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Although service-learning has blossomed as an area of scholarly publication in the past two 

decades, only a small slice of the resulting body of work has focused on the partnerships at the 

heart of service-learning. Not surprisingly, the bulk of what has been published has focused on 

domestic service-learning, typically at the undergraduate level. Nevertheless, analysis of the 

literature points to the importance of trust, reciprocity, and communication for international 

service-learning (ISL) partnerships. Moreover, in graduate education ISL partnerships provide an 

opportunity to develop important professional skills, such as reflective practice, organizational 

experience, and intercultural understanding. For nearly 15 years, the International Partnership for 

Service-Learning and Leadership (IPSL) has offered a master’s program with a 16-week study 

abroad component and service-learning in both domestic and international communities. The 
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IPSL case can therefore provide a glimpse into the challenges and opportunities of complex, 

multilayered, international service-learning partnerships at the graduate level.  

 

Service-Learning Partnerships 

Partnerships in service-learning are grounded in egalitarian conceptions of service.  Jacoby 

(2003) used the Community-Campus Partnerships for Health definition of partnership, which is 

“a close mutual cooperation between parties having common interests, responsibilities, 

privileges, and power” (Community-Campus Partnerships for Health, as cited by Jacoby, p. 7). 

Numerous authors have noted that relatively little published research has addressed service-

learning partnerships (Dorado & Giles, 2004), and empirical examination of ISL collaboration is 

notably absent from the literature. Still, a small body of work points to a few key elements of 

quality ISL partnerships. For example, the co-founder of IPSL and its former president, Linda 

Chisholm (2003), offered three principles for international service-learning partnerships: “trust, 

mutuality of benefit, and open communication.” Because partnerships in service-learning are 

essential to success, a single organization’s experience can illuminate how partnership issues 

unfold in an ISL program. 

Though empirical data is relatively sparse, a few studies have examined service-learning 

partnerships. In 2006, Sandy and Holland reported results of their qualitative study of 99 

experienced partnerships to examine how well community perspectives align with existing 

partnership models that have come out of higher education scholarship. In a similar vein, 

Stoecker and Tryon (2009) led qualitative community-based research gathering community 

partner perspectives on service-learning. Both of these studies revealed that community-based 

organizations value service-learning partnerships for a variety of reasons, such as direct impact 
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on client outcomes, organizational capacity-building, staff enrichment through working with 

students, and the development of the future non-profit workforce. Nevertheless, participants in 

these studies also raised concerns about the influx of students at the start of a term (followed by 

their sudden disappearance at exam time), arbitrary requirements based on hours of service, 

unclear expectations related to supervision, training, and student learning objectives, and 

occasions of faculty assigning student service-learning projects with little to no prior planning 

with the organizations assumed to host them.   

The concerns raised by Sandy and Holland (2006) and Stoecker and Tryon (2009) are 

particularly troubling given the importance of reciprocity in the theory of service-learning. 

Jacoby asserted, “As a program, a philosophy, and a pedagogy, service-learning must be 

grounded in a network, or web, of authentic, democratic, reciprocal partnerships” (p. 6).  

Reciprocity has long been a goal of service-learning (Kesckes, 2006; Sandy & Holland, 2006), 

but in practice it is a difficult ideal to achieve. In international programs this element is both 

additionally complicated and especially important.   

 International power dynamics, historical factors such as colonialism, logistical 

challenges, language differences, and varying cultural meanings of service all warrant special 

attention to the concept of reciprocity in international settings. Annette (2001) raised the need to 

consider the role of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), local community organizations 

and equitable partnerships in international service-learning. Likewise, Lutterman-Aguilar and 

Gingerich (2002) suggested that since educators are not likely to perceive their purpose as 

“cultural invasion…they have a responsibility to work collaboratively with the local community 

to ensure that their relationships are built on mutuality and reciprocity and not on any kind of 
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exploitation” (p. 70). It is therefore the obligation of educational organizations to work toward 

mutually beneficial collaboration.  

 One way to foster reciprocity is for local communities to determine the needs students 

meet through service-learning. Community determination of how service-learning be 

implemented was central to Sigmon’s (1979) conceptualization of the practice and has been a 

key component of service-learning ever since. However, most service-learning study abroad 

programs are those in which a professor travels abroad with a group of students and they do 

work at an NGO, often one identified through that instructor’s personal travels or connections 

(Annette, 2001). In contrast, programs that have established systems for basing student work on 

community needs can ensure that their service placements are not simply the most convenient for 

ISL—already logistically challenging due to travel abroad.   

 IPSL has developed such a system for community needs as the basis of service through 

multiple layers of local partnerships. The organization partners with academic institutions abroad 

for the supervision of students, delivery of course material, and identification of community 

partners for service. Within each institution, the placement coordinator plays a critical role in 

ensuring reciprocity. The placement coordinator seeks out agencies that have sprung up from the 

grassroots, where locals have identified a need, and where the change effort is owned by them. 

ISL students thus are connected to a local need through the network of partnerships.  

 Further, the work IPSL students do is determined by the agency.  In the organizations 

where the students serve, the need is great for additional assistance of all kinds from the outside. 

A single agency may need hands-on assistance from volunteers (direct service) or assistance in 

building capacity (indirect service) so that the agency can one day experience more stability in 

the delivery of its services. In actuality, because nearly all non-profits experience resource 

http://stylus.styluspub.com/books/features.aspx


© Stylus Publishing, LLC Chapter 7 5 

 

scarcity, ISL participants do a little bit of everything. Reciprocal partnership means a willingness 

on the part of a service-learning participant not only to do higher-order tasks, but also 

occasionally to pick up a broom and sweep the floor so that the setting is clean and presentable. 

In such cases, the learning for students may come not from the tasks they perform, but the 

experience they gain observing an organization in an international context (Chisholm, 2003). By 

putting the community need first in arranging service-learning placements, ISL leaders must trust 

that students will gain valuable experience through effective reflection regardless of the task. 

 To that end, trust is another component of strong ISL partnerships. Chisholm (2003) 

explained that trust means honesty, including fair assessment of what students will be able to 

accomplish or what skills they will have. Garcia, Nehrling, Martin, and SeBlonka (2009) 

reported that many of the organizational staff in their study preferred working with graduate 

students because of their maturity, commitment, and skill. The combination of high flexibility 

and high skill among graduate students means that ISL partnerships at that level can meet a 

variety of community needs. Conversely, however, graduate students with expertise to offer an 

organization could be disappointed if their knowledge is not used.  

 IPSL has faced this challenge. Master’s students arrive at their service placements abroad 

with a full year of graduate level coursework under their belts. They therefore have a full range 

of services they can offer organizations, both direct and indirect. As described further below, a 

recent student who sought a service-learning experience in which she could learn more about 

organizational leadership through indirect service found herself meeting the day-to-day needs of 

a vulnerable population in the host community. The disappointment she experienced highlights 

that ISL organizers must be up front with students in this regard, advising applicants during the 

admissions process that community need will determine the kind of service they are able to do. 
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Graduate students have a wide array of skills to offer, any of which could be more or less useful 

at any given time for an organization in which they serve. The learning might come not 

necessarily from the tasks of service, but what students make of their experience (Chisholm, 

2003). IPSL partners have reported to placement coordinators at site visits how much they value 

students’ willingness to help as needed. This flexibility builds the trust characteristic of healthy 

partnerships and it should be discussed throughout the ISL program.       

  Indeed, communication is the key to trust and reciprocity. Numerous scholars have 

emphasized the importance of good communication for positive relationships and mutual 

understanding in service-learning partnerships (Chisholm, 2003; Jacoby, 2003; Sandy & 

Holland, 2006; Tryon, Hilgendorf, & Scott, 2009). Chisholm recommended communication that 

is both formal and informal, with opportunities to raise institutional and pedagogical concerns. 

She identified numerous factors to discuss in international partnerships that go beyond what 

might be necessary in domestic programs, such as housing, healthcare, costs, credit transfer, 

orientation, safety, and so on. Frequent and ongoing communication builds the human 

relationships of partnerships and opens the door to expressing and addressing concerns as they 

arise.  

 In the IPSL program, such communication is necessary between faculty in different 

departments and institutions, between placement coordinators and service agencies, and between 

the program staff and students. A site director at each campus coordinates faculty and staff at 

that institution and is the university’s liaison with IPSL personnel. This person is also typically 

the advisor to the students while at their campus, arranges home stays where available, and may 

facilitate the reflection seminar.  Site directors communicate with their colleagues on campus and 

each other at regular meetings or through e-mail and teleconference.  Likewise, the placement 
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coordinator is responsible for communication with service agencies. This role may include initial 

planning meetings with partner agencies, communication during the placement process to match 

students with community needs, site visits, and follow-up discussions. In some cases community 

partners are invited to a welcome event that provides an opportunity for discussion of 

expectations while both students and partners are present. Further, each cohort of students has a 

listserv to which they and program staff are automatically subscribed by the program director.  

This e-mail distribution system facilitates communication of announcements, program updates, 

and common questions.  Websites, blogs, wikis, and other forms of electronic communication 

can serve similar purposes.     

 Of course, communication between parties in service-learning can be problematic. Sandy 

and Holland (2006) found that community partners use different language than institutions of 

higher education to describe their efforts, a byproduct of different organizational cultures. Tryon, 

Hilgendorf, and Scott (2009) reported that community partners experience inconsistent 

communication with academic partners and struggle to find the time in their own schedules for 

adequate dialogue about student service-learning. Along with Chisholm (2003), they also noted 

that individual personalities and preferences enter into the partnership, and that communication 

can be particularly difficult during times of transition due to staff turnover or other 

organizational changes. At a recent site visit to an IPSL partner agency, for example, the 

placement coordinator dropped in without appointment, as is the norm at that locale. However, 

he checked to make sure the placement supervisor had time to talk and also introduced new staff 

to smooth a personnel transition.   

 Furthermore, communication in international partnerships is not without a unique set of 

challenges. Chisholm (2003) argued that international partnerships involve learning a new shared 
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language related to practical program implementation, such as what “course” or “service” mean 

to each of the partners, as well as roles of teacher and student. Annette (2001) suggested that 

cultural anthropology can reveal cultural differences in meanings related to service-learning.  

Porter and Monard’s (2001) article exploring ayni, the Andean concept of reciprocal exchange 

relationships, provided an example of this approach. ISL practitioners should strive to 

communicate openly among partners and students about different meanings of service. Students 

can be exposed to ayni and other ideas of service and reciprocity so that they are better prepared 

for culturally based differences in what it means to serve. Given the range of ways in which 

students can serve in organizations, they can come to understand nuances of meaning due to 

culture, institution, sector, or nation. 

 Moreover, technology alone can be a battle in communication and lead to 

misunderstandings. An email with a foreign address could be filtered to a spam folder system (as 

happens at times between IPSL partners), or a shared course management software program 

might not work with the dominant web browser in the host country. These glitches can be 

frustrating for students and staff alike, but can often be navigated with help from campus 

technology services or by using alternatives (such as personal email accounts or a free group 

communication website).   

  Chisholm (2003) noted the negotiation necessary to maintain strong partnerships, 

especially in light of potentially differing values and cultures. In the multi-layered collaboration 

of an ISL program, varied interests come into play. Students, staff, faculty, institutions, and of 

course local community organizations all have different priorities and finding the commonalities 

among them is essential to the long-term success of the program and represents one of its 

greatest challenges. A recent case illustrates this point:   
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The placement coordinator at an IPSL partner institution arranged a student’s service at a 

government agency. Because this student had long-term career interests in non-profit 

management, she preferred to work at an NGO and, unbeknownst to the coordinator, cancelled a 

meeting at the agency. This student, accustomed to American values of initiative and shared 

understanding of volunteerism, took it upon herself to seek a new placement—a task that turned 

out to be much more difficult than she anticipated since NGOs in that host country are not often 

approached by American students looking for service-learning projects. Needless to say, her 

actions jeopardized the partnership between the local placement coordinator and original agency, 

and her effort to arrange a placement at an NGO without introduction could have potentially left 

a negative impression on the organizations she visited attempting to seek a better fit.   

This vignette demonstrates several points. First, the role of the placement coordinator was 

critical. As a local resident, he understood immediately how the student’s actions could be 

perceived and took strides to remedy the situation. With great diplomacy, he mended the 

relationship with the original agency so that their staff would still be amenable to future 

placements, and visited the new organization to make sure their needs were being met with this 

students’ service (and that they understood the goals of service-learning). His credibility as a 

local, his established connections, and his skill in negotiation prevented this tenuous situation 

from souring relationships all the way around. He was ultimately able to maintain trust with the 

community partners through honest communication and ensuring mutual benefit.   

Second, this scenario shows a gap in the student’s learning and points to an appropriate 

programmatic adjustment. It appears as though this student did not understand the protocol for 

addressing concerns about a service placement. While she acted in a way that would further her 

own learning and that in some situations would have been seen favorably—after all, she took 
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initiative to solve a problem and meet her own learning needs—it was not appropriate in this 

particular cultural context. Though this case unfolded in a less than ideal manner (as can often 

happen in service-learning), such a situation can generate an important programmatic response—

such as enhancing student orientation to better prepare students for this kind of scenario (as IPSL 

has now done). The challenges of ISL partnerships are landmarks on an ongoing path of program 

improvement. Jacoby (2003) noted that the Campus Compact benchmarks for Campus / 

Community Partnerships identify regular evaluation as a sign of advanced partnerships. The 

willingness to revisit mistakes and make changes accordingly is necessary for a strong program.  

  Finally, this situation highlights the opportunity for student learning that arises out of 

ISL partnerships. Chisholm (2003) suggested that given the unexpected developments that are 

inherent to international service-learning, intended learning objectives might not be met. 

Nevertheless, the experience can generate equally substantive and important learning. This sort 

of authentic learning that makes use of experience is at the heart of service-learning. In the case 

described above, the student had not realized the upheaval her actions would cause, nor how 

difficult it would be to strike out on her own to find a volunteer placement.  With reflection, she 

came to understand why both were the case in terms of her own behavior and the organizational 

and cultural contexts in that country. Her story exemplifies the kind of professional growth that 

is possible through ISL partnerships at the graduate level.   

 

Learning From Partnerships 

Drawing from Dewey and others, Hatcher (2008) described how collaboration and reciprocity 

are characteristics of a “civic-minded professional.” In ISL, partnership work and experiential 

education combine to provide a rich pedagogical palette for graduate level learning and 
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development as civic-minded professionals. Experiential learning is at the foundation of ISL 

partnerships as a source of professional growth for students. In addition, ISL exists in a world 

increasingly characterized by globalization (Battistoni, Longo, & Jayanandhan, 2009; Chisholm, 

2003) and cross-sector collaboration (Business for Social Responsibility, 2003). Understanding 

the depth of communication necessary for success, the concepts of reciprocity and institutional 

power, as well as cultural and organizational history will be assets in students’ future careers. 

They have the opportunity through ISL to develop a professional reflective practice, observe 

organizational systems and management, and engage in intercultural communication. 

Learning from experience occurs through a series of actions and reflections on these 

actions. Reflection on experience as a way of enhancing learning has been posited from the early 

works of Dewey (1910). For Dewey (1938), reflection was more than talking or writing about 

what was done. He described it as a system based on doing and evaluating. Later, Kolb (1984) 

defined this learning as a process of doing and reflecting on one’s experiences and resulting in a 

modification of one’s behavior. The idea is that as individuals continuously reflect on an 

experience or task, they have more opportunities to modify and refine their responses and also 

understand the responses of others. These experiences help to produce learning and a change in 

practice for student and facilitator, which could lead to enhanced quality of both learning and 

teaching.  

Service-learning involves the collaboration between the agencies and the communities 

they serve; the university and the agency; the student and the instructor/ facilitator, and among 

them all (Berry & Chisholm, 1999). In ISL, all of this exists amidst the backdrop of international 

travel. Lutterman-Aguilar and Gingerich (2002) discussed the extent to which the study abroad 

experience is based on principles of experiential education. Drawing on the work of Dewey, 
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Kolb, and Freire, they debunk the notion that study abroad is inherently educative, noting the 

range in program structures and degree of intentionality in using the experience in a way that can 

foster growth. As Parker and Dautoff (2007) and Bringle and Hatcher (2010) observed, service-

learning by definition is joined with reflection, so a study abroad program with a  service-

learning component has a built-in mechanism to facilitate student learning about the international 

component of their experience along with the service component.   

 

Reflective Practice 

Service-learning embraces the idea that students learn to understand and show some mastery of 

the world around them through their service to others and by reflecting on their experiences of 

engagement. Reflection is a tool that deliberately incorporates creative and critical thinking by 

the student in an effort to understand and evaluate what they did, what they learned, how it 

affected them personally, and how their services affected society on a broader scale. (Ash & 

Clayton, 2004; Collier & Williams, 2005; Eyler, 2002). It is more than telling a personal story 

and is distinctly different from displaying the acquisition of the objective, factual content of a 

course that might be assessed through tests or observations made in community based settings 

and reported in a field journal. Reflection is essential to transform field experiences from simple 

volunteer activities into deeper learning. Without a significant reflective component, the 

connection between the intellectual work done in class and service-learning might not be made. 

If students’ experiences and perspectives remained unexamined, they may simply reinforce and 

reify all their stereotypes or misconceptions (Crabtree, 2008) and fail to meet the learning goals 

of the experience. Good reflective work prompts students to document not only what they have 
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learned, but also to think about how they have learned it (Ash & Clayton, 2004). In graduate 

level ISL, reflection may also be preparing students for a lifelong professional reflective practice. 

 With reflection, students can learn not only from the service work they perform, but 

from the partnerships between organizations that shape their experience. Schon (1987) asserted 

that one is able to refine one’s artistry or craft in a specific discipline. In a 1996 review of 

reflective practice, he wrote that reflection involved deliberate consideration of one’s 

experiences as knowledge is applied to practice while professionals in the field coach the 

process. This personal reflection, complemented by observations by other professionals, 

increases learning. Students cannot truly understand their roles as service providers and the 

assistance they provide to the community unless they continuously reflect on what they do 

throughout the process (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984). When service is linked to coursework, it is 

“used as a ‘text’ that is interpreted, analyzed and related to the content of the course in a way that 

permits a formal evaluation of the academic learning” (Thomson, Smith-Tolken, Naidoo, & 

Bringle, 2008, p. 16). The experience gained in the agency placement can enhance students’ 

knowledge of the larger society, foster linkages with their academic work and develop an 

appreciation for the role of their home stay.  

ISL can also help students understand the partnerships involved in their program, a 

particularly valuable outcome for graduate students whose professional work will likely involve 

collaboration. Reflection can help students identify the aspects of their experience that are 

impacted by partnership issues, such as a miscommunication between staff or expectation based 

on a previous students’ work. As these experiences surface in reflection, facilitators can turn the 

partnership itself into an additional text. ISL facilitates student understanding of the partnerships 

that are key not only to their program, but to the globalized and cross-sector careers for which 

http://stylus.styluspub.com/books/features.aspx


© Stylus Publishing, LLC Chapter 7 14 

 

they are preparing (Battistoni, Longo, & Jayanandhan, 2009, Business for Social Responsibility, 

2003). A reflection seminar is one way to help students to draw these linkages.   

When service is central not just to one course, but to an entire degree, a reflection 

seminar creates opportunities for program-level connections to enhance personal, professional, 

and civic growth. Throughout their course of study, IPSL students participate in a reflection 

seminar designed to maximize their learning from service placements and tie together program 

goals. The seminar format utilizes both written and dialogical reflection, as well as opportunities 

for self-directed learning. Seminar assignments require that students engage in career 

development (such as an informational interview), intercultural events, and civic activities (such 

as observing a board meeting or city council hearing). At times faculty from multiple campuses 

will co-facilitate the seminar and read reflection papers, typically using online technology to 

assist the process. Through the reflection seminar, students are perpetually connecting their 

service work to their courses, their time abroad, their professional development, and civic life.  

The intended outcome is that students will see the interconnectedness of these elements of their 

graduate education and the value of reflection to advance learning. Ideally, students will continue 

reflective practice as a way of refining their professional crafts (Schon, 1987). Another source of 

career development comes from the organizational exposure students get through the partners 

involved in ISL.  

 

Organizational Systems and Management 

The complicated network of partnerships in ISL can provide valuable organizational experience 

for students’ professional development. Some scholarship has indicated that service-learning 

influences students’ interest in careers helping others (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; 

http://stylus.styluspub.com/books/features.aspx


© Stylus Publishing, LLC Chapter 7 15 

 

Eyler, Giles, & Braxton, 1997; Vogelgesang & Astin, 2000). At the graduate level, however, 

students have already narrowed their career choices. ISL can therefore facilitate relevant 

experience with the organizational systems and management in students’ chosen fields. The 

organizational observation at partner sites in the service-learning placement can provide valuable 

lessons for students in systems and management issues.   

Educational institutions and more specifically educators, because of their pivotal role as 

facilitators of learning and giving service, must keep the curriculum relevant. It should be 

transformative and capable of translating theory into practice for the benefit of the student, the 

community and the institution. The IPSL program is designed to provide students, through 

theory, practice and engagement in service in a culture not their own, with the experience 

necessary for understanding the operation of NGOs. This service-learning also helps them to 

utilize their skills to provide assistance in the satisfaction of a human need, which would 

otherwise remain unmet. However, a recent student’s quandary with widely varying placements 

illustrates some of the challenges of implementing quality service-learning and how students can 

nonetheless learn from their experience.   

This student’s service story began with her enrollment in the program. During the 

domestic component, she was first assigned to an organization that seemed to match her 

experience and professional interests, but was a new partner. While she tried to maintain a 

positive attitude, this student soon found herself questioning the management of this small 

agency, as well as its mission and effectiveness. With only a few weeks left in the term, she 

determined to meet her obligation to the organization and learn as much as she could—even if it 

was about what she would do differently if she were the leader. Hopeful that her time abroad 

would bring a more positive service-learning experience, this student was again disappointed. 
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While the partner had a long history with the program, the need was for direct service and this 

student wanted to serve in an indirect capacity to learn more about organizational systems. Upon 

return home, however, the story shifted. The student had focused her interests during the 

program and knew more about what she wanted from the experience, and how to articulate those 

interests to the placement coordinator. The placement coordinator connected her with a familiar 

organization that matched her interests. The student thrived both on the tasks she performed and 

in her observations of a model organization from which she could learn what works well.   

This case highlights how the service-learning partnership can enhance student 

understanding about the professional contexts in which they are preparing to enter. In one regard, 

the story demonstrates that experiential learning takes the bad with the good— even if not ideal, 

negative situations can be educative. Voegele and Lieberman (2005) described “failure with the 

best of intentions.” Differing expectations are among the situations they highlight that can lead to 

a sense of disappointment among service-learning participants.  They point out that reflection 

can help students reframe their experience, such as focusing on what they have learned about 

organizational limitations and management challenges. Such reframing ultimately helped the 

student above learn from what she initially viewed as a failure.  

Moreover, a case study assignment can teach students how to analyze the operations of 

the organizations in which they serve so that they gain more complex understanding of the ways 

that leadership, policy, and other organizational forces affect day-to-day practices. The student 

above turned her frustration into an intellectual understanding of the organization’s functioning. 

She gained similar perspective through coursework that addressed organizational leadership and 

management in her field. The contrasting styles and results she has witnessed, while at times 

troublesome in the moment, have since borne fruit in her professional growth. Further, this 
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student’s experience opened avenues for program improvement in the placement process, such as 

a more thorough matching process at each stage of the program. At the graduate level 

transparent, diplomatic, and culturally appropriate action to remedy a concern models effective 

problem-solving in partnership work. To that end, ISL partnerships can also be a source of 

intercultural learning for students.   

 

Intercultural Communication 

One of the primary intended outcomes of ISL is intercultural understanding (Bringle & Hatcher, 

2010; Chisholm, 2003). Service-learning partnerships are complicated enough in domestic 

settings (Stoecker & Tryon, 2009), but in ISL the added layer of study abroad ensures that 

students are exposed to intercultural situations that prepare them for diverse professional 

settings. Their academic discourse, home stay and service-learning placement form an interplay 

that allows them to assess and reassess themselves on their journey in the host country. 

In a cross-cultural environment misunderstandings may occur based on past and present 

perceptions, assumptions, prejudices, and biases. These misapprehensions are sometimes 

influenced by families, friends, the media, or by the students themselves. Students may also 

experience what Chisholm (1998) referred to as “critical incidents”—those moments in which a 

particular issue or cultural puzzle is encapsulated. The service-learning literature often points to 

interactions with “the other” as the source of such critical incidents (Dunlap, Scroggin, Green, & 

Davi, 2007; Jay, 2008).  When living outside of their native countries, ISL students have ample 

opportunities for intercultural interactions that could foster perspective transformation (Kiely, 

2005) and “dialogue across difference” (Jay, 2008). For example, an IPSL student was 

confronted with an intercultural dilemma when a peer from the host country made a remark that 
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she perceived to be homophobic. The reflection facilitators used this student’s experience as a 

learning opportunity to explore the cultural issues surrounding sexuality as well as 

communication strategies for addressing cultural differences. 

Furthermore, students may not remember the objectives of a course, an assignment or a 

visit to a cultural site, but the varying perspectives that surface in such a reflective exercise could 

stay with them for a lifetime. Being able to recognize, interpret and react correctly to these 

perspectives is important for intercultural competence (Bennett & Castiglioni, 2004). 

Challenging assumptions through reflection encourages the development of the student’s 

cognitive ability (McEwen, 1996). For some, the misperceptions change quickly, while for others 

this transformation may take a longer time as they try to understand the host culture. IPSL 

faculty have read journals, listened to students, and observed them reach such moments. It is 

pleasurable for some and shocking or painful for others when those moments of truth present 

themselves. The partnership provides the challenge and support (McEwen, 1996) that students 

need for honest reflection. In the case above, for instance, both the domestic and international 

reflection seminar facilitators read and responded to the student’s paper describing her 

experience. Their collaboration, which at times can also include home stay families or placement 

sites, provides a net to support student learning.     

In ISL, the facilitator must be proactive in assessing the student’s progress in reflecting. 

Faculty can read student journals and note how they draw conclusions about issues or 

controversial problems. When the student reported the conversation about homosexuality, faculty 

pointed out the ways in which her reasoning was affected by her own cultural perspective.  

Having students share aspects of their journals with the entire class further helps to reinforce, 

affirm or reject opinions, clarify views or offer suggestions (Colby, Beaumont, Ehrlich, & 
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Corngold, 2007). Through reflection on ISL students should be able to separate assumptions 

based on their own background and that of the culture abroad. Doing so is an important 

component of the intercultural communication they will need in their careers. Along with 

learning about organizational management and developing reflective practice, such engagement 

in intercultural learning demonstrates the professional growth that ISL partnerships can offer 

students. The potential therein leads to several implications for ISL practitioners.    

 

Conclusion 

The principles of trust, reciprocity, and communication articulated by Chisholm (2003) represent 

challenging ideals for ISL partnerships, but worthwhile pursuits. Striving to maintain open and 

honest relationships enhances the mutual benefits of service-learning. Further, partnership 

endeavors enrich graduate level education through professional development and experiential 

learning. The IPSL case illustrates how the multilayered complexity of ISL partnerships can lead 

to both challenges and opportunities for student learning. Maximizing the benefits of 

professional development and reciprocity that can accompany ISL partnerships, however, points 

to several considerations for practitioners.   

First, ISL educators must be intentional in helping students make connections between 

their service-learning experiences and professional growth.  Furco and Billig (2002) asserted that 

students will not be successful at meeting their learning objectives unless facilitators guide them 

to make the desired connections. Engaging learners in activities that encourage them to 

document and assess their own learning is essential since it gives both the learner and the 

educator insights into how well the student is learning and how well the service-learning 

experiences are contributing to the student’s process and progress toward their goals (Eaton, 
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2004).  This point leads to a second implication for ISL practitioners, which is the potential to 

use reflection as a source of data for both teaching and collaboration.  

In ISL, reflection is not only a pedagogical tool but also a partnership tool. 

Pedagogically, reflective writing offers an insight into gaps in student learning. The process of 

reviewing student papers and facilitating discussions is a type of formative assessment that 

allows for modification to instruction—changes in teaching strategies and to content (Colby et 

al., 2007). This review helps gauge how a student’s perspective changes as he or she more 

deeply understands the host culture. Students’ reflective writing is one way of capturing the 

potpourri of experiences—school, home and service—and can be an important diagnostic tool 

for the faculty member. Reflection provides the student, the faculty and potentially the 

institution, with rich data about how and why particular instructional strategies succeed or fail 

and can lead to more effective teaching and learning. Patton (1990) stated that qualitative inquiry 

cultivates the most useful of all human capacities—the capacity to learn from others. In this 

spirit, reflection can be a source of data for both student and educator analysis.  Just as Clayton 

and Ash (2005) argued that reflection extends beyond understanding to move students toward 

informed and effective action, so it can also move facilitators toward changes in practice via the 

insights they can gain from student experience (Colby et al., 2007).    

Furthermore, the same approach can be applied to partnership work. Reflection can 

reveal how the collaboration is experienced by the student. Those miscommunications or 

unspoken expectations that shape student experience and emerge in reflection can alert the 

partners to a problem that can perhaps be addressed to improve the situation (Colby et al., 2007). 

Moreover, unlike traditional disciplines where underlying principles and theories are grounded in 

established norms and mores, and in particular years of research, service-learning as an academic 
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discipline is still in its infancy. It is amorphous and culturally peculiar (Hodelin, 2006). The 

learning process is dynamic and the opportunities for serving and learning are constantly 

changing. It is often through reflection that faculty first learn of a problem and determine to take 

action to improve both curriculum and partnership to enhance the service-learning experience. 

This process certainly has been the case at IPSL, where student reflection has opened avenues for 

facilitators to see how their partnership is impacting students and make changes accordingly.   

Partnership networks are central to the ISL experience. While the principles of trust, 

reciprocity, and communication can guide organizations toward strong and ethical international 

partnerships (Chisholm, 2003; Crabtree, 2008), the reality of international service-learning is 

complex and ideals difficult to achieve. Nevertheless, ISL partnership work can still provide 

students with a source of learning, especially at the graduate level in which they are developing 

as civic-minded professionals (Hatcher, 2008). Further, with intentionality and reflection, ISL 

facilitators can work to increase students’ learning, improve their own practice, and enhance the 

partnership.   

Jacoby (2003) cited the Center for the Advancement of Collaborative Strategies in Health 

conceptualization of “partnership synergy.”  She explained that in partnership synergy, “the 

partners work together to create something new and valuable, a whole that is greater than the 

sum of its parts. Partnership synergy enables a partnership to think and act in ways that surpass 

the capacities of the individual participants” (p. 7–8). ISL can be such a whole greater than the 

sum of its parts. Partnership challenges are par for the course in international service-learning. 

Ultimately, however, the challenges provide an opportunity for student learning, and 

practitioners’.   
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