis, 2004, in Prins & Webster, 

2010).  The following examples illustrate these points in more detail. 

 In the quantitative study in Guatemala from Amerson, (2010), the clinic opportunities the 

nursing students participated in included working directly with physicians to assist in minor 

surgeries and treatments, dispensing medications in the pharmacy, teaching basic hygiene and 

dental care, and administering vitamins and parasitic medications.  The framing of this project is 

very student-centered with no mention of the involvement or role of the community outside of 

them being receivers of service and education.   merson (  1 ) goes onto write, that “while 

fluency in Spanish was not required, students learned key phrases in order to instruct patients 

regarding medications and basic education.  Students also made home visits that allowed them 



INTERNATIONAL CRITICAL SERVICE-LEARNING                                                           8 
 

 

firsthand knowledge of the poverty, culture, and health care in this Latin  merican country” (p. 

20). The framing of this indicates an exploitative relationship where privileged nursing students 

learn from their counter parts while “giving” them culturally uninformed knowledge.  

 In the article from Cowen, et. al (2003) there was a relationship was established between 

the Iowa Rotary club and the Kenyan Rotary club before arriving in the country.  Students 

participating in the service-learning program for street children in Kenya let the children identify 

their own needs.  Both the relationship to the community and the self-defining needs can both be 

considered good practices for IS-L (Jacoby, 1996, Crabtree, 2008).  However, the author 

describes the group of street children in this article as “needy and destitute street children” 

(Cowen, 2003, p. 54).  How is letting the community define their needs beneficial to the project 

when there is this extreme perspective of “otherness”? A learning outcome of this project is that 

the community’s needs should be defined by the community.  However, a critical look into the 

situation about why the students needed service should have been addressed.  

 In a trip reported by Green (2011), high school students from a Honduran high school 

acted as interpreters for the nursing students.  However, people in the villages spoke dialects that 

could be difficult for the interpreters to understand, and “students and interpreters often relied on 

body language and other nonverbal clues to facilitate understanding” ( reen,   11, p 3 4).  How 

can quality health care be provided if clients and patients cannot not effectively communicate 

with each other? How can an authentic relationship be created without communication with the 

community members?  

 Smith and Curry (2011) argue that students involved in their two week service-learning 

program in Ecuador is “worth it” because of the number and extent of positive learning outcomes 

that were measured in their nursing students. There was no mention of the relationship to the 
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community outside of describing what the American students do there.  In this instance, the 

success of a program is measured by the students’ learning outcomes instead of the mutually 

beneficial relationship.  This indicates to me a very unbalanced relationship and legitimation of 

the program to school administrators or funders.  

 Wittmann-Price, Kaby, Anselmi, and Espinal (2010) write about the logistics of a 

“successful” service-learning program.  They include the topics of: planning for student and 

faculty safety, allowing time for travel preparations, addressing challenges students might face 

when traveling (beggars, money management, food, appropriate clothing), legal considerations 

for traveling and safety, parental involvement, and student learning outcomes.  Similar to the 

study with Smith and Curry (2011), a successful program is marked by students traveling and 

returning home safely with learning outcomes achieved.  Again, where is the community in this 

relationship? 

 In another service-learning project, students sewed school bags and made winter hats for 

Rwandan school children (Kieno, 2010), which was a community-identified need.  The author 

recognized that the community defining the need was important. However, questions about why 

the students lacked hats or school bags were not addressed. Additionally, what effect did these 

donations have on the local artisans or on the local economy? 

 Crabtree (2008) also notes some dilemmas that she encountered or read about with IS-L 

programs:  

1. Local children become enamored with the foreign students and the material 

possessions they take for granted.   

2. Students and other visitors leave piles of used clothing and other “gifts” after 

project/trip completion.  
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3. Community members fight about project ownership as development activities 

exacerbate internal political and interpersonal divisions.   

4. Members of neighboring communities wonder why no one has come to help 

them.  

5. Projects reinforce for communities that development requires external 

benefactors; national governments rely on NGOs to respond to the needs in their 

country.   

6. Many students return to pursue courses of study and careers with little apparent 

divergence from the path of/toward privilege. (p. 18-19). 

 As seen in the examples above, international development education faces a number of 

contradictions that are both similar to and different from those faced by local community service-

learning programs.  Although IS-L trips may develop out of participants’ desires to exercise the 

ethical principles of beneficence and justice, by helping the underserved, this types of work 

presents significant ethical challenges (Reisch, 2011, p. 93). Gruskey (2000) speaks to this 

criticism: 

Without thoughtful preparation, orientation, program development and the 

encouragement of study, and critical analysis and reflection, the programs can 

easily become small theatres that recreate historical cultural misunderstandings 

and simplistic stereotypes and replay, on a more intimate scale, the huge 

disparities in income and opportunity that characterize North-South relations 

today. (p. 858).  

All of these studies advocate for international service-learning because of the positive learning 

outcomes for students.  Few reflect reciprocal partnerships that characterize critical service-
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learning programs.  There is little, if any mention, however, about the community.  None take an 

activist stance.  

Critical International Service-Learning 

Ethical issues in IS-L can be exacerbated compared to domestic projects due to other issues in 

the nature of IS-L such as language barriers, inflated unequal power dynamics, cultural 

expectations, participant safety, and resources.  In order to have a socially-just IS-L program, 

models of domestic critical service-learning can be applied.  Using a critical service-learning 

framework from Mitchell (2008), a socially just critical IS-L program should (1) have a social 

change orientation; (2) work to redistribute power; and (3) develop authentic relationships.  

 In order to have a social change orientation, students must explore the causes of 

injustices.  In the case of the Rwandan service-learning (Kieno, 2010), the students should have 

learned more about why there is a need for school bags and hats and exploring other options of 

supporting the community rather than a donation.  The students making bags and hats did not 

support local artisans or the local economy when there was potential to do so.  

 To work to redistribute power, Jones, Kamela, & Peeks, (2011) advocate for striving for 

informed consent for the participation of students, partner organizations, and community 

members in IS-L programs.  Informed consent means that the community is well-informed of the 

intentions, length of stay, and purpose of the partnership.  They believe that the development of 

ethical, sensitive, and reciprocal IS-L partnerships can be promoted through informed consent. 

Language barriers are very significant with issues of power. In the case of Smith and Curry 

(2011), all stakeholders should have been involved in communication.  

 In order to develop authentic relationships, one must examine his or her own privilege 

and place in society before entering the service.  For example, many IS-L programs are 
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expensive and thus only a privileged group of people get to participate - more so than domestic 

programs. In all of the nursing service-learning examples given above, the nurses should have 

examined their roles and privileges in each partnership before entering the communities.  There 

is a website that exists that offers a very short course and information regarding exercises to 

examine one’s cultural assumptions (“Ethical Challenges in Short-Term Global Health 

Training”, (n.d.)).  This indicates that there is awareness that healthcare professionals face 

challenges with cultural issues to begin to examine one’s assumptions.  More could be done, 

however.  Riesch (2011) offers recommendations for ethical international healthcare service-

learning activities:  

1. Require pre-trip knowledge of cultural, historical and social issues,  

2. Recipient community identifies its own needs,  

3. Define clear objectives and use established outcomes measures,  

4. Require at least minimum proficiency in the local language,  

5. Manageable group size,  

6. Faculty supervision during the provision of care,  

7. Allow limited tourism activities,  

8. Establish clear standards for student behavior,  

9. Emphasis on sustainability and continuity of program. (p. 98). 

Many of these guidelines follow Mitchell’s recommendations for socially-just service-learning 

partnerships with some international issues including language barriers.  There is, however, no 

recommendation for exploration of underlying social issues as to why medical disparities exist. 

There seems to be the challenge that health care professionals are concerned with providing 

adequate care and are not so interested in international issues and hegemony that go into the 
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partnership.  Upon return, nursing students will want to practice nursing. Few will be motivated 

to return and be activist for structural barriers to global health care. Nursing schools have an 

obligation to provide curriculum about the practice of nursing. Few will have the resources to 

address societal issues surrounding international partnerships.  

Discussion 

Despite educators’ best efforts to have a socially just and mutual beneficial relationship,  rusky 

(2000) claims that: 

Some have argued that the United States’ long history of political and economic 

domination of Latin America and other regions would make an egalitarian cross-

cultural exchange impossible due to unconsciously held attitudes of cultural 

arrogance on the part of U.S. students and due to the profound economic 

disparities between north and south. (p. 867).  

 iven the limitations of educators’ time and resources and the ethical situations that have been 

discussed above, should we ever enter into development contexts in the form of service-learning 

initiatives?  

 Many students return from international service-learning trips overwhelmed by the 

economic deprivation they witnessed and are frustrated with their inability to really make a 

difference (Grusky, 2000).  In a study done by Cermak, M.J., Christiansen, J.A., Finnegan, A.C., 

Gleeson, A.P., White, S.K. & Leach, D.K. (2011) of IS-L participants, they ultimately found that 

service is displacing activism as students form identities and orientations to social change (p. 6). 

In this study, students were less inclined to associate themselves with “activism” and were more 

inclined to associate themselves with “service” because of the apparent negative connotation that 

activism has and the positive connotation that service has.  Their students’ comments revealed 
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that “service is a more readily available construct than activism and that they have not come 

away from their ISTs [International Service Trips] with increased confidence or skills to engage 

in activism” (Cermak et al.,   11, p. 15).  Based on these findings, is service-learning really a 

socially-just and beneficial practice for all stakeholders involved if students are willing to only 

raise awareness but not be actively involved in social change? 

 I personally support international service-learning opportunities, with caution.  I believe 

there is still potential for positive social change that can be beneficial to all stakeholders.  The 

root of service-learning, experiential education theory, informs this assertion based on works of 

Dewey (1938) and Kolb (1984).  A learner is exposed to an experience and with reflection has 

learning outcomes which can then be reapplied and integrated into one’s life.  A famous Chinese 

proverb alluded to the formation of experiential education theory: “Tell me and I forget. Show 

me and I remember. Involve me and I understand”.  Given that students who participate in IS-L 

programs are generally privileged, they also can use that privilege and influence to be active and 

make change happen.  How can one be an activist for social change without first experiencing 

and understanding the issue or issues that need activism?  

 The results of Cermak et al. (2011) show that ISTs are creating a noteworthy ethic for 

social change but are failing to create understandings of how to enact this change.  In a positive 

sense, this indicates that IS-L opportunities provide a critical point in student development where 

they may solidify a continued commitment to civic activities (Cermak et al., 2011).  The 

discontent and searching on the part of U.S. students can bring them to a clearer understanding of 

the necessity for social change. And this, in turn, contributes to a much more solid foundation for 

global understanding and global action than the original (well-meaning but simplistic) desire to 

serve (Cermak et al., 2011).  
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 So how does a learner make that leap from dissonance to activism for social change? 

 ccording to Mezirow’s (2000) transformative learning theory, transformations often follow 

some variation of the following phases of meaning becoming clarified: 

 1. A Disorienting Dilemma 

2. Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame  

3. A critical assessment of assumptions  

4. Recognition that one's discontent and the process of transformation are shared  

5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships and actions  

6. Planning a course of action  

7. Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one's plans  

8. Provisional trying of new roles  

9. Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships  

10. A reintegration into one's life on the basis of conditions dictated by one's new 

perspective.  

(Mezirow, 2000, p. 22).  

The students described in the studies of Grusky (2000) and Cermak et al. (2011) are potentially 

at step 4, where the students recognize that there is injustice and that they should “do” 

something. The “how” that Cermak et al. (2011) were referring to could be in step 5 and 6 of this 

framework. Students often do not know how to explore options for a next step or how to create 

an “action plan” (step 5 and 6). Facilitators should step in at this point where students needs 

support to change and move them toward action.  Ideally, the facilitator should follow through to 

step 10 in order to for the student to fully integrate the transformation in his or her life.   
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Conclusion 

International service-learning is a form of experiential education where learners, who are often 

students, are exposed to new cultures and to the conditions of poverty, disease and political 

conflict in many countries around the world, to teach students about the causes and potential 

solutions to these problems, and to inspire them to become engaged in the world as caring, 

responsible citizens (Monard-Weissman, 2003).  A socially just orientation to IS-L might look 

like critical service-learning which would share the characteristics described by Mitchell (2008) 

as having a social change orientation, working to redistribute power, and developing authentic 

relationships.  Community voice and reciprocity are characteristics of socially just I-SL 

programs.  What might be most important is that facilitators of service-learning should challenge 

students to examine structural injustices that create the service opportunities in the first place 

instead of a service-oriented model. Facilitators are then responsible for supporting students 

through their learning toward an action for social change.  

 I do make the claim that I support ethically orientated international service-learning with 

caution. Despite efforts, good intentions do not always ensure positive results (Illich, 1968).  As 

Reisch (2011) recommends, “the risk of harm must be weighed against the potential benefits, and 

take every possible step to try to reduce the likelihood of harm” (p. 98).  Serious thought, 

preparation, and consideration should be taken with each partnership and activity that takes place 

so that socially just and ethical partnerships can exist.  
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