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Abstract 

Although the service-learning literature has clearly demonstrated the importance of 
reflection in connecting service to learning, this is often a difficult task for faculty. 
As colleges and universities continue to promote civic engagement through a wide 
array of service activities, in the classroom, and increasingly through co-curricular 
projects, greater emphasis needs to be placed on reflecting well.   

This study evaluated changes in perceptions of poverty by undergraduate 
students engaged in a co-curricular service project. Poverty was selected as one 
indicator for understanding concepts of justice. Pre- and post-project surveys were 
conducted by the student participants, who were members of an on-campus student 
organization. In addition, guided discussion-based reflection was facilitated by a 
faculty adviser as well as through interactions with patrons and site supervisors 
during the project. The findings revealed changes in student attitudes regarding 
structural issues that promote poverty. As a result, the study concluded that an 
expanded definition of service-learning which includes co-curricular service cannot 
be overlooked as an important outlet for student learning and the development of 
civically engaged citizens.   
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 An important goal of colleges and universities is graduating engaged 
citizens (Smith, Nowacek, & Bernstein, 2010), who appreciate a “heightened sense 
of responsibility to [their] communities . . . civic sensitivity, participation in 
building civil society, and benefiting the common good” (Coalition for Civic 
Engagement and Leadership [CCEL], 2010). Civic engagement produces a civil 
society in which citizens are aware of issues facing the community, are critical of 
structures that reinforce inequality, and work together to advocate for social justice 
(Sievers, 2010). A pedagogical tool for developing civically engaged students is 
service-learning, which immerses students in community-based activities designed 
to achieve specific learning objectives measured through structured reflection (Ash 
& Clayton, 2009).   

The practice of service-learning, for the purpose of developing civically 
engaged citizens, has increased throughout institutions of higher education.  
Campus Compact, a national coalition that supports member institutions in 
promoting service-learning, has 30 years of data to demonstrate this increase.  
Results of a recent Campus Compact survey, for instance, touted a rise in the 
number of member institutions from 102 in 1986 to 1,100 in 2014. Survey results 
indicated that 91% of the 434 responding institutions offer service-learning courses. 
In addition, 64% of these campuses require service-learning in the core curriculum 
of at least one academic program; 13% require service in order for students 
graduate; and 29% record service on student transcripts. Additionally, the number 
of students engaged in service has increased almost 100% from 1986 to 2014 
(Campus Compact, 2014).   

Nearly all of the institutions that responded to the 2014 Campus Compact 
member survey indicated that they had implemented a central office responsible for 
coordinating activities that advance curricular and co-curricular civic engagement.   
Bartkus, Nemelka, Nemelka, and Gardner (2012) identified key differences 
between curricular and co-curricular activities.  Curricular activities refer to courses 
of study offered by an institution. Bartkus et al. provided multiple descriptions of 
co-curricular activities; however, one definition best supports the use of the term in 
the context of this study: “A co-curricular activity is defined as a club or group that 
forms, meets, or practices at times other than or in addition to the regular school 
day and school year” (p. 698). Students enrolled in colleges and universities can 
participate in a broad range of organizations that encourage and promote 
involvement outside of the classroom. Students can seek membership in groups that 
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support a major course of study, career goals, cultural practices, and personal 
beliefs or interests. Though the 2014 Campus Compact member survey accounted 
for both curricular and co-curricular service, engagement in service does not ensure 
that learning is taking place.   

Frequently cited in the literature, Bringle, Clayton, and Hatcher (2012) 
defined service-learning as an academic experience in which students engage in 
service activities that benefit both the student and the community. Specifically, 
according to their definition, service-learning is: 

a course-based, credit-bearing educational experience that allows students 
to (a) participate in an organized service activity that meets identified 
community needs, and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a way as to 
gain further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the 
discipline, and an enhanced sense of civic responsibility. (p. 6)  

This definition specifically emphasizes the importance of reflection for enhancing 
student learning and in developing civically engaged citizens.   

Reflection: The Key Component of Service-Learning 

Reflection separates service-learning from volunteerism (Eyler, 2002), 
acting as a “bridge between conceptual understandings and concrete experiences” 
(Felten, Gilchrist, & Darby, 2006, p. 38). The service-learning literature has 
increasingly addressed the importance of reflection for strengthening student 
learning outcomes (Bringle & Clayton, 2012) and in developing civically-minded 
students (Eyler, 2001, 2002; Nichols, Cazares, & Rodriguez, 2011). Students 
generally do not engage in reflection “unless intentional efforts are undertaken to 
make it so” (Eyler, 2002, p. 522). As more colleges and universities promote service 
activities to develop civically engaged citizens, they need to place greater emphasis 
on student reflection to ensure that learning is a key component of such activities.   

Hatcher and Bringle (1997) described reflection as the “intentional 
consideration of an experience in light of particular learning outcomes” (p. 153). 
Reflection promotes civic engagement but only when designed in a manner that 
enhances the overall experience (Hatcher, Bringle, & Muthiah, 2004). As Felten et 
al. (2006) argued, “experience alone does not produce learning” (p. 38). Evidence 
from the literature has suggested that continuous reflection promotes “development 
of knowledge, skills, and cognitive capacities necessary for students to deal 
effectively with the complex social issues that challenge citizens” (Eyler, 2002, p. 
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517). Expanding on these findings, the results of this study suggest that co-
curricular service that includes continuous guided reflection, similar to that of 
academic service-learning, has the capacity to develop civically engaged citizens.   

Vogelgesang and Astin (2000) found that academic service-learning has 
benefits beyond volunteerism for “fostering a sense of civic responsibility and 
community participation” (p. 29) due to the reflection that guides the learning. 
Similarly, Keen and Hall (2009) explored the impact of co-curricular service-
learning, evaluating whether certain activities promoted attitudes favorable for 
advancing social justice. They argued that the actual service does not promote these 
attitudes, but rather the sustained reflection that occurs throughout the experience.  
Relationships that develop between site supervisors, faculty, and students during a 
project create opportunities for an ongoing dialogue about social issues that produce 
inequality and injustice. Because of these partnerships, “students can construct new 
understandings of what is compassionate and just and what is required of them now 
and in their future” (Keen & Hall, p. 77). This study’s findings indicate that co-
curricular service-learning programs are valuable for developing civically-engaged 
citizens as long as consistent opportunities for reflection exist.   

The literature has clearly established that reflection is essential for service-
learning; however, some students struggle with being naturally reflective (Larrivee, 
2008). Thus, incorporating meaningful reflection can be perceived as difficult by 
those for guiding students through this process. Consequently, reflection is often 
done poorly or bypassed entirely by faculty or staff who have not learned methods 
for helping students to critically analyze and understand their experiences 
(Wurdinger & Carlson, 2010). Reflective writing, in the form of journals (Moore, 
Boyd, & Dooley, 2010) or critical thinking papers (Catlett & Proweller, 2011), is a 
valuable approach for helping students to think about ideas important to their 
service-learning experience. If, however, students lack appropriate writing skills, 
some instructors rely on presentations and discussion-based reflection to facilitate 
understanding.     

However, developing measures to evaluate student learning outcomes 
connected to writing and presentation assignments can pose further challenges for 
faculty who lack familiarity with evaluating subjective ideas. Tools for assessing 
written reflection include the Affect Behavior Cognition (ABC) model (Welch, 
1999); the Affect Behavior Cognition 123 (ABC123) model, in which level one 
represents a self-centered perspective, level two an empathic or “other-ness” 
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perspective, and level three a global or systemic perspective on political and 
cultural issues (Yates & Youness, 1997); and the Describe Examine Articulate 
Learning (DEAL) model (Ash & Clayton, 2004; Molee, Henry, Sessa, & 
McKinney-Prupis, 2010). Discussion-based reflection at the individual and group 
levels is even more difficult to assess due to the arduous task of quantifying 
experiences and attitudes. A benefit of co-curricular service-learning is that 
students can engage in reflection that does not require specific tools for grading.  

While co-curricular service-learning does not require grading, reflection is 
still an important component for promoting understanding and ensuring that 
service-learning experiences are meaningful. Eyler, Giles, and Schmiede (1996) 
approached the process of learning via the “4 C’s of Reflection,” which emphasize 
that reflection should be continuous, connected, challenging, and contextualized. 
Reflection that is continuous engages students in learning prior to, during, and 
following a service-learning activity. Reflection that is connective ties experiences 
of the project to specific cognitive and learning goals. Reflection that challenges 
students to question their personal assumptions and stereotypes produces critical 
thinking. Finally, reflection that is contextualized can be guided by faculty or staff 
in a manner that ensures a greater level of understanding. Approaching reflection 
in this manner has the potential to turn any service-learning project—academic or 
co-curricular—into an opportunity for learning. 

Purpose and Objective 

 The purpose of this study was to demonstrate that co-curricular projects that 
incorporate guided reflection, similar to academic service-learning, are effective 
for promoting a sense of civic responsibility among college students. The research 
evaluated undergraduate students’ perceptions of poverty before and after engaging 
in a service activity that immersed them in an inner-city, poverty-ridden 
environment. Specifically, the students were members of a campus student 
organization engaging in the project as a co-curricular activity rather than part of 
an academic requirement. The faculty advisor incorporated continuous, guided, 
discussion-based reflection to identify whether student attitudes regarding those 
living in poverty changed from pre- to post-project.    

Methods 

This qualitative study captured changes that occurred in student perceptions 
of poverty as a result of participating in a community-service project.   
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Participants 

Study participants were selected through non-random sampling and 
included students enrolled at a four-year liberal arts teaching institution located in 
the midwestern United States. Pre- and post-project surveys were conducted to 
compare changes in attitudes and beliefs of members of a major-specific, co-
curricular, student organization. In addition to the surveys, participants engaged in 
continuous, guided, discussion-based reflection prior to, during, immediately after, 
and in the weeks following the project. Qualitative analysis of the reflections was 
conducted to identify emergent themes. 

The co-curricular project was conducted by students who were members of 
an on-campus student organization. Participation in the organization is voluntary 
for students who meet the following criteria: (1) the student is majoring or minoring 
in criminal justice, and (2) he or she maintains at least a 2.5 grade point average 
(GPA). To attend the project trip, club members were also required to: (1) be of 
junior or senior status, (2) participate in a minimum of 75% of club activities—
including weekly meetings, fundraisers, and service activities—during the fall 
semester, and (3) participate in the service project as part of the trip. Those who 
met these requirements and chose to attend were required to pay a nominal fee to 
offset travel expenses. The remaining expenses were covered by fundraisers 
facilitated by the club and money provided by the campus student governing 
organization through annual allocations. Fourteen club members were qualified to 
attend the trip; however, four did not participate, citing scheduling conflicts or 
financial limitations. Seven participants used a portion of their spring financial aid 
disbursement to fund the trip; two participants’ parents paid the fee; and one 
participant paid with personal income that had been saved specifically for the 
purpose of attending the trip.   

The 10 members who participated in the trip were required to attend 
additional meetings with the faculty sponsor, above and beyond regular club 
activities. Discussions that occurred prior to the project emphasized issues of 
poverty and crime. The faculty advisor took written notes during meetings to 
document comments made by students. Continuous reflection that occurred 
throughout the project focused on understanding the physical and social 
environment of the soup kitchen visited during the project trip and members’ 
perceptions of those receiving services. Post-project reflection occurred on multiple 
occasions to promote awareness of the connection between poverty and crime. The 
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faculty advisor recorded key words and phrases used by participants during and 
immediately following the service activity. Those notes were referenced after the 
project to create detailed field notes.   

Community-Service Project 

The project occurred on a spring trip during which members of an 
undergraduate student organization and the faculty sponsor spent six hours working 
at a homeless shelter and soup kitchen in a large city in the eastern United States. 
Information provided beforehand by agency staff indicated that approximately 
1,500 people are served lunch at the facility each day of operation and that a 
majority of the patrons are homeless. Student participants engaged in a broad range 
of tasks specific to facility operations, including: serving patrons in the food line; 
carrying trays to tables for those who were disabled; responding to patron requests 
such as filling drinks; clearing tables; and washing trays. By the end of the project, 
every member had performed each task.  

In addition to completing tasks necessary for serving lunch at the facility, 
club members interacted directly with site supervisors and patrons. Site supervisors 
directed the group’s tasks and provided information about the scope of 
homelessness in the area and about other services offered by the agency. The 
supervisors engaged in a continual, open dialogue with club members, inquiring 
about their perceptions of the patrons, the soup kitchen, and the general 
environment of the facility. The students also interacted directly with those served 
at the soup kitchen and found that some patrons were very communicative. Topics 
initiated by patrons varied from politics and other issues of national importance to 
sharing personal and family stories. Conversely, some patrons would not engage in 
any discussion, nor would they respond if club members attempted to initiate 
conversation. Some patrons were combative toward one another, requiring 
separation by site supervisors. Others were confrontational toward volunteers, 
including club members.   

Survey   

 Blair, Brown, Schoepflin, and Taylor (2014) developed and validated the 
Undergraduate Perceptions of Poverty Tracking Survey (UPPTS) to measure 
undergraduate attitudes toward those living in poverty. Their survey consists of 39 
statements that measure seven attitudes varying from perceptions about welfare to 
understanding poverty. In validating the survey, Blair et al. argued that the results 
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supported previous research (Lane, 2001; Lott, 2002) indicating that many people 
have strong opinions about those who live in poverty, despite having minimal 
experience to support their views.   

For this study, 11 measures (see Table 1) were selected from the UPPTS 
that addressed three attitudes: (1) “Those who are poor are different from others”; 
(2) “Society has a responsibility to do more to help those in poverty”; and (3) 
“Those in poverty have the same opportunities for success as others.”   

Table 1. Survey Attitudes and Statements 

Attitude Statement 

PD Poor people are different from the rest of society. 

Poor people generally have lower intelligence than non-poor people. 

Most poor people are dirty. 

Poor people act differently. 

Being poor is a choice. 

I believe poor people create their own difficulties. 

  

DM Individuals should do more to help the poor. 

 Society has the responsibility to help the poor. 

  

EO 

  

The poor have the same opportunities for success as everyone else. 

If poor people worked harder they could escape poverty. 

Unemployed poor people could find jobs if they tried harder. 

Note. Attitude labels: PD = Poor are different; DM = Must do more to help those in poverty; EO = 
Those in poverty have same opportunities. 
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The survey was measured using a five-point Likert scale with responses ranging 
from one (Strongly Agree) to five (Strongly Disagree). Club members attending the 
trip completed the pre-project survey four weeks prior to the scheduled departure. 
The group completed the post-project survey three weeks after the conclusion of 
the trip. The latter survey included an open-ended question for students to submit 
written comments. (See Appendix for the survey questions as well as the open-
ended question added to the post-survey.)  

Reflection 

One of the main challenges of continuous, guided, discussion-based 
reflection is supporting students in critically analyzing experiences without directly 
influencing their attitudes. The goal is to guide rather than dictate students’ attitudes 
and beliefs about a particular issue. In the context of this study, the process of 
reflection for club members, while continuous, varied from pre- to post-project. As 
previous research has consistently found (Blair et al., 2014; Lane, 2001; Lott, 
2002), people tend to have strong opinions about those in poverty, even though they 
may have little to no personal experience to support their views. Prior to the project, 
the faculty advisor encouraged initial discussion among the students to gain a 
baseline of club members’ beliefs about issues related to poverty. Acquiring this 
baseline provided the context (Eyler et al., 1996) of student attitudes and was 
important for guiding the critical-thinking phase in a manner that was supportive 
and non-judgmental.   

Reflection that occurred during and immediately following the project 
focused on challenging students’ previously identified stereotypes. In addition, 
inconsistencies between club members’ pre- and post-project perceptions were 
addressed specifically. Scenarios were used to both support and refute members’ 
perceptions of the conditions of poverty and those affected by it as the advisor often 
played “devil’s advocate.” This continual process of guided discussion-based 
reflection was important for challenging students to understand their own 
viewpoints and the inconsistencies in thinking that led ultimately to their changed 
attitudes (Eyler et al., 1996). Furthermore, during reflection, club members began 
to identify and question others’ inconsistencies, uncovering assumptions and 
stereotypes, and resulting in higher levels of critical thinking.   
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Results and Discussion 

Two key themes emerged from the results of the pre- and post-project 
surveys and reflection. Both themes were directly connected to measured 
participant attitudes. The first theme—“Individual and social barriers prevent 
success”—relates to issues leading to poverty and barriers that prevent one from 
achieving success. The second theme—“More must be done, but who is 
responsible?”—describes a need to support those who live in poverty. The 
following discussion examines the progression of attitudes about those who live in 
poverty, specifically in relation to recognizing individual versus social issues that 
contribute to poverty and crime. 

Individual and Social Barriers Prevent Success 

Sievers (2010) argued that citizens must be aware of conditions of 
inequality to produce a civil society. Guided discussion-based reflection that 
occurred prior to the service project suggested that participants had limited to no 
knowledge of the structural conditions that influence poverty. This was supported 
by earlier research conducted by Lane (2001) and Lott (2002), who also found that 
many people have little knowledge about those who experience extreme poverty.  
During discussions, participants commented multiple times on why someone who 
is poor would commit theft and other property crimes. For instance, one club 
member stated, and others agreed, that “financially motivated crimes provide 
money to buy food or pay for housing.” Though some supported this claim, several 
students agreed with another member who countered that “stealing for food is a 
cop-out. If [the poor] are hungry, they can work at small jobs for cash to buy 
groceries.” Another club member followed with, “We are poor college students but 
do not steal to eat.” Statements such as this indicated that members perceived 
themselves as different from those who are poor because they were “doing 
something” to improve their situation, while others were simply “being lazy.”   

Service-learning projects that expose participants to structural issues of 
inequality can increase awareness of social issues. Incorporating continuous, 
guided reflection to make a service-learning experience meaningful (Eyler et al., 
1996; Felten et al., 2006) not only increases awareness, but fosters a sense of civic 
responsibility (Eyler, 2002; Hatcher et al., 2004; Nichols et al., 2011). Figure 1 
illustrates the changes in attitudes that occurred from the pre- to post-project survey 
regarding the attitude that the poor are different. Because the attitude was measured, 
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rather than responses to specific statements, the series of six statements produced a 
total of 60 responses. Almost no change was noted in the number of respondents 
reporting that they strongly agree or agree that those who are poor are different, as 
demonstrated by the pre- to post-project survey results. Greater changes were noted 
in the numbers of students responding neutral or undecided (18 pre- to 11 post-
survey).  

 
Figure 1. Survey results measuring “poor are different” attitude. 

This may indicate that club members had limited to no previous exposure 
to conditions of extreme poverty and therefore did not know what to expect. Both 
the numbers of those who disagreed (23 pre- to 25 post-survey) and who strongly 
disagreed (10 pre- to 16 post-survey) that the poor are different increased from the 
pre-to post-project survey. These results suggested a change in attitude, indicating 
that at the conclusion of the project club members were not as convinced that the 
poor are really that much different from themselves. 

An important component of this project was the opportunity for club 
members to engage directly with the patrons being served at the soup kitchen. This 
interaction provided avenues for continuous reflection connected directly to the 
concepts of poverty and crime. Initially, the faculty adviser noted that some 
members seemed very hesitant and much more reserved in their interactions with 
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patrons than in other settings. This observation encouraged the faculty sponsor to 
guide the reflection based on the context of the experience. Members were asked 
whether something was wrong. The club member who had previously compared 
college students to those in poverty expressed “[surprise at] the smells and physical 
condition” of the patrons. Upon further questioning, this member realized that a 
homeless person would not have an opportunity to shower daily or buy clothes to 
replace those that were ragged and torn. Playing “devil’s advocate,” the faculty 
adviser asked the student why the patrons did not get a job to buy clothes. The club 
member replied, “Who would hire them if they cannot shower, do not own decent, 
clean clothes, and smell bad?” This interaction highlights the challenges of 
reflection when students begin to question their own assumptions.   

Three of the survey statements evaluated the attitude that those in poverty 
have equal opportunities for success compared to others. Changes in attitude from 
pre- to post-project were noted; however, the greatest measure of change was 
evident in relation to specific statements rather than the attitude. Figure 2 depicts 
the 10 responses to the survey statement, “The poor have the same opportunities 
for success as others.”   

 
Figure 2. Survey results measuring “same opportunities for success” question. 

Changes were noted from the pre- to post-survey among participants who 
were neutral or undecided (four pre- to one post-survey) and those who disagreed 
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(five pre- to eight post-survey). These results indicate that club members did not 
believe the poor have the same opportunities for success. Responses to the survey, 
in combination with comments made through reflection, indicated that observing 
conditions of and interacting with those who live in extreme poverty changes one’s 
perception of those who live in extreme poverty.    

During post-project, guided, discussion-based reflection, the faculty advisor 
challenged attitudes initially projected during pre-project reflection. Several club 
members expressed concerns about the physical, social, and individual barriers that 
would prevent someone from overcoming extreme conditions of poverty. They 
demonstrated critical thinking by questioning their peers. Specifically, one 
member, addressing another, asked, “Didn’t you say that poor people commit crime 
for money because it is easier than getting a job?” The student went on to admonish 
the group: “How could they possibly have equal opportunities for success when 
faced with these conditions? Crime may be the only way to survive.” Another 
member argued that crime may be a natural reaction to “protect themselves out on 
the streets.” Others expressed concern that many of the patrons appeared to suffer 
from mental illness, based on how they were “behaving.” A club member added 
that “without treatment for mental illness, securing employment, housing, and 
functioning in society would be difficult. If these people cannot function in society, 
then crime would be a natural response.” Statements like these demonstrated that 
club members were not only challenging their own assumptions, but achieving a 
level of critical thinking that supported others in understanding the error of their 
stereotypes. 

More Must Be Done, But Who Is Responsible?   

Throughout the pre- and post-project reflection, there was disagreement 
among club members about the responsibility of others to help those in poverty.  
Prior to serving lunch at the soup kitchen, about one third of the members strongly 
disagreed that society had any responsibility for supporting the poor. One 
explanation given during pre-project reflection was that “no one caused them to be 
poor, so why should we fix the problem?” Others believed that a plethora of 
government programs were “already in place to help the less fortunate,” so 
individuals “do not need to do anything.” Several of these members went on to 
explain that “because I pay taxes, I am doing my part as an individual to help the 
government administer these programs.” This pre-project reflection was crucial for 



RETHINKING SERVICE-LEARNING   
 

eJournal of Public Affairs, 6(3)  49 
  

understanding the context of club members’ attitudes. As Eyler et al. (1996) argued, 
reflection must be contextualized to be meaningful. 

Two survey statements measured students’ attitudes about whether 
individuals or society must do more to help those in poverty. Results showed 
minimal change from the pre- to post-survey; however, when evaluating the 
statements separately, clear change was noted. Figure 3 highlights attitudinal 
changes in response to the survey statement, “Individuals should do more to help 
those in poverty.” The perceived need for individuals to do more to help the poor 
changed from seven (pre-) to nine (post-) members who strongly agreed or agreed 
with this claim. More specifically, those who strongly agreed increased from two 
(pre-) to four (post-). Notably, no club members strongly disagreed that more 
should be done to help. 

 
Figure 3. Survey results measuring “individuals should do more” question. 

Figure 4 illustrates changes in attitude in response to the statement, “Society 
should do more to help those in poverty.” The number of respondents who strongly 
agreed or agreed that society should do more to help those in poverty increased 
from four (pre-) to six (post-), while those who were neutral or undecided changed 
from three (pre-) to four (post-). As reported in the post-survey, no club members 
disagreed or strongly disagreed that more should be done to help the poor.   
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Figure 4. Survey results measuring “society should do more” question. 

The results reinforce comments made during reflection indicating that the 
issue of poverty is “so pervasive that not one person can fix it.” In line with Felten 
et al.’s (2006) description of reflection as a “bridge between conceptual 
understandings and concrete experiences” (p. 38), the continuous, discussion-based 
reflection that occurred prior to, during, and after this project helped students 
challenge their earlier assumptions regarding those who live in poverty and develop 
an awareness that extreme poverty cannot simply be “fixed.”  

Vogelgesang and Astin (2000), Williams and Perrine (2008), and Bringle et 
al. (2012) argued that service-learning fosters a sense of civic responsibility due to 
the reflection that guides the learning. Indeed, the attitude that more should be done 
to help those in poverty connotes the concept of civic responsibility. A change in 
attitude was clearly noted through post-project reflection regarding the need to do 
more to help. Only one club member expressed a certainty that nothing should be 
done to help; however, ongoing reflection indicated some inconsistency in this 
opinion as this same member made references to a “cycle of poverty that needs to 
be stopped.” Two members referenced the importance of understanding the scope 
of the problem in order to consider a solution, as evidenced by the following 
statements:   
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• “This project was valuable for understanding the variety of resources 
available to those who live in poverty.  Those resources are clearly not 
enough if we do not get to the root of the problem.” 

• “I am so glad that I had the opportunity to witness what true poverty 
looks like.  It is impossible to fix a problem if you cannot envision what 
it is.”   

The context of these statements demonstrates that club members were not able to 
comprehend issues related to extreme poverty without personally experiencing the 
conditions as well as the people who were subjected to such circumstances. Sievers 
(2010) maintained that civic engagement produces a civil society when citizens are 
critical of the structures that reinforce inequality. Results of the guided, discussion-
based reflection that occurred after the service project indicated a growing sense of 
civic responsibility by the students.  

 As mentioned previously, graduating engaged citizens is an important goal 
of colleges and universities (Nowacek & Bernstein, 2010). The CCEL argues that 
civically-engaged citizens experience civic sensitivity, leading to a “heightened 
sense of responsibility to ones’ communities” in a way that will benefit the common 
good. When completing the post-project survey, club members were encouraged to 
provide written comments about the service activity. Two comments alluded to 
both the responsibility that individuals have for helping the poor and the potential 
for lifelong engagement:   

• “Many people are born into poverty, so escaping is not [as] easy as it 
seems. Not everyone has the same or equal opportunities for success.  
Without opportunities, there is limited hope and without hope, crime 
may seem like a necessary response. This project has opened my eyes 
to the need for increased opportunities to end the cycle of poverty which 
may reduce crime. I have my work cut out for me.” 

• “Poverty is a serious issue facing society. If we did bring an end to 
poverty, crime would not cease to exist but I am certain that crime rates 
would drop. If society cannot bring an end to poverty then we as 
individuals must find a way.”   

Both comments reveal participants’ awareness of the pervasiveness of poverty and 
of the connection between poverty and crime. Had the group served lunch at the 
soup kitchen without the continuous and connected reflection that challenged their 
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assumptions about poverty, it is likely that club members would not have 
experienced the civic sensitivity toward those experiencing extreme poverty.  
Consequently, they likely would not have developed a sense of personal 
responsibility for improving their own community.   

Conclusion and Implications for Future Research 

Reflection is a key component that separates service-learning from 
volunteerism. Eyler (2002) argued that continuous reflection promotes 
“development of knowledge, skills, and cognitive capacities necessary for students 
to deal effectively with the complex social issues that challenge citizens” (p. 517). 
The continuous, guided, discussion-based reflection that occurred before, during, 
and after club members served lunch at an inner-city soup kitchen was crucial for 
promoting awareness of issues related to poverty; understanding structural barriers 
that prevent people from rising out of poverty; recognizing connections between 
poverty and crime; and realizing a sense of personal responsibility to help those 
who experience poverty. The level of introspection and understanding that 
occurred, as expressed during post-project reflection and indicated by changes from 
pre- to post-project surveys, suggest that co-curricular projects are useful for 
developing civically engaged citizens.   

The widely accepted definition of service-learning (Bringle et al., 2012) 
emphasizes “a course-based, credit-bearing educational experience” (p. 6). This 
project was not course-based, nor was it credit-bearing. The definition continues by 
stating that the experience provides students the opportunity to participate in, and 
reflect on, a service activity. Reflection increases understanding of one’s discipline 
and promotes a “sense of civic responsibility” (p. 6). This project did meet an 
identified community need. The soup kitchen regularly seeks volunteers to help 
with the task of serving lunch to approximately 1,500 patrons. In addition, club 
members engaged in continuous reflection that promoted an understanding of 
issues related to crime and poverty. Because members of this co-curricular student 
organization were criminal justice majors or minors, they were able to understand 
how those in poverty are overrepresented in the criminal justice system. Finally, 
statements made during reflection clearly indicated “an enhanced sense of civic 
responsibility.” Co-curricular projects that include intentional, continuous, guided 
reflection have the potential to provide important learning opportunities, similar to 
curricular or academic service-learning projects.   
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The findings of this study clearly demonstrated that changes occurred in 
undergraduate students’ perceptions of poverty, based on differences between pre- 
and post-project survey responses; however, that was only a tool to understand how 
incorporating continuous, guided reflection into a co-curricular service activity can 
promote learning similar to academic service-learning. This was only one study and 
not representative of co-curricular service in general. As institutions of higher 
education continue to expand academic service-learning and co-curricular 
volunteerism, efforts must be made to ensure evidence of specific learning 
outcomes. Furthermore, as state governments increasingly tie funding priorities to 
evidence-based assessment results, a greater emphasis must be made on achieving 
these standards. Service-learning projects—both curricular and co-curricular—that 
include intentional and continuous guided reflection are beneficial for promoting 
student learning and developing civically engaged citizens. Future research that 
includes intentional, continuous guided reflection as part of a co-curricular service 
activity is encouraged. As similar results are achieved, a revised definition of 
service-learning may be warranted. 
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Appendix 

Perceptions of Poverty Pre/Post-Project Survey 

Respond to the following statements where 1 = strongly agree; 2 = agree; 3 = neutral/no opinion; 4 = disagree; 5 = strongly disagree. 

               S.A.  A.  N.  D.   S.D.   

Poor people act differently than other people.   1  2  3  4  5 

Poor people are different from the rest of society.   1  2  3  4  5 

Poor people generally have lower intelligence than others.   1  2  3  4  5      

Most poor people are dirty.              1  2  3  4  5 

Being poor is a choice.      1  2  3  4  5 

I believe poor people create their own difficulties.           1  2  3  4  5 

Individuals should do more to help the poor.    1  2  3  4  5       

Society has a responsibility to help the poor.            1  2  3  4  5 

Poor have the same opportunities for success as others.   1  2  3  4  5  

If poor people worked harder, they could escape poverty.       1   2  3  4  5     

Unemployed poor people could find jobs if they tried harder.  1  2  3  4  5  

Feel free to include comments on the back of the survey in response to the following: 1) how have your attitudes changed since participating in this 
project; 2) what have you taken from this project at a personal level; and 3) has participation in this project changed your goals for the future, and if 
so, how? 

I have read the above survey questions regarding perceptions of poverty and have been given an opportunity to ask questions. By submitting the 
completed survey, I agree to allow Dr.                 to analyze the results for research purposes.  No identifying information will be provided on the 
survey.  I understand that I am not required to complete the survey and by submitting the completed survey, I understand that I am not giving up any 
legal rights. I am 18 years or older 
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