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Abstract 

Service-learning is a form of experiential learning that incorporates rigorous 

academic curricula, valuable community serve, and critical reflection in order to enhance 

the learning process and promote civic engagement among college students.  Study 

abroad is also a form of experiential learning that, through immersion in a foreign 

country, can help students to grow personally and academically as well as develop greater 

cultural awareness in preparation for becoming global citizens.  Incorporating service-

learning with study abroad results in a phenomenon that enhances and intensifies the 

experience for students, especially in increasingly popular short-term study abroad 

programs.   

This qualitative inquiry looks at six landscape architecture summer study abroad 

programs to Yucatán, Mexico from 2005 through 2010.  The course topic was 

Community-Based Ecotourism and included design studios where students worked with 

rural Maya communities who wanted to develop low impact tourism projects.  

Qualitative data analysis included two sets of data; the students’ journals with their 

responses to Pre- and Post-Flection essay prompts, and transcripts of interviews with 

individuals seven years after their participation in the first program in 2005.  Results 

indicate that students’ journaling after the trip shifted toward the higher level of 

Krathwohl’s affective domain.  Indications are that the service-learning component 

played an important role in the shift.  There were also indications that students valued 

community engagement as an important aspect of the program.   
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Chapter I  

Introduction  

Background 

The focus of this dissertation is the phenomenon created when service-learning is 

included as an instructional pedagogy in a study abroad course.  It focuses on a program 

that took place in the Mexican state of Yucatán between 2005 and 2010.  The classes 

were developed to provide landscape architecture students the opportunity to explore the 

connections between design, culture, environment, and community in an environment 

very different than their own.  Several meetings, classes, and discussions were held in 

preparation for the study of community-based ecotourism.  After the pre-departure 

activities, students traveled to the colonial era city of Mérida, the capital of Yucatán.  

From there they participated in two weeks of activities including guest lectures and day 

trips to historic, cultural, and natural sites as well as community operated ecotourism 

venues.  These activities provided first-hand information and a context for service-

learning projects for rural, agricultural Maya communities.  Typically, a local group of 

residents request ideas for ways to incorporate some level of community centered tourism 

as a means to enhance their quality of life and at the same time preserve their natural 

environment and/or cultural heritage.  The concept is known as community-based 

ecotourism which emphasizes a grass roots, community operated low impact tourism 

venture.  Students have completed approximately ten design projects for five rural Maya 

communities in Yucatán.  These service-learning projects gave the students the 
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opportunity to apply some of the design concepts and ideas they had learned about in 

their classroom and travel activities (Klein & Lawver, 2007).    

The benefits of study abroad have been well documented and can include personal 

growth, greater cultural awareness (including their own), and a significant effect on 

career and academic choices.  Research has also shown that long-term experiences such 

as an entire semester or school year can produce even greater benefits (Dwyer & Peters, 

2004; Thomlison, 1991).  Yet the trend is for shorter-term study abroad programs due to 

financial and academic constraints.  Unfortunately, the post 911 fears surrounding travel 

abroad, while they still exist, appear to have been replaced by the current economic 

downturn which has exacerbated the issue of cost associated with travel abroad.  

Additionally there is a growing concern about the academic rigor of short term study 

abroad programs.  In an effort to increase the number of students participating in study 

abroad, there is the sentiment that there is less emphasis on academic content in short 

term study abroad programs (Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004).   

Service-learning has been shown to greatly enhance the short term study abroad 

experience (Lewis & Niesenbaum, 2005).  Experiential learning is the theoretical 

foundation for service-learning, which was developed as a means to provide for civic 

engagement through service projects that supported a rigorous academic curriculum 

(Schwendener-Holt, 2005).  The service project needs to have a direct connection to the 

course curriculum and must also provide for the needs of the community partner (Lewis 

& Niesenbaum, 2005).  A key component of service-learning is the inclusion of critical 

reflection that helps the students make sense of the activity and connect the service with 
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the curriculum.  For the Community-Based Ecotourism in Yucatán course, students kept 

journals and reflected on daily activities as well as responding to specific essay prompts. 

The emphasis placed on civic engagement by service-learning as a means to 

develop greater civic and social responsibility is a perfect match for landscape 

architecture students.  A preliminary study of the Yucatán program found that students 

developed a greater understanding of the role of the profession with regard to community 

and the environment; personal and academic growth; and a greater appreciation for the 

interaction between design, people, culture, and the natural environment.  Students also 

expressed a profound sense of gratitude for what they have after spending time in 

extremely poor communities with residents that were always happy (Klein & Lawver, 

2007).   

However, the Klein & Lawver study (2007) acknowledged the limitations 

presented by a small number of research subjects (n=17) and recommended continued 

investigation.  Another case study of a similar landscape architecture course found 

similar results and faced the same limitations (Myers & Hill, 2005).  Even among other 

disciplines, longitudinal opportunities are few.  However, the Community-Based 

Ecotourism in Yucatán class has been conducted every summer from 2005 through 2010.  

Although there were different service projects for several different communities, the 

journaling prompts remained consistent.  Consequently, there was a data set that included 

potentially 59 participants.  Additionally, there was the opportunity to interview the first 

group of participants from the 2005 course to gain an understanding of any lasting, long 

term affects.  Together, these two data sets provided a longitudinal aspect to the study of 



Texas Tech University, Charles Klein, May 2012 
 

4 
 

the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon.  An entirely qualitative research 

paradigm was utilized to analyze students’ journals and transcripts of the interviews.    

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand and assess the impact that the 

practice of including a service-learning component in a study abroad experience had on 

students who participated in a landscape architecture program to Yucatán, México.  The 

assessment included the impact immediately following the study abroad experience for 

six summer programs, as well as the impact after six years for the initial group from 

2005.  Ultimately, the study resulted in the definition (theory development?) of the 

service-learning/study abroad phenomenon.   

Problem Statement 

The inclusion of a service-learning component as an integral part of an academic 

study abroad experience appears to be a growing phenomenon.  Many universities and 

independent organizations are offering accredited programs.  Additionally, The 

International Partnership for Service Learning and Leadership (IPSL) offers graduate and 

undergraduate programs in more than a dozen countries in collaboration with Concordia 

University-Portland (The International Partnership for Service-Learning and Leadership, 

2010).  Further evidence of the growing phenomenon was the annual International 

Conference on Study Abroad, Service-Learning, and Sustainability sponsored by The 

National Service-Learning Clearinghouse.   

As might be expected, there is a lag in the literature that references research 

related to the phenomenon.  Additionally, most of the research is limited to either case 
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studies or quantitative inquiries with limited generalizability.  Many case study examples 

can be found in the literature, but most are single instances and even fewer investigate the 

phenomenon over a sufficient period of time to be considered longitudinal.    

While the combination of service-learning with study abroad is not a new 

phenomenon, it is in its infancy and a continued dialog, investigation and peer reviewed 

literature is needed to thoroughly comprehend the value associated with this growing 

trend.  The investigation and utilization of various methodologies also need to be a part of 

the dialog in order to fully explore the scope and depth of the phenomenon.  Qualitative 

research methodologies can be especially beneficial when investigating the service-

learning/Study Abroad phenomenon.   

Research Questions 

1. How did students describe the impact of the service-learning/study abroad 

program on their personal and academic lives? 

2. How did students internalize the impact of service-learning/study abroad program 

as measured by the affective domain? 

3. How did the former student participants describe the impact of the service-

learning/study abroad program on their personal and professional lives, five years 

later?   

Theoretical Framework 

Experiential education. 

At a fundamental level, epistemology is the school of philosophy concerned with 

the nature of knowledge, how it is obtained, and how it is valued and evaluated (Gall, 
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Gall, & Borg, 2007).  Within the school of epistemology there are many branches that 

include cognitive, behavioral, and experiential theories, the last of which is the basis for 

this study.  The recognized father of experiential education is John Dewey who felt that 

there must be an “organic connection” between educational material and what the learner 

has already experienced in order to avoid making the curriculum “formal and symbolic” 

(Dewey, 1902).  Dewey felt that any learning, or the accumulation of knowledge, was a 

function of one’s own experiences within a context or social setting.  Furthermore, in 

order for knowledge to be useful, there needed to be a corresponding practical 

application.  Roberts (1994) provided perhaps the best explanation of Dewey's theory:  

One implication of these principles for Dewey is that for knowledge to be usable 
through recall an application it has to be acquired in a situation; otherwise it is 
segregated from experience and is forgotten or not available for transfer to a new 
experience. (Giles & Eyler, 1994, p. 79). 

David Kolb was another champion of experiential learning.  He defined the theory 

as “the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience.  

Knowledge results from the combination of grasping and transforming experience" 

(Kolb, 1984, p.  42).   

There are many common elements among Dewey, Kolb and other proponents of 

experiential education that are essential to the theory and its implementation or 

utilization.  There is no doubt that the epistemological doctrine of constructivism is at 

work within experiential education.  Constructivism stipulates that individuals construct 

reality within a social system, and therefore, experiences as educational opportunities are 

dependent upon that society (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).  Dewey felt that education 

needed to take place within a context and involve interaction.  The theory of 
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constructivism is present in that knowledge is "constructed" by the learner.  Dewey, felt 

that knowledge is constructed by the individual through personal experience and 

interaction within a contextual framework (Giles & Eyler, 1994; Roberts, 2006).  

Consequently, the acquisition of knowledge was internal to the learner and can be 

recalled and applied, as opposed to knowledge that is an abstract concept separate from 

the learner.  It is also important to understand that the context includes both a physical 

setting as well as a set of circumstances.  This might include a specific society, the group 

of learners, or the progression of the experience (Giles & Eyler, 1994; Roberts, 2006). 

Experiential education theorists are strongly rooted in the advocacy of democracy 

and the notion that a well-educated public is essential to the success of a democratic 

society.  These views were shared by Thomas Jefferson, the author of the declaration of 

Independence and founding father.  Jefferson wrote extensively about educational policy 

and felt that the very foundation and success of the new republic rested with a well-

educated populace who were then free to make informed decisions (Koch, 1957).  

However, for Dewey, education must also facilitate active participation in that democracy 

and equated experiential learning was essential for achieving that goal (Bringle & 

Hatcher, 1999).    

Most theorists are also quick to point out that not all experiences are educational.  

There are even times in which an experience can be detrimental to the learning process.  

A situation that traumatizes or overwhelms a learner are examples where the future 

ability to recall and apply the lesson is hampered.  Therefore, the experience needs to be 

directed in order for it to be a genuine educational experience.  Without meaning and 
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without the conceptual framework, an experience is just another point in time with 

nothing to be applied in another situation at another point in time.  The experience has to 

be positive and meaningful in order to have an educational value.  Furthermore, the 

positive learning experience needs to include continuity and interaction.  Continuity 

refers to a progression along a continuum of the learning process as well as a series of 

learning experiences the build upon the previous experience.  Interaction involves more 

than just observation and exposure.  A learner must be able to interact with a situation in 

a formal or guided fashion, in order to be able to draw a meaningful conclusion (Billig & 

Welch, 2004; Boyd, Dooley, & Felton, 2006; Shumer, 2000).   

Finally, a meaningful reflective process is another concept that is an essential 

component of experiential education theory.  Observation, understanding, and judgment 

are essential to the development of genuine knowledge in an experiential setting.  True 

knowledge is obtained when the observation of a situation with an understanding of the 

context is followed by an opinion or judgment.  Taking the time to reflect upon the 

activity, whereby it is reviewed and analyzed, is essential before it can be internalized as 

new knowledge (Bringle & Hatcher, 1999; Boyd, Dooley, & Felton, 2006). 

In the landscape architecture curriculum, experiential learning has been the corner 

stone of the design studio experience.  Traditionally, design studio classes are taught by 

first introducing concepts and critical information in lecture format.  Students are then 

assigned a design problem that allows them to apply the knowledge and concepts.  There 

is usually a sequence of design studios with increasing levels of complexity and scope 

(Forsyth, Lu, & McGirr, 1999).  Many schools of design such as architecture or interior 
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design operate in a similar manner.  However, oftentimes the design problems are based 

on either an imaginary situation or context or, if they use an actual site that students can 

visit, there are no actual clients associated with the project.  As an alternative to these 

hypothetical design problems, service-learning offers the ability to incorporate an actual 

client and setting.  It also provides the opportunity to emphasize the civic engagement 

and community focused aspects of landscape architecture and other design professions 

(Sterling, 2007; Loon & Fithian, 2009; Artunc, 2009).   

Limitations, Delimitations and Assumptions 

Limitations. 

 Since one of the research questions of this study was to determine the long-term 

effects of the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon, the traditional concern for an 

individual’s ability to recall is not necessarily a limitation.  However, one limitation may 

the ability of the participant to identify a direct relationship between the much earlier 

activity and their current views, perceptions and feelings.  The interview questions were 

designed with the intent that they may seek out circumstances where that may be the 

case.  However, it was also the intent of this study to identify correlational relationships 

between the academic activity and their current situation and not necessarily causal 

relationships.   

Assumptions. 

 This study was conducted under the assumption that all participants are willing 

and that their answers were truthful.  This applies to both the service-learning student 

journals as well as the personal interviews.  Additionally, it was assumed that the 
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interview participants were not affected by any personal, academic, or professional 

relationship with the researcher and that they were comfortable enough to provide 

responses that were truthful and without regard to what they felt they may have been 

expected to say.   

Another assumption of this study was the concern for researcher as participant 

and the very real potential for research bias.  Researcher involvement in the development, 

implementation and continued success of the class certainly presents the opportunity for 

researcher bias.   Even though techniques exist to guard against bias, which were 

incorporated into the study, protecting against researcher bias presented a challenge none 

the less.  Therefore, the ability for the researcher to set aside his own biases to the extent 

that he can generate analysis and conclusions objectively was another very important 

assumption of this dissertation, as it must be with any qualitative study.     

Delimitations. 

 The scope of this research was the group of students who participated in the 

Community-Based Ecotourism in Yucatán study abroad class between 2005 and 2010.  

Furthermore, the data analysis was restricted to the students’ Pre- and Post-Flection 

essays conducted as service-learning reflection activities, as well as the interview 

transcripts of the participants from the 2005 study abroad trip.   

Significance of the Study 

Virtually every article or literature source that utilized the qualitative research 

paradigm or a mixed methods paradigm that includes qualitative methodologies 

recognized the need for continued, ongoing discourse in order to establish a greater 
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degree of understanding within the tradition.  For service-learning the dialog of civic 

responsibility is aided by continued research and dissemination of methodologies, 

principles, and/or findings that can be replicated, or transferred to other, similar 

situations.  Transferability is the qualitative equivalent of generalizability in the realm of 

quantitative research.  The use of extensive descriptions of the context of the study is 

what provides transferability.   

For landscape architects, the significance of this study was the potential to apply 

the principles of environmental and social ethics inherent in the profession.  Sharkey 

(1994) stated that “Landscape architects are committed to improving the condition of the 

community and society while maintaining the intrinsic values of environmental 

resources” (pg.  20).  Frederick Law Olmstead, considered the father of landscape 

architecture, believed that the profession had the ability, through thoughtful and informed 

design, to improve the conditions of our built environment and solve the social ills that 

plagued the country at the turn of the 19th Century (Sharky, 1994).  Another prominent 

figure in landscape architecture, Ian McHarg, is largely responsible for promoting an 

environmental ethic and the intrinsic benefits to society through the responsible use of 

natural resources (McHarg, 1992).  Consequently, the landscape architecture profession 

recognizes that community is comprised of both individuals and the natural environment, 

and that students must taught the importance of the relationships between design, society 

and the natural environment.  If the incorporation of a service-learning component can 

help students understand the interconnectedness of our built and natural environments, 

then it needs to be a part of the scholarship of teaching and learning.     
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This study not only contributes to the service-learning and qualitative research 

dialogs, but has the added benefit of a longitudinal perspective.  Longitudinal studies 

utilize data collected over a period of time to look for either changes or continuity in the 

phenomenon or individuals being studied.  The period of time in this study involved two 

distinct perspectives.  The first was the perspective of the service-learning/study abroad 

phenomenon and how it either remains consistent or changes over the long term across 

several iterations of the Yucatán study abroad program.  Second, was the perspective of 

the lasting or long term effects of the phenomenon for the participants from the 2005 

class, six years after their participation and after several years in the professional world.   

Finally, the phenomenological research tradition has evolved, and is evolving, 

from a “method without techniques” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 2) to one where 

researchers are taking care to better explain their methods and procedures.  This not only 

leads to greater confidence in the findings, but provides other qualitative researchers with 

methodologies that can be replicated.  The methodology utilized in this study was used in 

a study of a virtual international agricultural experience (Boyd, Dooley, & Felton, 2006) 

and in an exploratory study of the Yucatán program (Klein & Lawver, 2007) .  Therefore, 

this study not only contributed to the investigation of the service-learning/study abroad 

phenomenon, it tested and confirmed the credibility of the methodology used.   

Definitions of Terms 

2005-A is an identifier used to denote the writings of a specific participant in one 

of the study abroad courses while preserving their personal identity, where “2005” 

signifies the year of participation and the “A” denotes the individual. 
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2005-1 is an identifier used to describe a specific interview participant while 

preserving their personal identity, where “2005” signifies the year of their original study 

abroad participation and the “1” denotes the individual.  The number “1” designation for 

the interview participant is not necessarily the same participant as the letter “A” 

designation.   Coding is the activity whereby data from a variety of sources is reviewed 

and similar themes or thoughts are identified and categorized.   

Coding is the assignment of statements or sections of data to various categories.  

The categories represent themes that are prevalent in the data as assigned by the 

researcher. 

Node is an NVivo term for a digital system that allows for the organization of 

information into logical and convenient groups.  Typically, a node is used to collect and 

organize data that defines a particular theme.  In this way, themes and nodes are 

synonyms.  However, a node can also be a way to organize data by classifications such as 

separate nodes for females vs. males.   

Landscape Architecture as defined by the ASLA 1975 constitution and quoted by 

Sharkey (1994) is “The art of design, planning, or management of the land, arrangement 

of natural or manmade elements thereon through application of cultural and scientific 

knowledge, with concern for resource conservation and stewardship, to the end that the 

resultant environment serves useful and enjoyable purposes” (p. XXX) 

Post-Flection Essay is an essay assigned to and completed by a study abroad 

student participant at the conclusion of the trip.  It is completed in response to specific 

prompts or questions. 
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Pre-Flection Essay is an essay assigned to and completed by a study abroad 

student participant prior to their participation in the study abroad trip.   

Prompt is a question or statement that provides the student participant with a 

guide for their pre- and post- flection journaling.  It is designed to solicit thoughtful 

responses about perceptions, feelings and experiences and not necessarily correct or 

incorrect answers to curriculum objectives.   

Reflection Activity is that part of a service-learning course that is intended to help 

the student make a connection between course curriculum and the community service 

activity.  For the purposes of this study, Reflection Activities are the Pre-Flection and 

Post-Reflection Essays that were guided by prompts.   

Service-Learning is an instructional pedagogy or strategy that links a specific 

course curriculum with a community service project that includes a reflection activity for 

students.  It is designed to promote a better, in depth understanding of the course material 

while simultaneously building a stronger sense of community and civic responsibility on 

the part of student participant 

Study Abroad is an activity that has academic content and takes place in a country 

other than the students’ home country.   

Themes are the categories of concepts, thoughts, or ideas that are prevalent in the 

data and important to understanding the meaning to the research subjects.   
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Introduction. 

Service-learning is a very specialized form of experiential learning with its 

foundation firmly embedded in John Dewey’s theories of progressive education.  Service-

learning was developed as a way to emphasize civic engagement in response to concerns 

that higher education did not properly prepare students as citizens and community leaders 

(Billig & Welch, 2004).  It is an important lesson for landscape architecture students to 

understand that the design of the built environment carries with it the ability, as well as 

the responsibility, to promote positive influences on communities.  Study abroad is also a 

form of experiential education.  Its essence is the opportunity to experience another 

country, society or culture first-hand through immersion as opposed to a lecture, reading 

assignment or video presentation.  It is no wonder then that the practice of combining 

service-learning with study abroad has become an emerging trend.  This has been 

especially true with the movement toward shorter term study abroad experiences.  

However, while the logic may appear obvious, little in-depth evaluation and analysis 

beyond case study research, exists in the literature, especially with regard to the 

advancement of civic engagement among college students.   

Service Learning. 

The decades of the 1960’s and ‘70’s on college campuses across the country were 

known for their turmoil and demonstrations against the “establishment” and especially 

the war in Vietnam.  Although volatile and at times riotous, it was an age when college 
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students took a very active interest in the world beyond the halls of the college campus.  

The underlying emphasis was on the role of community and government in society.  

Right or wrong, at the time they were civically engaged students (Schwendener-Holt, 

2005; Billig & Welch, 2004).  In contrast, the 1980’s and 1990’s has been viewed by 

educational historians and critics as a time when college students and universities alike 

seemed to be disconnected from their communities.  Whether or not the change was a 

reaction to the turmoil of the previous decades is debatable but what is important is that 

there was a growing concern for the failure of education to adequately prepare students as 

civically engaged graduates.  Newman (1985) noted “If there is a crisis in education in 

the United States, it is less that test scores have declined than it is that we have failed to 

provide the education for citizenship that is still the most important responsibility of the 

nation’s schools and colleges.” (p. 31).  In 1998, the National Commission on Civic 

Renewal went so far as to accuse higher education as having a sense “civic dis-

engagement” (Billig & Welch, 2004, p. 222)   

By the end of the 1990’s research by the Higher Education Research Institute had 

confirmed that fewer college students felt that it was important to become involved in 

community action programs or political affairs, and that there was little desire on their 

part to influence social values (Schwendener-Holt, 2005).  There was also documentation 

of a disconnect between higher education, the community, and society’s need for 

educated and civically competent leaders.  Educational critics cited a lack of cross 

disciplinary exchange to the point of compartmentalization that prevented students from 

connecting various subject matter.  The critics also noted a lack of connectivity between 
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the classroom, students’ personal lives, civic matters and the community outside the 

college campus (Eyler & Giles, 1999). 

Service-learning has developed into an important instructional pedagogy in 

response to those critics of higher education (Eyler & Giles, 1999; Schwendener-Holt, 

2005).  Its incorporation into the curricula of higher education has increased over the past 

several decades and is popular among students, faculty, and administration.  There are 

several national organizations promoting service-learning including Campus Compact 

and the National Service-Learning Clearinghouse along with the highly respected 

Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning.  Reports indicate a seventy percent 

increase in just four years from 1994 to 1998 in the number of colleges and universities 

offering support for faculty who offer service-learning courses (Eyler & Giles, 1999).   

Service-learning draws its theoretical foundations from experiential learning and 

its proponents such as John Dewey, David Kolb and others.  It helps bridge the gap 

between academic study and the practical application of the knowledge gained through 

active engagement in a real world context (Giles & Eyler, 1994).  While there are many 

definitions of service-learning, with varying degrees of emphasis on the service aspect or 

the learning aspect, they all include three primary elements; 1) a rigorous academic 

curriculum, 2) meaningful community service and 3) critical reflection.  Combined, these 

three elements help students gain a deeper understanding of the curriculum, grow 

personally, and develop a greater sense of civic responsibilities (Eyler & Giles, 1999).  

The parallels with Dewey, Kolb and other experiential learning proponents are not subtle.  

They all believed that learning was situational, that active learning must be meaningful 
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and stimulating, and that there must be an opportunity for reflection as a critical 

component of learning (Giles & Eyler, 1994).  Like Thomas Jefferson, Dewey felt that 

institutions of learning must not be set apart from the community but rather the 

foundation upon which democracy, through community, is built (Giles & Eyler, 1994; 

Billig & Welch, 2004; Koch, 1957).   

As it is with all college courses, the academic curriculum is an essential 

component of a service-learning course.  It is the foundation upon which the service-

learning activity is based.  Without a strong curriculum component a service-learning 

course would be more akin to volunteer service, which while valuable, usually has little if 

any critical connection with academic content.  Ideally there is a balance between the 

curriculum component and the service component such that the learning and the service 

are well connected and mutually beneficial (Eyler & Giles, 1999).  In this way the 

community service element of service-learning is then able to link the academic curricula 

with a social context.  Rather than abstract concepts presented or discussed in a lecture, 

the service-learning activity helps students generalize the concepts to a real word context.  

The student is then able to transfer the knowledge, skills and ability from the classroom 

to a social situation by actively participating in the problem solving process for a 

community partner (Billig & Welch, 2004; Shumer, 2000).   

However, there are several important factors to the community service aspect of 

service-learning that must be emphasized.  First and foremost the service activity must be 

beneficial to the student and provide for the needs of the community partner, as defined 

by the community partner.  Providing a benefit to the community partner is essential to 
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establishing civic engagement among the students by performing a valuable and needed 

service to the community partner (Reitenauer, Spring, Kecskes, Kerrigan, Cress, & 

Collier, 2005).  Otherwise the activity is simply another abstraction even though it may 

be outside the classroom setting and is one of Dewey’s primary tenants of experiential 

education; the experience must be meaningful and wanted.  Furthermore, negative 

consequences could arise from a service activity that is burdensome to either the student 

or community partner.  This would lead to a negative learning situation.  Dewey warned 

that not all experiential situations are educative by default and can in fact be harmful 

(Boyd, Dooley, & Felton, 2006; Giles & Eyler, 1994).    

Another important aspect of the service project is the selection of a community 

partner that will be the recipient of the community service.  A close relationship with the 

community partner is essential for a quality educational experience since they will be 

both recipient and teacher (Schwendener-Holt, 2005; Reitenauer, Spring, Kecskes, 

Kerrigan, Cress, & Collier, 2005).  Traditionally, community partners are organizations 

whose purpose is to address community and societal needs.  They are also groups with 

which college students would not normally interact, nor would they have many 

opportunities to interact with universities.  This offers a greater level of diversity and a 

broader more holistic view of the community.  The community partners may be 

government agencies, not-for profit businesses, social service organizations, schools, or 

even individuals that can advance the community engagement focus of service-learning.  

For-profit businesses or individuals are usually not considered valid community partners 

due to the lack of benefit for the greater good of the community.  However, the nature of 
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the community service projects or activities cover a broad range of possibilities and are 

usually tailored to the specific needs of the curriculum and the community.  

Consequently, the criterion for selecting and developing relationships with community 

partners is usually the purview of the academic institution (Reitenauer, Spring, Kecskes, 

Kerrigan, Cress, & Collier, 2005).   

The nature of the community partner relationship can be thought of as either a 

direct service or a project-based service.  In a direct service relationship, students work 

directly with the individuals that are served by the community partner.  Examples might 

include tutoring at an elementary or hippotherapy for individuals with disabilities.  In a 

project-based scenario students work for the agency on a project that produces a product 

that will ultimately benefit the agency’s constituents.  Examples might include writing a 

grant for community development funds or a public relations campaign (Reitenauer, 

Spring, Kecskes, Kerrigan, Cress, & Collier, 2005).  Landscape architecture service-

learning programs could fall into both the direct service and project-based service 

categories.  For example, the development of plans for the revitalization of an inner-city 

neighborhood could be completed for the local community action organization as the 

client.  The same plans could be developed in a workshop with citizens from the 

community taking part in the design process.  In either scenario, students are better able 

to internalize the experience and make the link between the service and the curriculum 

when working closely with the individual community constituents (Eyler & Giles, 1999).   

Another component that enables service-learning to complete the learning process 

is the incorporation of critical reflection activities.  Providing students the opportunity to 
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reflect upon their service helps them make sense of the activity and internalize the lessons 

learned.  Reflection requires the learner to examine the circumstances of the activity and 

reconcile vagueness and inconsistencies.  They must critically interpret what was 

meaningful, relevant, and useful.  Many times reflection activities involve other 

participants who provide the opportunity to compare experiences and learn from the 

experiences of others (Bringle & Hatcher, 1999).  In addition to helping the student, it 

helps the instructor maintain a certain amount of control over a setting that is 

considerably more “messy” or less structured that the traditional classroom lecture format 

(Forsyth, Lu, & McGirr, 1999).  Reflection serves as the all-important connection 

between what the student experienced in the community with what was taught in the 

classroom (Collier & Williams, 2005).  Reflection activities can include journaling, 

presentations, scrap books, and blogs.  In this respect, the reflection activity is identical 

to` the reflection component that Dewey described as essential to experiential learning 

(Bringle & Hatcher, 1999).   

Service-learning has been incorporated into numerous landscape architecture 

curricula almost since its inception.  The landscape architecture profession provides 

design services that ultimately strive to enhance the quality of life in a community.  Such 

projects could include the master plan for a community park, an urban streetscape, a 

corporate campus, or the design of the community itself.  The community context can 

also extend to the natural environment and the benefits provided society.  The 1975 

American society of Landscape Architects (ALSA) constitution makes reference to both 

the natural environment and cultural knowledge as an essential part of the profession.  
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Sharkey (1994) summarized the concept when he wrote: “Landscape architects are 

committed to improving the condition of the community and society while maintaining 

the intrinsic values of environmental resources” (p. 20). 

Consequently, landscape architecture students need to develop an ethic of civic 

responsibility to better serve the greater good of the public.  In all but one state in the 

U.S., landscape architecture is a licensed profession, the purpose of which is to protect 

the health, safety and welfare of the public.  Service-learning has been shown to be an 

ideal vehicle for facilitating civic engagement and developing a greater sense of social 

responsibility among landscape architecture students (Loon & Fithian, 2009; Myers & 

Hill, 2005; Klein & Lawver, 2007; Klein & Reyes, 2007).  It is a natural extension of the 

design studio educational tradition where students are presented with a site and a project 

statement for which they are tasked with developing possible design solutions.  

Traditionally, the design studio projects have been hypothetical in nature, using an 

imaginary site and/or client.  In scenarios such as this, students often have difficulty 

making the connection between their design solutions, and a realistic social context.  By 

contrast, when a design problem is posed for a service-learning community partner, 

students are better able to internalize the concepts by actively engaging these partners in a 

real and meaningful context (Forsyth, Lu, & McGirr, 1999; Klein & Reyes, 2007; Artunc, 

2009).     

Service-learning has had its critics.  In its developmental stages many educators 

were skeptical of its value as a learning tool and questioned the academic rigor of 

community service projects.  Critics often pointed to the lack of scientific data and the 
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use of qualitative “feel-good” case studies as fluff devoid of any scientific validity.  The 

natural tendency for experiential learning to be messy, less structured, or with less control 

than traditional classroom settings is often pointed to as a stumbling block to many who 

studied service-learning.   

Service-learning’s value to the community partners has also been questioned by 

its critics.  This has been especially true, but not limited to curricula focused on cultural 

issues of communities.  “It might be an updated version of noblesse oblige, patronage 

from the privileged to those in adversity.  It might also exploit disenfranchised 

communities as learning site for college students” (Boyle-Baise, 2002, p. 1).  However, 

several landscape architecture studies have documented substantial benefits to the 

community partners.  Klein and Reyes (2007) documented increased awareness of natural 

resources and a greater sense of self-worth among at-risk youth.  Artunc (2009) 

demonstrated the leveraging of millions of dollars of community development funds over 

a twenty year period by the community partners using conceptual studies developed by 

landscape architecture students.   

Many critics of service-learning have expressed concerns that the academic rigor 

of a service-learning course is less in comparison to a traditional classroom setting.  A 

lack of research that assessed learning outcomes in the early years was partly to blame.  

In later years, more holistic approaches to the assessment of service-learning were also 

troublesome to skeptics.  However, early research indicated that the learning outcomes of 

service-learning courses were at the very least equal to those of non-service-learning 

courses (Eyler & Giles, 1999).   
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Study Abroad. 

Study abroad is yet another form of experiential learning.  Although there are 

many forms of study abroad that includes participation by almost every discipline, the 

common element is usually immersion in another culture.  Because the immersion can be 

essentially 24 hours a day, seven days a week, the experiential aspects of study abroad 

can be especially intensive (Hopkins, 1999) .  The benefits for students associated with 

study abroad are similar to experiential education and include personal growth, 

development of valuable career skills and development of competencies as a ‘Global 

Citizen’ in a world that is increasingly interconnected both physically and culturally 

(Hill, 2005; Hopkins, 1999; Northwestern University, 2012).  As a form of experiential 

education, students often preferred and placed greater value on cultural immersion 

outside of any of the more structured academic components of a study abroad program 

(Zamastil-Vondrova, 2005).   

Increased interaction between diverse cultures through either personal contact or 

the media has created the need for college students to develop a greater sense of cultural 

understanding and awareness.  Additionally, study abroad can help students better 

understand their own culture and physical environment by providing opportunities to 

compare and contrast their own situation to those of another country (Bennett, 2004; Hill, 

2005). 

Dwyer and Peters (2004) looked at study abroad programs over a 50-year period, 

from 1950 to 1999, and found extremely positive, personal, educational, and career 

growth among the participants.  The study, sponsored by the Institute for the International 
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Education of Students, included full-year, fall semester, spring semester and summer 

programs.  The findings indicated that the participants experienced personal growth 

(97%), greater cultural awareness, including their own (90%) and were influenced with 

regard to educational decisions (70%) and career choices (75%).  One individual 

indicated that she learned more about herself in one semester abroad than she did in over 

three years of college.  The study also concluded that the often profound experiences 

were considered to be long-term and non-fleeting (Dwyer & Peters, 2004).   

Dwyer and Peters (2004) also found that longer study abroad experiences often 

result in greater benefits for the participants.  However, the trend in recent years is for 

shorter programs.  In the 1950’s and 60’s year-long study abroad experiences accounted 

for 70% of the participants (Dwyer & Peters, 2004).  In 1990s only 20% participated in 

full year programs.  The trend was also true for 10-weeks or longer programs.  Three 

times as many participants studied for less than 10-weeks in the 1990s than in the 1950s 

and 1960s.  Some of the reasons for this trend are the added cost of participation, 

conflicts with the participants’ major curriculum requirements.  More recently, the 

lingering post 9/11 fears about travel to foreign countries has been an issue with many 

potential study abroad participants and their families (Klein & Lawver, 2007; Lewis & 

Niesenbaum, 2005).   

Whether short or long term, a greater level of immersion above and beyond an 

international travel, or touristic, experience played an important role in the development 

of those global citizens (Steinberg, 2002).  For example, students who participated in a 

study abroad program taught in a normal classroom setting, in the students’ native 
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language, and who stayed in dorms with fellow participants appeared to benefit less from 

their experience than those who were more involved in their surroundings.  This might 

have included taking classes in the host country’s language, living with host families, 

focused field trips to cultural sites or simply becoming immersed in everyday life (Dwyer 

& Peters, 2004).   

As might be expected the movement toward short term study abroad programs has 

generated concerns among critics about the value and academic rigor of shorter 

experiences.  Chieffo and Griffiths (2004) observed that a well-known publisher of 

academic reference materials changed the name of their annual guide from “Vacation 

Study Abroad to Summer Study Abroad” (pg.  166). The often misguided perception that 

a vacation can be educational has been an ongoing concern among the critics as well as 

academicians and study abroad program providers.  It is similar to Dewey’s warnings that 

the experience alone does not necessarily equate to an educational experience.  However, 

there have been a number of studies that reported on the value of short term programs.  

Unfortunately, it is a well know problem in scholarly research that failures are very rarely 

reported (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007; Rogers, 2003).    

As a way to provide an increased level of immersion and more rigorous academic 

content, many programs have incorporated service-learning as a critical component of a 

short term study abroad program.  Service-learning programs have provided shorter yet 

more intensive levels of immersion and more meaningful experiences for the short-term 

participant (Lewis & Niesenbaum, 2005). 
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Combining Service Learning and Study Abroad. 

Recent studies have shown that a service-learning component can enhance the 

benefits of a short term study abroad program.  The specific benefits to students reflect 

those found in longer term programs and include personal growth, greater cultural 

awareness, and professional or academic enrichment.  Some programs report that the 

greater intensity or immersion that service-learning adds to the study abroad program can 

enrich those same benefits to the point that they approximate those of longer term study 

abroad programs (Lewis & Niesenbaum, 2005; Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 

2006; Klein & Lawver, 2007).   

Many disciplines have incorporated service-learning into their study abroad 

programs.  Service-learning’s emphasis on civic engagement has offered important 

experiential opportunities for curricula that focus on providing community services.  

Faculty led programs have been prevalent among the variety of study abroad programs 

that incorporate service-learning.  Since service-learning programs, by nature, require a 

greater level of commitment by faculty, the carry over to faculty led programs is 

understandable.  Another factor may be that there have been several grant programs that 

encourage study abroad research and the faculty, as principle investigator, led the study 

abroad programs.  The Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) is 

one such program that has shown a considerable amount of activity (Wessel, 2004).  

There were also examples in the literature of programs offered by independent providers 

such as the Institute for the International Education of Students (IES) (Steinberg, 2002).   
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However, simply including a service-learning component did not ensure an 

enhanced experience, greater cultural awareness or a more competent global citizen 

(Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 2006; Montrose, 2002).  As with any 

curricula that incorporates service-learning, the need for strong ties to the learning 

objectives and critical reflection was emphasized (Montrose, 2002).   

Another observation was that there can be a shift in the focus toward the students 

and away from the community or client partnership for which the service is being 

conducted (Parker & Dautoff, 2007).  Very little information on the benefits provided 

international community partners is included in the literature (Parker & Dautoff, 2007; 

Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 2006; Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004; Wessel, 

2004; Zamastil-Vondrova, 2005; Steinberg, 2002).   

The literature also identified a focus on culture or what collectively may be 

termed intercultural competencies.  At times this involves the development of 

professional skills that would help students become better able to interact in an 

international arena or in different cultures.  This was especially true with business and 

nursing programs (Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004).  However, in other circumstances the 

emphasis was on simply exposing students to other cultures such that they gained a 

greater awareness for that culture as well as a greater understanding of their own (Hill, 

2005; Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004; Streubert & Carpenter, 1995).   

The literature also provided information on a wide range of research approaches 

and methodologies to the study of the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon.  

Approaches included single case studies, multiple case studies, and reflective focus 
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groups.  Methodologies included quantitative instruments, qualitative techniques, or 

mixed methodologies.  Much of the literature also involved on programs with relatively 

small sample sizes and acknowledged the resulting difficulties in generalizability that 

resulted.     

As a result, reporting on the outcomes of service-learning/study abroad programs 

has not yet caught up with the growth in the phenomenon.  In order to understand the true 

value of the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon, documentation and reporting of 

the success, relative success and even the failures needs to be a part of the literature.  

“The key to understanding experiential learning is realizing that it is not the activity 

itself, but the critical analysis of that activity that transforms the study abroad program 

into a worthwhile academic experience”  (Montrose, 2002, p. 14).   

Scholarship of the Service Learning and Study Abroad Phenomenon. 

The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) movement was founded on the 

tradition of the promotion and distribution of educational research.  Given the growth that 

service-learning has experienced as either stand-alone programs or in combination with 

study abroad there appears to be an ongoing need and desire to continue the dialog.  

Billing and Welch (2004, p.  235) called for “Empowered Networks” that would enhance 

the opportunities for service-learning practitioners and proponents to interact.  There 

continues to be the feeling that there are too few opportunities and that continued 

discussions and dialogs are necessary to continue to improve upon practices and 

assessment of service-learning programs (Billig & Welch, 2004; Shumer, 2000).   
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The dialog addressing the inclusion of service-learning in a study abroad setting 

has been diverse and growing.  Many studies focused on the benefits that including 

service-learning in study abroad provided students.  The primary focus for many was on 

the development of greater cultural awareness by students (Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, 

& Hubbard, 2006; Annette, 2002; Klein & Lawver, 2007; Lewis & Niesenbaum, 2005; 

Myers & Hill, 2005; Russell & Morris, 2008; Tonkin & Quiroga, 2004; Wessel, 2004).  

However, a program for social service students that dealt with extremely impoverished 

communities noted that cultural awareness escalated to the point of cultural shock and 

was at times a negative issue (Wessel, 2004).  The focus on culture is logical given that is 

often the primary reason for study abroad is typically for developing global citizenship 

(Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004).  However, many service-learning/study abroad programs 

also looked at the benefits for students identified by Dyers and Peters (2004) such as 

personal growth, gratitude, help clarifying academic and professional career choices, and 

reinforcement of the curriculum (Klein & Lawver, 2007; Lewis & Niesenbaum, 2005; 

Myers & Hill, 2005; Parker & Dautoff, 2007; Tonkin & Quiroga, 2004; Wessel, 2004).  

The diversity within the literature in terms of program outcomes is apparently a 

function of the methodologies used in the studies.  Studies that utilized a qualitative 

approach sought to measure cultural awareness and/or change as the dependent variable 

(Annette, 2002; Myers & Hill, 2005; Parker & Dautoff, 2007; Russell & Morris, 2008) 

The Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) is a proprietary survey instrument that 

was used in two investigations of study abroad programs; one that included a service-

learning component (Russell & Morris, 2008) and one that did not (Anderson, Lawton, 



Texas Tech University, Charles Klein, May 2012 
 

31 
 

Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 2006).  In both instances an improvement in cultural sensitivity 

(the dependent variable) was indicated but inconclusive.  The researchers reported the 

need for a control group (Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 2006) and the 

inability to determine if the change was significant or the result of individual variation 

(Russell & Morris, 2008).  Studies that used qualitative or mixed methods approaches 

were typically able to provide observations, findings, and conclusions about a broader 

range of issues (Klein & Lawver, 2007; Lewis & Niesenbaum, 2005; Myers & Hill, 

2005; Smith-Pariola & Goke-Pariola, 2006; Russell & Morris, 2008; Tonkin & Quiroga, 

2004; Wessel, 2004). These included issues such as personal growth, gratitude, and 

curriculum enhancement.  The qualitative aspects of these studies typically involved 

content analysis of student reflective writing, faculty lead discussions, or a post-reflective 

focus group.  On such study by Lewis and Niesenbaum (2005) is often cited in the 

literature for its conclusion that including service-learning in a short-term study abroad 

program can enhance the benefits to the point that they approach those of a long-term 

program.  However, Bringle, Hatcher, and Jones (2011) question Lewis and Niesenbaum 

(2005) conclusions citing a lack of control comparison groups.   

Whether the approach was quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods, the 

difficulty measuring the impact that service-learning in a study abroad setting had on 

students was a recurring concern.  In a qualitative survey of a business service-

learning/study abroad program, Parker and Dautoff (2007) looked at cognative, affective 

and connective learning as a way to measure service-learnig’s impact. Their conclusions 

that service-learing had maybee  
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   Many studies noted the difficulty measuring the change or impact that the 

service-learning component had on the program (Steinberg, 2002; Tonkin & Quiroga, 

2004; Wessel, 2004).  

 

 

Exploratory stages of inquiry there were a number of case studies that described 

the experience and reported observations.  They usually involved a small number of 

students and a single experience.  Another source was primarily a literature review 

(Annette, 2002).  A study by the International Partnership for Service-Learning and 

Leadership (IPSL) involved a focus group of 17 program alumni representing over 1800 

former participants in study abroad programs over a fifteen year period (Tonkin & 

Quiroga, 2004).  Qualitative approaches tend to encompass a variety of methods and 

techniques.  These approaches utilize student reflective activities as data sources or in the 

case of the IPSL study, post reflective dialog from the focus group.  For many of the 

studies the data sources included both pre- and post-reflective writings.  When 

conducting analysis of the qualitative data grounded theory methodologies were a 

predominant method used by the researchers to develop theory from the data. 

In terms of quantitative studies, a variety of survey instruments were used in a 

self-reporting process to gauge students’ perceptions.  Some of the instruments were 

developed by the researchers (Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004; Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & 

Hubbard, 2006) while others were proprietary (Russell & Morris, 2008; Myers & Hill, 
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2005).  One such instrument, the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) utilized a 

pre- post-testing to identify changes in students’ attitudes (Russell & Morris, 2008; 

Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 2006).  A consistent issue surrounding the 

qualitative studies was the relatively small number of research participants.  Sample sizes 

were rarely more than 16, which limited the generalizability of the studies (Anderson, 

Lawton, Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 2006; Parker & Dautoff, 2007; Chieffo & Griffiths, 

2004).  Typical conclusions in studies that incorporate a quantitative instrument was  that 

further study with more students was needed as well as the investigation of other 

qualitative instruments (Russell & Morris, 2008 (Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & 

Hubbard, 2006)).   

Many of the studies in the literature claimed a mixed methods approach that 

combined qualitative and quantitative procedures.  However, many researchers have 

argued that mixed methods is a third paradigm and not simply the utilization of the two 

approaches in single research project.  When researchers simply incorporated both 

methodologies, they tended to favor one approach over, then used the secondary 

approach to support the findings of the favored one (Glesne, 2011).  Since many of the 

mixed methods studies also involved a small sample size, analysis of the qualitative data 

often provided much of the findings and conclusions (Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004; Myers 

& Hill, 2005).   

Given the constructivist nature of service-learning in general and the societal 

foundations inherent in the disciplines that incorporate it in both domestic and 

international settings, there appears to be a trend toward qualitative research 
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methodologies.  The argument is “Can/should we borrow the methodology of the 

physical sciences to investigate the social and human world?” (Shumer, 2000, p. 76)  

Although the qualitative research paradigm can appear unstructured and without 

standardized guidelines, progress has been made toward the development of more 

rigorous models.  Two such approaches appeared to be very similar in nature although 

they approached the problem from different perspectives.  The Developmental Model of 

Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) was the result of several years of grounded theory 

research that resulted in the identification of a continuum from ethnocentrism to 

ethnorelativism (Bennett, 2004).  Ethnocentrism was defined as the denial or defense 

against cultural differences whereas ethnorelativism was the acceptance or even 

adaptation of those same cultural differences.  The model incorporated a six part sliding 

scale that started at Denial and proceeded through Defense, Minimization, Acceptance, 

Adaptation and concluded with Integration (Bennett, 2004).  Another, very similar model 

unitized Krathwohl’s The Taxonomy of the Affective Domain to evaluate students writing 

with regard to their international experiences (Boyd, Dooley, & Felton, 2006).  

Krathwohl’s five levels; receiving, responding, valuing, organization and characterization 

were very similar to the DMIS sliding scale.  Both approaches sought to document 

changes in the participants attitudes and behavior.      

Other qualitative methodologies exist, but the most critical factor for all of them is 

linking the program assessment to the original learning objectives (Montrose, 2002; 

Shumer, 2000).  For the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon, including the value 

of civic engagement for any specific   program must be emphasized along with the 
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traditional benefits associated with either service-learning or study abroad.  Unfortunately 

civic engagement, the foundation upon which service-learning is built, was often 

overlooked in much of the literature.  This appeared to be because of the greater emphasis 

placed on culture, immersion and the benefit of using another culture to compare and 

contrast a student’s native culture (Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004; Myers & Hill, 2005).     

Summary. 

 Experiential learning, service-learning, and study abroad are inescapably linked 

as exceptional teaching and learning pedagogies in the context of a social setting.  They 

all emphasize civic engagement and promote cultural understanding.  It is therefore 

noteworthy that in addition to promoting education as the foundation of our society, both 

John Dewey and Thomas Jefferson traveled extensively abroad during their distinguished 

careers.  However, one can expect that they never would have imagined the extent of 

their influence on the development of service-learning and study abroad in the world 

today.   
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Chapter 3  

Methodology 

Introduction 

Epistemology is one of the three major branches of philosophy that studies 

knowledge.  It is concerned with the nature of truth and knowledge, the processes by 

which we acquire knowledge, and how we validate the knowledge that is acquired.  

Consequently, educational research takes place within the realm of epistemology (Gall, 

Gall, & Borg, 2007; Streubert & Carpenter, 1995).  Within epistemology, there are 

various schools of thought that propose an equal number of procedures, practices and 

methodologies for epistemological research.  These schools are easily divided into two 

categories, objective and constructed realities, although many would argue that the 

various schools are not always easily attributable to one or the other (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 

2007; Guba, 1981).  Quantitative inquiry focuses on the collection of numerical data and 

statistical analysis to define an objective reality.  Qualitative inquiry assumes a subjective 

reality whereby individuals construct knowledge from their experiences within the 

context of a social setting.  Phenomenology is one of the five commonly recognized 

qualitative traditions and is the approach that was used for this study.         

Qualitative research. 

Oftentimes, researchers attempting to understand the human condition, and 

especially the inner workings of the human mind, tend to take the scientific approach and 

isolate one specific aspect of the human brain.  However, the human brain, and mind, is 

far too complex to completely isolate a single variable in any realistic, ethical fashion  
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(Klein C. V., 2007).  Qualitative research methodology is ideally suited to making sense 

of a complex situation with multiple variables.  It is also particularly suited to answering 

questions such as “what” and “why” by gathering a wealth of information that provides 

more in depth and insightful data  rather than data that is in response to a specific 

hypothesis (Creswell, 1998; Lindlor & Taylor, 2002; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).  One of 

the most popular forms of qualitative research is the grounded theory method, which uses 

the research to “generate or discover and theory” (Creswell, 1998, p. 56).  However, this 

study built upon the findings developed in previous studies (Dwyer & Peters, 2004; 

Myers & Hill, 2005; Klein & Lawver, 2007; Thomlison, 1991).  Consequently, 

phenomenology formed the theoretical foundation for this study.  A phenomenological 

study is one that “describes the meaning of the lived experiences for several individuals 

about a concept or the phenomenon.” (Creswell, 1998, p. 51).   

Qualitative research is also referred to as constructivist research, and postulates 

that individuals construct knowledge within in a cultural context, and as such construct 

their own individual realities.  It is typically research undertaken in a natural setting and 

relies on thick descriptions of experiences and perceptions rather than numerical or 

quantifiable data.  Typically the researcher is the principle data collection instrument and 

is often a participant at some level in the phenomenon being studied.  Data analysis in 

qualitative research utilizes an inductive approach where by theory or meaning is 

developed from the data (Creswell, 1998; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007; Giles & Eyler, 1994).    
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Longitudinal case studies. 

A longitudinal study revolves around the collection of data about a phenomenon 

over a long period of time.  They are an important part of phenomenological research 

since they can describe and explain changes or consistencies over the course of time and 

better explain the phenomenon being studied.  There are several types of longitudinal 

studies including trends, cohorts, panels and cross-sectional.  This study incorporates the 

characteristics of the trend study in that it collects data from a consistent point from 

constantly changing sample.  This involves the collection of the students’ journaling 

responses to the prompts that were given at approximately the same point during the 

study abroad trip.  The students changed from year to year with a few exceptions as did 

the exact makeup of the study abroad trip and the service-learning projects (Gall, Gall, & 

Borg, 2007).  Therefore, it is important to understand that in this longitudinal study the 

data were collected in order to study the phenomenon over a longer period of time and 

not to compare a set of data from one year with a set from another.  In this way the data 

were blended or homogenized, filtering out the nuances of the individual programs to get 

to the broader understanding of the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon.   

Phenomenological Approach 

“The purpose of phenomenological inquiry is to explicate the structure or essence 

of the lived experience of a phenomenon in the search for the unity of meaning which is 

the identification of the essence of a phenomenon, and its accurate description through 

the everyday lived experience” (Rose, Beeby, & Parker, 1995, p. 1124).  The roots of a 

movement toward the phenomenological approach can be traced to Europe as early as the 
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late 19th and 20th centuries.  The German mathematician Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) is 

recognized as the father of phenomenology and is followed closely by fellow countryman 

and philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) (Creswell, 1998; Streubert & Carpenter, 

1995).  Several French philosophers entered the movement in the mid to late 20th century.  

Consequently, phenomenology has evolved as both a philosophical movement as well as 

a research method and is still evolving today.  It has also been criticized as a method 

without clear techniques or cohesive approaches (Miles & Huberman, 1994; LeVasseur, 

2003).  However, Streubert & Carpenter (1995) are emphatic in their description of 

phenomenology as a research method that is “a rigorous, critical, systematic investigation 

of phenomenon.” (Streubert & Carpenter, 1995, p. 48)  

No matter the methods, phenomenologists argue that individuals construct 

meaning out of lived experiences with an object, situation or concept as a phenomenon; 

hence the term phenomenology (Creswell, 1998; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).  Unlike a 

biography that is only concerned with one person, phenomenology is concerned with 

many individuals and their experiences with a single phenomenon.  Phenomenological 

researchers look for the predominant, fundamental meaning of the combined experiences 

of individuals.  As such, it is a departure from the natural sciences and is typically 

associated with the social or humanistic sciences (Creswell, 1998; Glesne, 2011; Meyers, 

2012).   

The research paradigm typically associated with phenomenology involves a 

process of choosing a topic, or phenomenon, that has either a personal or social 

importance, selecting a sample of individuals who have experienced the phenomenon, 
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conducting unstructured interviews that cover the breadth and depth of the phenomenon, 

and analyzing the acquired data to determine themes or patterns among the individuals to 

understand the meaning they place on the phenomenon (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).  

Historically, phenomenological researchers were reluctant to adhere to a standardized 

methodology, citing the need to adapt procedures to the multiple realities they 

encountered.  However, clear and purposeful procedures designed to enhance the 

dependability and usefulness of this qualitative research paradigm have become more 

prevalent (Miles & Huberman, 1994).   

Like all qualitative research, the phenomenological tradition begins with the 

collection of data from sources such as interviews, existing documents, and journals, etc. 

(Creswell, 1998).  Since the study of phenomenology adheres to the dictum that 

knowledge is acquired in a social setting, an extensive description of the context of the 

study is also important.  Analysis can then follow one of several strategies.  The 

anthropological approach has been used in a wide range of applied studies including 

education and program evaluation.  It also focuses on the social aspects of a phenomenon 

and is characterized in the research with an immersive, extensive contact with the social 

setting (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Techniques include data collection in the form of 

descriptions from the participants and thematic analysis (Streubert & Carpenter, 1995; 

Creswell, 1998).  Both studies by Klein and Lawver study (2007) and the Boyd, Dooley, 

and Felton (2006) used a social anthropological approach.  The Klein and Lawver study 

(2007) was an exploratory study of the 2005 and 2006 Yucatán programs and used 

methodologies from the Boyd, Dooley, and Felton study.  Consequently, the findings 



Texas Tech University, Charles Klein, May 2012 
 

41 
 

from these two studies and other similar landscape architecture studies (Forsyth, Lu, & 

McGirr, 1999; Myers & Hill, 2005) served as a starting point for this study.  

Additionally, uniformity among the techniques utilized seemed logical a provided a 

certain level of consistency that would yield more reliable results.   

Another important aspect of phenomenological study is the ability of the 

researcher to set aside inherent biases and preconceptions in order to understand the 

essence of the phenomenon.  The process is known as bracketing, and/or epoche 

(although there are slight distinctions between the two terms) and can be traced to 

Husserl.  Yet the process by which bracketing is achieved is rarely described in detail 

(LeVasseur, 2003).  One brief description involved the exercise of writing one’s own 

personal narrative to externalize any apparent and potential biases (Creswell, 1998).  

Another even advocated postponing a review of the literature until after the data were 

analyzed (Streubert & Carpenter, 1995).  However, the notion of bracketing tends to be 

counterintuitive for a research traditions that relies upon, and even encourages participant 

involvement to the point of immersion in the phenomenon being studied (LeVasseur, 

2003).  While Husserl advocated the temporary suspension of judgments and personal 

experiences, LeVasseur (2003) suggested a new perspective where by the researcher 

suspends the natural lack of curiosity apparent in everyday life, and in turn, invoke a 

greater sense of curiosity that is at the core of the quest for knowledge (LeVasseur, 

2003).  Furthermore, Miles and Huberman (1994) recommend a theoretical framework 

that can help focus the research, but not to the extent that the researcher is closed to 

alternative interpretations of the data or revelations that the data might provide.  Only in 
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the case of “Highly inductive, loosely designed studies” should the researcher consider 

entering into analysis without some sort of guidance (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 17).   

In light of the literature, recommendations, and methodologies used in other 

studies, the analysis of the data in this study proceeded using the five dominant themes 

found in the Klein and Lawver (2007) study as a set of preliminary themes.  The themes 

became the initial codes for the analysis of the students’ journals, but the researcher made 

a conscious effort to increase the level of curiosity used during the analysis to allow for 

revisions and adjustments to those themes.  The level of curiosity was also valuable 

during the analysis of the interview transcripts.  Although the preliminary themes were 

also used to begin the interview transcript analysis, allowances were made to 

accommodate new and/or different themes that emerged from the data. 

Researcher Subjectivity. 

It has been a hot and busy three weeks and despite the success of this study 
abroad trip, we are all ready to head home very early tomorrow morning.  The 
group and I have ordered a farewell lunch and are taking turns describing the most 
valuable lesson we learned from the trip.  “I learned that ‛Poor’ is a rich man’s 
word, and getting to interact with these communities helped me see that.  The 
places we visited are “rich” in their culture, family values, history, etc.  and are 
far from poor” says Josie (not a real name).   I was stunned by the comment; it 
was the epitome of what I had hoped the students would gain from the class; a 
greater understanding and appreciation for another culture, another way of life, 
and the importance of community.   

That was June, 2005 in Mérida, the capital city of the Mexican state of Yucatán.  

Nine landscape architecture students, one staff member, and I were wrapping up a three 

week study abroad class called Community-Based Ecotourism in Yucatán.  We had 

visited many historical sites and nature preserves, attended cultural events, met with local 
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experts in various fields , and experienced the unique atmosphere of Yucatán that the 

locals refer to as “muy tranquilo,” or very tranquil.  (Personal reflection, 2011) 

I came to the teaching profession after more than 20 years of professional practice 

as a licensed landscape architect.   The ability to develop and offer a study abroad 

program was one of the deciding factors for me in making the move.  The transition from 

the professional world to teaching actually began in the early 1990’s when I took a 

continuing education course called “Career Assessment and Evaluation.”  I was recently 

divorced and reorganizing my life’s priorities.  Although I don’t remember the exact 

circumstances, it was in that class that the idea of teaching first came to light.  A few 

years later, I took the next step when I sold my half of the business my father had started 

in the 1950’s to my partner and brother-in-law.  I established a one man consulting firm 

and enrolled in the Landscape Architecture graduate program at Morgan State University 

(MSU) in Baltimore.  Although I had been accepted at three other very well-respected out 

of state schools, I could not afford to move, stop work, pay child support , and attend 

graduate school.  MSU had been my fallback plan and as it turned out, a very valuable 

opportunity.  Being a historically black school with an urban design focus was a 

challenge for someone like me from a rural part of Maryland 50 miles to the west.  Along 

with the urban setting there was also the challenge of the more theoretical and research 

focus typically associated with graduate school programs.  I had been involved in the 

construction and installation of landscape projects for over 15 years at that point.  Dr.  

Thomas Vint, the department chair and I had many spirited discussions about the 

profession.  He took the theoretical side and I clung desperately to the pragmatic side.  He 
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eventually won me over and encouraged me to pursue a teaching career.  I came to 

admire and respect him as an educator and was looking forward to graduation when we 

would welcome each other as colleagues.  Unfortunately, he suffered a stroke as I was 

finishing my thesis and died before I graduated in 1998.   

Several seemingly disconnected circumstances highlighted my time at MSU.  The 

landscape architecture program was heavily invested in the urban communities of 

Baltimore.  Our design classes participated in some form of community design project in 

virtually every design studio course.  My thesis looked at an east Baltimore community 

as a demonstration site for an urban community revitalization concept I was 

investigating.   I didn’t know it at the time, but I was a participant in the service-learning 

pedagogy; it was just never called that.   

Completely unrelated to my work at MSU with urban communities, I became 

involved in a conservation project in my home town of Frederick.  My one man 

professional office had survived on consulting services associated with the Maryland 

Forest Conservation Ordinance, which was developed to conserve, protect and restore 

valuable natural resources within the Chesapeake Bay watershed.  Any sort of land 

development had to comply with the ordinance by protecting, replacing or creating forest 

on the property being developed.  If there were none of the valuable natural resources on 

the property, the developer could provide forest conservation or replacement on more 

appropriate land, or pay a fee in lieu of planting new forest.  I came up with a means to 

provide mitigation for developers and fund a not-for profit conservation organization 

with the proceeds on 80 acres of donated land.  A friend and I established a not-for-profit 
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corporation that put both existing forest and the pasture lands adjacent to a major stream 

on the property into a forest conservation easement.  We created what is termed a forest 

bank and we funded the corporation though the sale of mitigation rights to developers.  

The money was then used to fund a Boy Scout Eagle projects on the property that planted 

nearly 30 acres of new forested areas adjacent to the stream.  Essentially, the Eagle 

projects were yet another service-learning program with which I was intimately involved.   

In 1997, I saw a poster in the design studio at MSU about a study abroad program 

to México City.  I had traveled to Cancun, Yucatán, and Chiapas previously and jumped 

at the opportunity.  It was sponsored by Mexican Architect and Landscape Architect 

Mario Schjetnan.  Five other graduate students from across the country and I stayed at his 

home in México City.  We visited many historic and cultural sites including several that 

were his design projects.  Several had won international design awards.  We then traveled 

to his country home and visited a secluded monastery in the mountains nearby.  They had 

contacted Mario about redesigning their entrance road that would become overrun with 

tourists, vendors, and pilgrims a few times a year during significant holy celebrations.  

We took measurements and photographs and returned to México City to develop design 

solutions at Mario’s design studio office.  Yet another service-learning project in 

disguise. 

After graduating from Morgan State in 1998, a mutual friend of my partner in the 

not-for-profit corporation suggested, off handedly, that since we both liked to travel to 

México and were passionate about conservation, we should to do conservation projects in 

México.  Soon after that discussion the not-for-profit corporation sponsored a Boy Scout 
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Venture troop (older boys and girls up to 21 years old) and made contacts with a few 

conservation groups in Yucatán concerning possible projects.  In the summers of 2000 

and 2001 we made two trips to Yucatán to participate in conservation projects with 

Pronatura (pro-nature) and Cuerpos de Conservación (conservation corps).  Along with 

the projects in Baltimore and Frederick, the projects in México were yet another set of 

service-learning project, even though the term itself had yet to make its appearance. 

In 2002, I accepted my first teaching position at Texas Tech University, 

Department of Landscape Architecture.  It was a quick decision.  Three weeks after the 

interview I was driving from Maryland to Lubbock.  By then I had been working for a 

consulting engineering firm in Baltimore for four years and had risen to the director of 

the landscape architecture division.  I took a 30% pay cut to start my teaching career.  

The opportunity to develop a faculty-led study abroad course to Yucatán was a 

significant factor in my decision.  I worked with the study abroad office and my Mexican 

contacts developed while still in Maryland to fashion the first trip in June 2003.  The 

curriculum was patterned after the study abroad trip to México City I had participated in 

while in graduate school.  I arranged visits to cultural events, historic sites, and 

environmental reserves.  We provided design services for the rural Maya community I 

had visited with the Boy Scouts from Maryland.  However, there was still no knowledge 

of the true service-learning pedagogy.   

Later that same fall, back in Lubbock, I was invited to work with a local 

alternative school for middle and high school youth who had been expelled from their 

home campus for disciplinary reasons.  The school had a grant to build a nature trail on 
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campus and needed help with the layout and construction details.  I was teaching a class 

that dealt with exactly these sorts of design and construction issues so I made 

arrangements for my fourth year college students to work with the younger students.  

Together, they designed the trail and worked out details for elements such as a bridge, 

viewing deck, and timber stairs.  It was during this experience that the first mention of the 

term service-learning was finally made.  The initial grant that funded the trail was based 

on the service-learning pedagogy.  With the previous service projects it would have been 

the lack of a formal system of reflection that would have kept them from being 

considered service-learning projects.  Even though they were very valuable learning 

experiences, they would have benefited even more from a thoughtful and meaningful 

system of reflection. 

I was unable to repeat the study abroad class during the summer of 2004, 

however, the end of the summer proved to be an important one.  Prior to the start of the 

fall semester I attended a faculty retreat where the associate provost Elizabeth Hall and 

the service-learning coordinator for Texas Tech University presented information about 

service-learning.  I realized that I had been providing and participating in service-learning 

programs for years, even though that may not have been the term used for the design 

services we were providing.  I met with Morgan who helped me refine plans to 

incorporate service-learning as an integral part of the program for the 2005 study abroad 

course to Yucatán.  The primary effort involved developing reflection activities to test 

and evaluate during the trip.  Additionally, arrangements were made for Morgan to 

participate in the trip.  Over the ensuing years, the original pre- and post-flection essay 
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prompts that Morgan developed have been utilized as the primary reflection component 

and the data upon which this study was based.   

I embraced service-learning as my academic niche and incorporated it in my 

design studios whenever possible.  I authored and published two articles on the subject; 

one involving the nature trail project (Klein & Reyes, 2007) and another about the first 

two summer study abroad classes in 2005 and 2006 (Klein & Lawver, 2007).  The later 

was also my first encounter with the qualitative research paradigm; one that I found both 

refreshing and intriguing.  My professional career in design, consulting, and academia 

was about improving the quality of life as well as the quality of our natural and built 

environments.  It seems logical to me now that qualitative research was the obvious 

choice to evaluate the programs I was developing.     

 It is our initial visit to the small rural community (just 16 families) of 
Xkobenhaltun (Schko-ben-hal-TOON) located in a remote part of the Puuc hills 
of southeastern Yucatán.  We are standing in the middle of a muddy, small central 
plaza next to a playground, and raised concrete basketball court.  What accounts 
for the town square is surrounded by a montage of thatch roofed dwellings 
haphazardly scattered around and climbing up the surrounding rocky slopes.  
There is a thatched roof church, one concrete block house/convenience store, and 
a dilapidated corn grinding building (hut) that is somehow still standing even 
though it is leaning at an impossible angle.  Free range, domestic turkeys pass by 
a few lounging dogs, followed by free range, domestic pigs who are feeding on 
the turkeys’ droppings.  Taking in the view, José (not his real name) mutters to 
himself, but loud enough for me and a few class mates to hear “Thanks mom and 
dad for coming over.” He is refereeing to the trip his parents and grandparents 
made from a different Latin American country to emigrate to the United States 
well before he was born a U.S.  Citizen.  None the less, he realized that this could 
be his lot, had his parents not sought a better life.  (Personal Reflection, 2012)  

That was a first impression.  It was different by the end of the week-long service-

learning design project for José and the rest of the group.  We had provided the residents 

of Xkobenhaltun with designs for alternative locations for government funded concrete 
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block one room houses and a new community center building perched on the top of a 

rocky mound much like their Maya ancestors would have built.  José, who spoke fluent 

Spanish and was the spokesperson for our group, had learned that although poor, these 

people had strong family values, were hard working, and somehow, impossibly happy.  

We had earned the community’s respect and gratitude, and they had earned ours.  The 

week concluded with an impromptu game of stick ball with the children of Xkobenhaltun 

on their muddy plaza between the dogs, the turkeys, and the ever present, grunting pigs.     

The ability to collect thick descriptions of an individual’s lived experience is what 

has drawn me to qualitative research.  The human psyche and societal interactions are 

complex and seem more logically evaluated in the qualitative realm.  A desire to 

understand qualitative research is primarily what drew me to pursue a doctoral degree in 

education.  My work with agricultural Maya communities and the notion that 

community-based ecotourism is an extension-like activity led me to the Agricultural 

Education program.  Now I find myself nearing the completion of the degree and 

attempting to summarize my subjectivity as a researcher who is also a participant in the 

phenomenon being studied.  There is no doubt that I am heavily invested in service-

learning and study abroad as a valuable educational experience for my students.  It is my 

passion and on more than one occasion, it is what has kept me from leaving academia.   

Keeping an open mind, or bracketing, is not easy but it is also not impossible.  I 

grew up in a family business and learned early on how to separate business from 

pleasure.  I began the pursuit of a doctoral degree some 30 years after earning my 

bachelor’s degree and 10 years after my master’s.  I was already a tenured, associate 
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professor in a department where a master’s is a terminal degree.  I did not need a Ph.  D.   

This, I believe, is a testament of my desire for knowledge and understanding.  I also 

believe I have acquired the academic and life skills that will help me transfer that desire 

into an unbiased collection and assessment of the qualitative data.   

 My return to the formal classroom as a student is evidence of my desire to 

expand my understanding of the teaching profession, just as this study is an exercise in 

understanding how the experience affects my students.  I never felt that it was my 

position as a professor to impose a specific didactic, be it educational or moral.  In 

Yucatán it has been my intention to provide the opportunity for my students to experience 

a vastly different set of cultural and environmental circumstances and allow them to 

reach their own conclusions.  I explain to them that low impact development exists on a 

sliding scale between absolute conservation and anything-goes development.  As 

landscape architects it is our job to decide and justify where along that scale any 

particular project should fall.  In a similar manner, I want to see where along a vast realm 

of the personalization of individual realities the experience takes them and how it 

changes them.  This study was not about justifying my program or propping it up for the 

world to behold.  It is about discovery and improvement.  In fact I feel that there is just as 

much danger in making overly critical evaluations as there is in proposing ones that are 

overly favorable.   

 Honestly, I just keep talking about that trip on and on.  I mean I probably talked 
to my wife about it numerous times over the last 4 1/2 years that we’ve been 
together and even people at my school know.  They’ve seen pictures ‘cause I’ve 
got a couple on Facebook and I show them, cause they’ve been on trips and they 
show me pictures of what they have done, but it’s nothing quite like what you 
offered to us.  You know, going to Italy for a year, yea that’s cool, but seeing 
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something so vastly different uhm,  is rare and having a professor that’s will to 
show you that and show you the positive sides without, you know, necessarily 
influencing our culture on them is rare in my opinion and I just want to thank you 
for that.  (Interview participant, 2005-5) 

The study abroad program, in many cases, was a profound experience for 

students.  Equally profound was the effect on me as both a participant and observer of 

the students’ reactions.  I knew that interviewing students six years after their original 

participation was going to be challenging.  In many cases we had formed a collegial 

relationship at the professor/student level that evolved into a friendship and 

professional relationship after graduation.  I expected there to be instances of catching 

up and reminiscing along with the occasional “thanks for the memories” type 

moments.  I allowed them to happen and even embraced them, knowing that when it 

came time to analyze the interview data I would have to bracket those statements.  

Similarly, I would need to set aside my own biases and emotions when analyzing the 

students’ journaling form the seven study abroad courses. 

Research Design 

Context of the Study. 

Naturalistic inquiry takes place in a social setting.  The clear and extensive 

description of the context of a study is essential to qualitative research.  The description 

of the context in which the study took place establishes transferability, the qualitative 

equivalent of generalizability in a quantitative study (Guba, 1981).   

The context of this study is the Community-Based Ecotourism in Yucatán course 

that has been offered as a summer study abroad class from 2005 through 2010.  Although 

it has used slightly different names and different service-learning project locations the 



Texas Tech University, Charles Klein, May 2012 
 

52 
 

course content, curriculum, and makeup have remained essentially the same.  It begins by 

providing pre-departure introductory content such as historic and environmental 

background information about the region as well as the culture behind the Maya 

communities that are an integral part of the curriculum.  It included a National 

Geographic video called The Dawn of the Maya and chapters from the Lonely Planet tour 

guide on the culture, history, and natural environment of Yucatán.  Other information and 

discussion involves the logistics of travel such as packing, money exchange, safety, and 

cultural concerns such as how to dress and interact with people in different situations.  

The pre-departure preparation was accomplished with in person, informal meeting during 

the spring semester for the 2005, 2006 and 2007 trips.  An on-line component with 

assignments and activities during the first part of the summer was added to the 2008, 

2009 and 2010 trips.   

The groups then traveled to the Mexican state of Yucatán which is the middle 

state of three that make up the Yucatán Peninsula; Campeche to the west and Quintana 

Roo to the east.  A small, but important leg of the study program does take place on the 

Caribbean cost in Quintana Roo.  From 2005 through 2007, the trips were scheduled 

during the first part of the summer; late May to early June.  The 2008 to 2010 trips were 

in early July.  The primary destination was Mérida, the capital city of Yucatán, where 

students experienced cultural events and took day trips to historic sites and natural 

reserves.  Destinations include the well-known Mayan ruins, the lesser known colonial 

era Haciendas, and the biosphere reserve of Celestun on the Gulf Coast west of Mérida.  
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Guest speakers were also an important part of the experience and included leaders in 

fields of archeology, cultural anthropology, and environmental conservation.   

The pre-trip preparation and in-country experiences provided a background and 

context for the students in advance of a service-learning design project for a rural Maya 

community that wanted to implement some sort of community-based tourism program to 

supplement their mainly subsistence farming life style.  The communities ranged in size 

from as little as 16 families to about 3,000 inhabitants.  They are the remnants of what is 

known as ejidos, which are an ancestral system of communal agricultural lands.  The 

system was officially abolished in 1991 but persists in much the same fashion as before.  

Generally, the community is centered on the traditional town square that includes a park 

that is bordered by a church and municipal buildings.  Most residents live in houses 

constructed of logs, sticks, stucco, and palm thatch, much as their ancestors did.  Some of 

the wealthier residents may have concrete block houses with flat roofs, particularly those 

who have had family members working in the United States who send or bring money 

back to their families.  A growing number of families have also constructed small 3 by 5 

meter concrete block, flat-roofed houses that are part of a government subsidized 

program to provide safer conditions during tropical storms, hurricanes, and other forms of 

extreme weather.  Almost all families, regardless of their wealth and status in the 

community, grow corn using swidden, or slash-and-burn farming.  Their corn field, or 

milpa, is located within the communal lands surrounding the community.  If they are 

able, they may raise chickens, turkeys, pigs or even a cow or two.  Many residents still 

make corn tortillas by hand and cook over a wood fire.   
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The service-learning projects have always been conducted with the help of a 

cultural anthropologists who acted as an intermediaries.  Students prepared plans for eco-

tourism and/or community facilities that recognized and celebrated the culture, history, 

and natural environment of the individual communities and the region.  The intent was to 

incorporate what they had learned in their studies and travels into a plan that would help 

the community maintain their unique heritage in a sustainable and low impact fashion.   

The goals of the trips were two-fold.  First was to provide an opportunity for 

students to experience a study abroad program and the associated benefits such as 

increased cultural awareness, and personal and academic growth.  The second goal was to 

provide a compelling demonstration of the importance of the relationships between 

community, the natural environment, and design.  The 1975 American Society of 

Landscape Architects (ASLA) constitutional definition of the profession references the 

“application of cultural and scientific knowledge, with concern for resource conservation 

and stewardship.” Working with rural Maya communities exposed students to a group of 

people with a strong sense of their natural environment and a proud cultural heritage.  

The location and circumstances were vastly different from their own experiences and 

offered the opportunity to demonstrate the role that design can play in improving the lives 

of individuals as well as an entire community.  An early PowerPoint recruitment 

presentation noted that “design should not be just an exercise in geometric shapes and 

forms but an instrument for solving problems.”  The service-learning project provided a 

focus on civic engagement that incorporated all of these aspects of landscape 

architecture. 
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An important component of the service-learning pedagogy is one or more 

reflection activities.  During the initial 2005 course, Morgan Mercer then the director of 

service-learning for Texas Tech University traveled with the group as a participant.  She 

helped develop and test several reflection activity alternatives, including critical incident 

journaling, prompted journaling, discussions, as well as qualitative pre- and post-survey 

questionnaires.  The students were provided sketch books, sketching pencils, sharpeners, 

and erasers along with specific instructions for daily sketching and journaling activities.  

Surprisingly, the group tended to respond well to the two journaling activities, especially 

since the students are typically more graphically oriented.  The prompted journaling 

activities included instructions for a pre-flection essay, an intermediate essay, and at the 

end of the trip, a post-flection essay.  The students were also provided instructions for 

daily journaling and sketching of anything that interested them.  The journals were also 

used for taking notes during the various guest lectures as well as sketching ideas for the 

residents during the service-learning project.  The journals were collected at the 

conclusion of the trip, photocopied, and returned to the students and provided a consistent 

source of data to compare and analyze.  The specific journaling prompts are included in 

Appendix A.   

 While Yucatán provided the context, or what might also be termed the study site, 

the second set of data used in this study was the interview transcripts from the students 

who participated in the first 2005 trip.  They all graduated in 2006 except for two; one of 

whom was interviewed for this study.  The context for the interviews, in the broadest 

application of the term, was their professional employment in Texas and other states after 
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graduation.  One of the most important aspects of their context was the change in the 

economic climate between 2006 and 2011.  When they graduated, the economy was very 

good and most students had more than one job offer.  One, the individual who was 

interviewed, left school before graduation because of the opportunity for a well-paying 

job.  By 2010, most of the students had been laid off at some point in their short careers 

due to the economic downturn.  Only one was still employed at his/her original firm and 

three had left the profession to find employment in other fields.  While the circumstances 

of their professional context had seen a remarkable change in the ensuing years, those 

circumstances presented factors that were both beneficial and detrimental to the study.  

More discussion of the effects of this context on the service-learning/study abroad 

phenomenon is included later, but essentially, it appeared that their personal lives were 

impacted more so than their professional ones.   

Participant Selection.   

The selection of the participants for this study was a purposeful sampling, as it is 

with most qualitative and phenomenological studies.  In purposeful sampling the goal is 

to select cases, or individuals who are able to provide in depth information rather than a 

representative sample of a given population (Creswell, 1998; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).  

With regard to the selection of the student participants, that sample was very nearly a 

census of all participants in the six study abroad programs from 2005 through 2010.  As 

for the selection of the interview participants, the selection was made only from those 

participants in the original 2005 study abroad class.  The purpose was to investigate the 

long-term effects of the program and logically, the students from that class had the 
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longest period of post participation time of any group.  As with the journals, all of the 

individual from that year were selected as potential survey participants.  All were invited 

to participate, with the exception of one individual who whereabouts was unknown. 

From 2005 to 2010, 59 students had participated in the course, however there 

were never more than 11 students at any one time.  Male students outnumbered female 

students 41 to 18.  Most were undergraduate landscape architecture students entering the 

fourth or fifth year of the five-year landscape architecture program.  A few have been a 

year ahead or a year behind their classmates.  There have been five graduate students and 

five non-landscape architecture majors.  Three students participated in two trips and one 

of them was a non-landscape architecture major.  Seven students have either transferred 

to another school, another major or did not graduate.   It is important to note that these 

demographic characteristics were provided for contextual information only and was not 

associated with specific journals.  The intent of the study was to determine the benefits of 

the phenomenon and not to determine any correlational or causal associations.  

Additionally, associating demographic information with a specific journal from a specific 

year might provide the ability to identify that individual, in violation of the assurance of 

confidentiality.   

Data Collection 

Journals. 

The Student Journals from 2005 to 2010 represent the larger of the two data sets.  

Slightly more than half of the journals were hand written while the others were submitted 
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as electronic documents.  The hand written journals were transcribed by others and 

reviewed for accuracy by the author of this document.    

The specific content from the journals included essays written in response to the 

specific journaling prompts given before, during, and after the trip.  Before any of the 

pre-departure course work, the students were given prompts for a pre-flection essay.  A 

second essay prompt was provided at an intermediate point during the in-country travel 

but prior to start of the service-learning activities.  The final essay prompt was for a post-

flection essay instructing the students to respond to what they experienced and how their 

views and perceptions had changed.  Throughout the history of the course, the pre- and 

post- flection prompts have remained virtually unchanged.  The intermediate prompts 

have been revised over the years to include instructions for comparing and contrasting the 

American Society of Landscape Architects (ALSA) code of environmental ethics with 

the principles of ecotourism published by The International Ecotourism Society (TIES).   

All but two of the students’ journals were available for analysis; one was never 

returned by the student at the end of the class and another’s handwriting was unreadable 

to the extent that too much critical information would have to have been inferred.  Two 

other journals lacked a portion of the reflective journaling, but were still included in the 

data set.  Consequently, 56 complete and 2 partial journals make up the student journals 

data set.  The writing averaged five typed pages (approx.  1500 words) per participant, 

resulting in about 280 pages of data.   
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Interviews. 

Six interviews were conducted using a semi structured approach that followed an 

interview guide (see Appendix A) but allowed for the discovery of information to emerge 

from the discussion (Goodall, 2008).  The interview guide also allowed for the free flow 

of ideas and follow-up questioning, while maintaining a focus that avoided wandering off 

on interesting, but unproductive tangents.  The interviews were conducted in a 

collaborative, interactive manner, which helped students feel more comfortable.    

The interview guide consisted of a few questions designed review the 

participants’ personal and professional lives after leaving Texas Tech.  The questions also 

helped to relax the students and reestablish a rapport with them before asking questions 

that were more pertinent to the study.  The guide then moved onto more specific 

questions designed to draw out comments that would address the findings from the Klein 

and Lawver (2007) study that provided the preliminary themes for the analysis of the 

student’s reflective journals.  Some of the questions were near duplicates of the questions 

asked of the students in the original post-flection essays.  The intent was to allow for the 

opportunity to compare the journals and the interview transcripts.  This data set included 

transcripts from interviews with six of the original nine participants from the 2005 class.   

Eight of the nine students were contacted via email or though Facebook.  The 

ninth student’s location was unknown to the author any of the other participants.  All of 

the eight students contacted agreed to be interviewed.  Circumstances for two of the eight 

students who had agreed to be interviewed made it difficult or unreasonable to arrange 

the interviews in a timely manner.  However, by that point six interviews had already 
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conducted and appeared to have reached data saturation, or the point at which the data 

has been confirmed by repetition and no new data is forthcoming (Creswell, 1998; 

Streubert & Carpenter, 1995).  Therefore, continued attempts to conduct the two 

additional interviews were abandoned.  An interview memo was completed at the 

conclusion of each interview to document initial reactions to the interview for future 

reference.  They are included in Appendix C.   

Five of the interviews were conducted using Skype and another in person at the 

individual’s home.  The six interviews were audio recorded on a laptop using the 

Windows sound recorder program.  Each interview lasted between 20 and 30 minutes, 

averaging 28 minutes each.  The audio recording was transcribed manually using a free 

trial version of Express Scribe (version 5.4) by NCH Software.  The software had 

provisions for pausing, stopping, and changing the speed of the audio playback to aid in 

transcription.  Even though voice recognition software is available, its accuracy for 

interview transcription of more than one voice is poor.  Additionally, it has been 

suggested that transcription of the interview by the interviewer/researcher helps him/her 

develop a clearer picture of the information obtained (Lindlor & Taylor, 2002).   

Personal experience has confirmed this as the transcription process, although 

tedious, served as an initial qualitative review of the data.  The transcription of the 

interviews followed as closely the original speech pattern as practical, noting pauses, 

starts and stops, “uhms,” “ahs” and locutions such as “gonna” and “ya know.”  At times 

there was an inclination by both the interviewer and the interviewed to “catch up” on 

program news unrelated to the topic at hand.  These discussions were not transcribed but 
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the digression was noted as unrelated or as a miscellaneous discussion.  The 

transcriptions of the interviews averaged 9.5 pages per interview for a total of 57 pages.  

After the interviews were transcribed they were emailed to the individuals so that they 

had the opportunity to review the transcript for accuracy.  In a process known as member 

checks (Glesne, 2011), they were offered the opportunity to correct, revise or offer 

further explanations of their statements.  No comments were returned. 

After all of the data were assembled in digital format, some additional work was 

required that aided in the analysis of the data.  Individual files were made for each 

participant using the “2005-A” format whereby “2005” indicated the year and the “A” 

indicated a specific individual.  This was done in order to insure confidentially and to be 

able to attribute a specific quote or quotes to individuals and/or the year of participation.  

Within each journal identical headings for the pre-flection, intermediate, ASAL/TIES, 

and post-flection essays were inserted using a specific heading style.  Additionally the 

interview questions were inserted into the interview transcripts using heading styles, even 

though the transcripts included the interviewer’s specific language which might have 

changed slightly form one interview to the next.    

The insertion of consistent, identically worded headings using the same heading 

style was done in anticipation of the NVivo’s ability to organize data according to those 

headings.  For example, if need be, all of the text from only the pre-flection essays could 

be organized together for ease of analysis.  The same would hold true for all of the 

answers to a specific interview question. 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis recognized the need to treat the two data sets; - the student journals 

and the interview transcripts - as two separate entities requiring slightly different 

techniques.  It was anticipated that at some point in the analysis process, two data sources 

would need to be compared in order to discover and describe any lasting, long term 

effects of the phenomenon.  A process of coding was used to organize the data into 

predominant themes using a very comprehensive procedural steps developed by van 

Kaam (1959) as listed by Streubert and Carpenter (1995).  These procedures are similar 

to ones proposed by many of the respected researchers and are as follows: 

1. Obtain a core of common experiences  

2. List and prepare a rough preliminary grouping of every expression presented by 

participants. 

3. Reduce and eliminate; Test each expression for two requirements: 

a. Does it contain a moment of the experience that might eventually be a 

necessary and sufficient constituent of the experience? 

b. If so, is it possible to abstract this moment and to label it, without violating the 

formulation presented by the participant?  Expressions not meeting these two 

requirements are eliminated.  Concrete, vague, and overlapping expressions 

are reduced to more exactly descriptive terms.  Example: “I feel like I could 

pull my hair out by the roots” could be reduced to “feelings of frustration.” 
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4. Tentatively identify the descriptive constituents; bring together all common 

relevant constituents in a cluster labeled with the more abstract formula 

expressing the common theme.   

5. Finally, identify the descriptive constituents by application; this operation consists 

of checking the tentatively identified constituents against random cases of the 

sample to see whether they fulfill the following conditions, each constituent must: 

a. Be expressed explicitly in the description 

b. Be expressed explicitly or implicitly in some or the large majority of 

descriptions 

c. Be compatible with the description in which it is not expressed 

d. If a description is found incompatible with a constituent, the description must 

be proven not to be an expression of the experience under study, but of some 

other experience that intrudes on it (Streubert & Carpenter, 1995, p. 50). 

 
For this study, the common experiences referred to in item #1 consisted of the 

students’ journals and the interview transcripts.  The preliminary grouping of every 

expression and the elimination of irrelevant ones noted in #2 and #3 had been 

accomplished by using the themes from the original Klein and Lawver study.  They also 

represented the five dominant themes that were the equivalent of the common themes in 

#4 above.  However, that is not to say that other potential themes would be summarily 

dismissed, especially if they were revealed in the student journals from subsequent years.  

The software used for the analysis made this easy to accomplish.  The software also 
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student 2005-A is shown in the center panel (I).  The coding stripes in the panel to the 

right (J) now indicate which portion of the text was coded to the “2-Responding” code.  

Note that the labels for the other levels are visible but no coding for them is indicated.   

The ultimate result of this coding process is provided in Chapter 4: and involves a 

complicated Matrix Coding Query that compared the sections of text coded to the Pre- 

and Post-Flection essays with their corresponding coding for the specific level of the 

affective domain.  A complete list of nodes is included in Appendix D.  It should also be 

noted that the NVivo software does not include a spell check feature. 

The previous example of the coding process was an overview of how the coding 

was accomplished for this study.  The analysis of the student journals began by creating 

preliminary nodes based on the five dominant themes found in the Klein and Lawver 

(2007) study.  They included: (1) the interaction between design and people, (2) the role 

of the landscape architectural profession, (3) interaction between design and culture, (4) 

personal growth, and (5) communication issues (Klein & Lawver, 2007, p. 102).  Another 

set of nodes were established in anticipation of analysis based on Krathwohl’s five levels 

of the affective domain.  Unlike the study by Klein and Lawver (2007) the first two 

levels, receiving and responding were not combined because the use of the software for 

analysis made the process of the increased volume of data more efficient.  Separate nodes 

for Valuing, Organizing, and Characterizing were also established for a total of five code 

categories.  Because the Klein and Lawver study used hand coding and analysis, it was 

anticipated that the use of the more sophisticated computerized process would be more 

efficient.  This efficiency also included the ability to easily adjust, add, combine, or 
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remove themes, thereby energizing the reviewer’s inherent curiosity for knowledge that 

LeVasseur (2003) suggested as a bracketing technique.   

A separate set of nodes were established as a set of very preliminary themes to be 

used in the analysis of the interview transcripts.  These nodes were based on the intuition 

of the researcher while recording the interviews, the memos written after the interview, 

and the eventual transcription of the interviews.  These themes included a concern for 

community, cultural, environment, and service.   

Ethics and Research Rigor 

Qualitative and quantitative researchers alike are concerned with ethical 

considerations and issues of research rigor associated with their work.  Research 

involving human subjects is guided by the Belmont Report published by the U.S 

Department of Health, Education and Welfare in 1979.  Every university and research 

institute has an Institutional Review Board (IRB) that administers compliance with the 

standards established in the report.  Prior to conducting this research, application was 

made to the Texas Tech University (IRB) Protection of Human Subjects Committee for 

an exemption.  This research was eligible for an exemption in that data (student journals) 

were collected as a normal part of an academic activity.  Informed consent for the 

interviews was implicit in the individuals’ participation in an interview.  In both cases 

confidentiality was assured and there was little or no risk of harm to the subjects of the 

research.  The exemption was granted and copies of the application and approval letter 

are included in Appendix E.  However, beyond the legal responsibility of the researcher, 
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there is the moral obligation to represent the research, to the best of his/her ability, as 

fairly and as accurately as possible.   

Research rigor in qualitative research involves four primary aspects; Credibility, 

Transferability, Dependability, and Conformability (Guba, 1981; Creswell, 1998).  

Credibility refers to the trustworthiness and accuracy of the research.  For this study, 

credibility was achieved by using triangulation or the collection of data from more than 

one source.  The student journals and interviews transcripts represent two separate data 

sources.  Additionally, the student journals were collected from students whose 

experiences were slightly different from year to year, providing different perspectives 

from which to draw important conclusions.  The use of more than one researcher is 

another form of triangulation, but was not feasible in this dissertation format.  However, 

peer review is another way to establish credibility and was achieved through the review 

of this dissertation by the committee and the eventual dissertation defense presentation.  

Member checks or providing the opportunity for participants to review and comment on 

the accuracy of the interview transcripts is another strategy.  All interview participants 

were emailed a copy of the transcripts and asked to provide any corrections or additional 

clarifications.  Two final strategies were accomplished by providing theoretical adequacy 

and low-inference descriptors.  The literature review and a thorough justification of the 

methodologies provide a strong theoretical foundation.  The explanations of the dominant 

themes did not rely on over-reaching interpretations which established low-inference 

descriptors. 
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Transferability is the usefulness of the research to the reader or other researchers 

in other, similar situations (Creswell, 1998; Guba, 1981) (Guba, 1981).  Since qualitative 

inquiry takes place in a social setting rather than a controlled setting such as a laboratory, 

the context of the research is extremely important.  It must be fully described so that 

colleagues can make judgments about whether or not the research can be transferred to a 

similar situation.  Ironically, although contextual descriptions were as thorough and 

complete as reasonable, it is counter to the premise of the argument for experiential 

learning.   

The dependability of a study can be established by providing a clear, logical, and 

complete documentation of the procedures used in the study (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Additionally, acknowledging anomalies in the findings, or what might be considered 

errors in more structured methods, is another strategy (Guba, 1981).  Both of these 

strategies are incorporated into the study.  Additionally, the methodology used to code 

and test the data that was developed by van Kaam (Streubert & Carpenter, 1995) 

contributes to the dependability of the research. 

Conformability is established using the techniques of triangulation and member 

checks as described above.  Additionally, reflexivity is provided to help demonstrate the 

objectivity of the processes used and the findings or conclusions.  Reflexivity is 

concerned with the ability of the researcher as participant/observer to remain unbiased 

both as a participant in the phenomenon and as one who conducts an analysis of the 

implications of that phenomenon (Streubert & Carpenter, 1995).  Reflexivity is provided 

primarily with the Researcher Subjectivity statement and to a lesser degree, the post 
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interview memos.  A recommendation for strengthening reflexivity in the future would be 

for the researcher as participant/observer to keep a journal similar to those required of the 

students.  In addition to providing the ability to reflect on the phenomenon after removal 

from it, a personal reflective journal would be an additional data source that can 

contribute to triangulation.   

Conclusions/Summary 

Establishing a methodology that is a good “fit” for the study of the service-

learning/study abroad phenomenon is vital.  Presenting the research as a systematic, 

rigorous, and critical is the goal of any study.  It is even more important in a qualitative 

paradigm in order to establish is as a valuable and useful contribution to the academy. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

Introduction 

The findings for this study are a result of the analysis of two primary data sets; 

student journals from the 2005 through 2010 study abroad programs, and transcripts of 

interviews conducted in the fall of 2011 with six of the original participants from the 

2005 program.  Other information that helped guide and influence the findings included 

interview memos, member checks and secondary interviews with individuals familiar 

with specific aspects of the study. 

 Analysis of the student journals and interview transcripts was conducted on each 

set separately.  The analysis utilized a phenomenological approach that incorporated a 

methodology introduced by Boyd, Dooley and Felton (2006) and used by the Klein and 

Lawver (2007) preliminary study.  Both data sources were analyzed using NVivo 

software.   

Findings in Relation to Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 asked how students described the impact of the service-

learning/study abroad program on their personal and academic lives.  To answer this 

question an analysis of the students’ responses to Pre- and Post-Flection essay prompts 

was conducted using NVivo software.  The student journals were assembled into internal 

sources folders in NVivo, with a folder for each year, and a separate document for each 

participant’s journal.  All documents were in word format.  Nodes were created for Pre-

Flection and Post-Flection Essays and the appropriate section of each individual’s journal 
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was coded to one of them.  In some cases, depending upon the year, Post-Flection essays 

included responses to an intermediate essay prompt and another to compare the ASLA 

Code of Environmental Ethics and TIES Ecotourism Principles, copies of which are in 

Appendix F.  Sub nodes were created to differentiate between these essays under the 

parent node for Post-Flection Essays.  Upon review, it was decided to merge them all into 

the parent node since the amount of data were not enough to keep separate and there was 

no clear advantage to viewing the data separately.   

The five preliminary themes borrowed from Klein and Lawver (2007) study were, 

in order of most to least important: (1) interaction between design and people, (2) the role 

of the landscape architecture profession, (3) interaction between design and culture, (4) 

personal growth and (5) communication issues.  Based on the review of literature that 

identified the primary benefits of study abroad (Dwyer & Peters, 2004; Northwestern 

University, 2012) and a preliminary analysis of the student journals, these primary 

themes were revised.  The personal growth theme remained unchanged since it continued 

to be a dominant factor and is identified in the literature as a major benefit of study 

abroad.  The least important theme, (5) Communication Issues, was reduced to a 

secondary theme because it originally focused on to the use of drawings and sketches as a 

form of universal language.  In later years the use of translators reduced the 

communication theme to a language only issue.  If the class had been a language 

curriculum, then the communication theme might have been considered more important.   

The three themes involving professional and design issues - (1) Interaction 

between design and people, (2) the role of the landscape architecture profession, (3) 
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interaction between design and culture - were merged into one overall theme for 

Professional/Academic Growth.  Again, the broader scope of the theme was in keeping 

with the literature that identified influences on professional and academic issues as a 

benefit of study abroad.  Another reason to combine them was that over the years there 

seemed to be a greater emphasis on the natural environment.  This was the result of the 

prompt to contrast and compare ASLA/TIES principles.  The service-learning design 

projects also tended to place greater emphasis on sustainability over time, as did the 

increasing interaction with the Kaxil Kiuic Biocultural Reserve.  Therefore, rather than 

create nodes for each specific professional design related issue, a single, all-

encompassing node was created for Professional/Academic Issues.  This single theme 

also aligned well with the original goals of the class; to understand the connection 

between design and culture, people, and the natural environment as a multifaceted 

interactive phenomenon.   

A preliminary review of the student journals indicated the need for a general 

Culture node.  There were many instances where writers mentioned culture outside of a 

design related context that needed to be accommodated.  The separate Culture node was 

again in keeping with the literature that identified greater cultural awareness as a study 

abroad benefit (Dwyer & Peters, 2004).   

Therefore, new nodes were created for three primary themes: (1) Cultural 

Observations, (2) Personal Growth, and (3) Professional/Academic Issues.  Analysis 

involved coding statements from the essays to one of the three primary themes.  

Generally, a statement could range in length from a single bullet point, a sentence or two, 
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to an entire paragraph.  The phenomenological approach treats each statement as having 

equal worth with no subjective value placed on the statement (Creswell, 1998).  Since 

students have a wide range of writing and expressive abilities, the length of the statement 

may not necessarily be a true reflection of the value to the writer.  The following quotes 

illustrate the idea that the same writing from two different individuals can reflect on the 

same theme in very different ways.  They are both responding to a prompt about the 

value of collaborating with cultural communities in the design process.   

The value of collaborating with cultural communities in the design process lies in 
communication with the local culture in order to perceive their values and 
determine how those values have evolved and adapted to their current status.  
Then one can design something that is aesthetically pleasing to the community yet 
also provides a functional property for the local people.  (2006-B Pre-Flection 
Essay) 

The value of collaborating with cultural communities in the design process is so 
that we as designers can understand a little more about their culture and what it is 
and how they want us to design something.  (2005-E Pre-Flection Essay) 

In addition to a lengthier response, the rhetoric of the first quote could be 

considered more sophisticated, yet essentially adds little additional insight into the 

individuals thinking than what the second quote provides.  Since the intent of this study is 

ultimately to get to the essence of what the experience meant to the individuals, whether 

or not the student expressed that meaning succinctly or expansively was not a factor in 

the coding process.  Therefore, each of the above quotes would have been coded as single 

statements with no particular value placed on the length or writing style.  This approach 

also allows for greater control of the analysis of the themes as it relies only on the 

essence contained in the statements without having to impose a qualitative evaluation on 

the length or strength of the students’ writing.   
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Often, a single statement might have contained references to more than one 

theme, in which case a statement might be coded to more than one node.  For example, 

the following quote includes references that would cause the statement to be coded to the 

primary themes for Cultural and Professional/Academic Issues as well as a minor theme 

concerning Communication: 

In the upcoming community projects I am excited about working with the local 
people and learning how to integrate their culture into a design.  I’m worried 
about some miscommunication that could occur between us and the locals but 
hopefully we will be able to leave them with something they will be able to truly 
enjoy.  (2005-D, Pre-Flection Essay) 

Along with the minor theme for communication issues, provisions were also made 

to code statements to other themes if they did not fit well with one of the three primary 

themes.  These included statements such as travel logistics, group dynamics involving 

other participants, or extracurricular activities.  Some of these themes, such as 

communication issues, were identified in the original the Klein & Lawver study (2007) 

and were Therefore, somewhat anticipated.  Although they did not address the primary 

advantages of study abroad, a separate node was created for communication issues in 

case future analysis indicated that it was needed. 

It is important to note that the specific instructions of the journaling prompts did 

not necessarily guide responses toward a specific theme.  For example, one of the Post-

Flection Essay prompts asked the students what they had gained from the experience.  As 

expected, an open ended format such as this often yields differing response.  One student 

referenced the environment: “I learned so much from this trip and I have gained a better 

insight to the environment” (2007-C).  However, another wrote about the design process: 

“I had the opportunity to actually construct a design and see it all the way through the 
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design process” (2010-A).  A third referenced increased confidence: “I have an 

understanding of what I am capable of as a student in landscape architecture, which in 

turn gives me confidence” (2007-C).  Essay prompts that were more specific with regard 

to a particular topic also yielded responses to any one of the three primary themes.  For 

example one of the Post-Flection prompts asked how partnering with cultural 

communities enhanced the design process.  While it might be reasonable to anticipate that 

such a prompt would encourage responses that would only be coded to the 

Profession/Academic Issues node, responses included a range of themes.  In this quote 

the mention of the design process would have been coded to the Professional/Academic 

Issues theme: “Partnering up with Tekal De Venegas on the Ozwatz project really 

showed a lot about how the design process really works and functions good” (2007-G).  

However, another response that referenced imposing ideas was coded to the Cultural 

Observations theme: “I honestly believe that you have to have partnering with cultural 

communities in order to be successful and keep from imposing our ideas and prejudice 

onto the communities we work with” (2005-C).   

Once the nodes were created and an analysis strategy established, the student 

journals were analyzed by coding statements to one of the three primary themes or a 

secondary theme.  The following includes descriptions of the three primary themes - (1) 

Cultural Observations, (2) Personal Growth, and (3) Professional/Academic Issues – 

includes typical quotes from the student journals that represent the findings associated 

with the analysis of the student journals and discussion.  
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Cultural Observations.   

Statements that used the words culture, cultural or cultures were coded to the 

Cultural Observations node.  The example below is a typical response that not only 

references culture, but includes an indication that the writer understands its importance.  

It also represents the epitome of the ability of service-learning to connect the reality of 

the experience with abstract concepts in the curriculum.    

Most of my major classes focus in some way on nature and culture.  My 
experiences here will definitely be applicable and useful because they will 
provide concrete examples in discussion that often consist of abstract theories and 
ideas.  My experience here will also be useful in everyday life, and in thinking 
about my own local culture and environment.  (2008-E, Pre-Flection Essay)   

Another statement about an observation or activity that was cultural by definition 

but did not necessarily use the word culture, cultural or cultures was also coded to the 

Cultural Observations theme.  In the statement below the writer describes activities 

(socializing) institutions (weekly festivals), and the influence on the arrangement of the 

physical environment (markets); all of which are descriptions of cultural concepts even 

though that specific word is not mentioned.   

In Merida everyone is always outside, walking around the squares and socializing 
with others.  On the weekends they have festivals that bring people out to watch 
and also socialize.  Their markets are open to the outside and on corners of streets, 
so if people want to shop they go out to the square where there is always 
something going on it seems like.  (2005-F, Post-Flection Essay) 

Personal Growth. 

Any statement that indicated some sort of self-improvement, additional 

knowledge or an improvement in one’s personal perspective that was not related to one’s 

academic or professional career was coded to the Personal Growth theme.  In the Pre-

Flection essays that asked what the student hoped to gain from the trip, many wrote that 
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they wanted a greater understanding of the local culture.  Their comments were general in 

nature and not necessarily in connection with the course work, or the service-learning 

project.  Other hopes included developing friendships, social skills, and the opportunity 

to relax.  Two typical examples included: 

I hope to gain a better understating of the Mexican culture as a result of our trip to 
the Yucatan Peninsula.  I also want to become better at speaking Spanish and to 
just enjoy being away from the hectic lives we live for three weeks.  (2010-E Pre-
Flection Essay) 

Overall I hope to gain knowledge about different cultures (past and present) and 
to gain friendships with people along the [way].  I also hope to gain some lasting 
memories spent with the people, the trip and the locals.  And lastly I hope to gain 
a higher tolerance to alcohol, especially tequila!  (2006-I Pre-Flection Essay) 

In the Post-Flection essays, personal growth often included statements about a 

greater sense of gratitude.  The following is just one of many examples:  

Overall from this experience, I have gained many things.  1) There are people that 
live in severe poverty every day that get excited by small acts of generosity.  2) 
There are many things that we take for granted every day that these people will 
never be able to experience.  Hopefully during the rest of my life I will be able to 
be more grateful for these things.  (2006-F, Post-Flection Essay) 

Another common Personal Growth perspective referenced gaining an appreciation 

for the natural environment.  The following statement is a typical example of the 

individual’s change in attitude about tourism and the natural environment: 

After seeing all these things I have determined that I will not ever be a tourist 
after readings about tourism and the harms that tourist cause to the environment 
and the culture.  I already feel like I'm a bad environmentalist and I believe this 
was a great setup that made me think about how I live my life.  A couple of years 
ago I started thinking intently about how I live my life and started thinking of 
things that I do not need and phase them out of my life.  This trip has confirmed 
to me that I am doing the right thing, and that I should be cutting more out of my 
life.  (2009-C, Post-Flection Essay) 
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The previous quote is not uncommon among individuals who have been a part of 

an intensive, profound experience, and tend to overcompensate for what they perceived 

as a better way of life.    

Professional/Academic Issues. 

Statements concerning activities or observations that involved the students’ 

academic or future professional careers’ were coded to the Professional/Academic Issues 

node.  As mentioned earlier the students could have included references to design and 

how it is affected by history, culture, the natural environment, or other factors.  This 

theme also represents the all-important connection between the service-learning project 

and the curriculum.  In the following example the writer discussed the importance of 

understanding culture in the design process, even though they do not necessarily embrace 

that culture.   

In my career I may be asked to design in an area that has strong cultural values, 
and even though I may not understand or agree with this culture, I still need to 
make a design that has cultural awareness and respect.  For example, [on] this trip 
we learned about the ceiba tree, which is a sacred Mayan tree, and it would be 
unheard of to cut one of these trees down even if it didn’t fit with the overall 
design goal.  So, as a landscape architect I have to be aware of the cultural setting 
I am designing in and make sure I respect that particular culture.  (2010-I, Post-
Flection Essay) 

Another example from a Pre-Flection essay offered an interesting perspective of 

the natural environment and its relationship with the design profession prior to departure 

for the Maya community of Yucatán.   

Growing up on a ranch, I learned what it meant to be a part of the environment 
rather than separate from it.  Through numerous endeavors to explore my 
fascinations with and discover the mysteries of the natural world, an increasing 
desire has been set aflame in me to serve society with a respect for the 
environment.  I hope to attain the necessary knowledge and skills that it takes to 
correctly assess and advise communities in managing their precious natural 
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resources.  Most importantly, I hope to gain a connection with and an 
understanding of the people that live and are rooted in the places and spaces we 
will visit.  I know we have a lot to learn from them and [I] am overwhelmingly 
excited to immerse myself as much as is possible in three weeks.  (2008-F, Pre-
Flection Essay) 

In the next two examples, the students have realized the value of the service-

learning project to the academic curriculum, and how it has affected their respective 

approaches to the design process. 

When working in a studio you just get graded on whether or not you put 
everything in your design that was on this list it doesn't matter really where it 
goes.  When I would be assigned a project in studio and the professor tells me that 
I would need to do some research I would be like ok I need to find out what kind 
of plant needs to go here or something of that nature.  But now actually doing a 
project for a client or a whole community I now know that when the professor 
said to do research he means to do research about every aspect of that client or 
community.  (2009-E, Post-Flection Essay) 

Bringing what I’ve learned back to the states and to studio will be a lot easier than 
it would have had I not attended this trip at all.  I think that now when I look at a 
site assigned for a design, I will be able to look at the eco-tourism friendly 
opportunities.  (2008-J, Post-Flection Essay) 

In this final example, the students reflected on the value of the group process, and 

how it generated a better solution to environmental and cultural issues than those 

proposed by the head of the project committee. 

By partnering with Tekal de Venegas committee the group was able to come to 
the conclusion and final project with [suggestions,] cautions and 
recommendations.  What I mean by this is the group, myself included, heard 
Manuel, the head of the committee, said he was going to clear out the area around 
the wetlands of debris.  Doing this could destroy the ecosystem of the wetlands.  
So we were able to warn the committee not to do this because they will destroy 
what they are trying to protect.  Another example is we were trying to think of 
what the committee could do to make money with minimum environmental 
impact.  To me it sounded like Manuel was trying to attract the wrong kind of 
tourist (i.e. tourists who would go to Cancun and are not concerned with [the] 
environment).  So we came up with educational tourism.  This would mean all the 
committee had to do was provide a place to stay, food, and activities.  The rest 
would be up to the teacher.  (2007-C, Post-Flection Essay) 
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The Professional/Academic issues theme demonstrated learning over a wide range 

of topics about the range and importance of landscape architecture and the design 

process.  The responses also demonstrated an understanding of how design interacts with 

individuals, culture and the natural environment.  

Findings in Relation to Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 asked how students internalized the impact of service-

learning/study abroad program as measured by the affective domain.  The analysis of the 

student journals provided three primary themes that dominated the writing.  However, the 

identification of the three themes did not differentiate between the students’ perceptions 

at the beginning of the program vs. the end of the program, and what affect their 

participation in the program may have had on their attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors; or 

what Krathwohl defines as internalization.   

Krathwohl’s Affective Domain. 

For this study, an assessment process was used in other similar studies that used 

Krathwohl’s five levels of the affective domain (Boyd, Dooley, & Felton, 2006; Klein & 

Lawver, 2007) Data from the all six sets of student journals from 2005 through 2010 

were analyzed.  The analysis was conducted using the NVivo software which provided 

the ability to manage a large amount of data.  The software also provided a range of 

comprehensive techniques to aid in the analysis process and the opportunity to use a 

variety of query and search tools to present and draw conclusions from the analysis 

process.   
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New nodes were created for the five levels of the affective domain and a brief 

description for each was adapted for use specifically in this study.  The first adaptation 

was in recognition of the time frame between the writing of the Pre-Flection Essays and 

the Post-Flection Essays.  Since it was less than one month, statements in the journals 

indicating the intent to adopt a certain behavior were assumed to be sincere and evaluated 

as if those intentions had been carried out.  Another adaptation of the descriptions was 

based on the goals of the Yucatán program, which was to provide students with 

experiences and situations different than their own so that they develop a greater 

awareness and understanding form which they can make informed evaluations and 

judgments; in other words, the development of critical thinking skills.  Therefore, when 

coding to a specific node it was not necessary for the students to adopt or accept a 

particular premise; what Krathwohl calls internalizing.  Rather it was only necessary that 

s/he express an understanding of a concept and the ability to evaluate it based on his/her 

own situation.  Also, as with any analysis of participant feedback, it is necessary to 

assume that the participants are responding truthfully.  For example the follow quote 

indicates an intention on the part of the writer to implement what s/he learned and it can 

only be assumed that s/he is speaking truthfully since s/he had not yet had the opportunity 

to follow through with those intentions.   

I can apply a lot of stuff that I’ve learned from this trip.  One thing that I can 
easily apply is during my design process and take into account a minimal impact 
and use native plants at all costs.  That fits for all designs whether ecotourism or a 
shopping mall.  (2007-H, Post-Flection Essay) 
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Since the student who wrote that had only just completed the study abroad 

program, the intent to adopt was evaluated as if he/she had in fact put the concepts of 

minimal impact and native plants into practice.   

The five levels of Krathwohl’s affective domain are, in order of increasing 

internalization were; (1) Receiving (2) Responding, (3) Valuing (4) Organizing, and (5) 

Characterizing.  The following includes a description of each level as adapted for this 

study with examples from the student journals.  For the sake of brevity and clarity, the 

term “concept” was used inclusively as a generic term to avoid confusion over other 

similar terms such as premise, idea, theory, phenomena, value, issue, or object.   

Receiving is the first and most basic level.  The responses demonstrate that the 

writer is aware of or sensitive to the existence of certain concepts, can identify them, and 

can repeat back basic a description of the concept.  Key verbs include describe, recognize 

or differentiate between concepts or ideas.  A willingness to tolerate is also a basic, 

formative characteristic of the receiving level.  These examples from Pre-Flection and 

Post-Flection essays written by the same individual provide a basic description of the 

concept.  However, the use of standard jargon to simply repeat back descriptions of the 

concepts from the curriculum implies only the most basic level of understanding. 

An effective community based ecotourism venue displays the qualities of an 
actual cultural experience.  For example the experience of the venue should 
incorporate cultural background, present-day activities and future sustainability 
planned for the area.  (2006-B Pre-Flection Essay) 

Some positive aspects of conservation obviously include a more natural 
environment with room for its inhabitants to flourish as nature intended for.  
Sustainability also goes hand-in-hand with conservation that it ensures that 
sensitive areas can endure the tests of time and development.  Tourism also plays 
a vital role in this whole scheme in that it brings the populace into context with 
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many of the issues relating to conservation and sustainability.  (2006-B, Post-
Flection Essay)  

Responding is the second level and is characterized by the ability of the 

individual to describe a concept or phenomenon in his/own words in a way that indicates 

a greater level of comprehension.  The writing actively responded or reacted to concepts 

and may indicate an intention to follow or comply.  Alternatively, a greater sense of 

acceptance or empathy may be expressed.  In the following quote, the writer responded to 

cultural interaction and recognized how it is manifested in the happiness of the 

individuals in the community.   

Due to our groups illness we did not get to interact with the Yaxunah community 
as much as I would have liked.  We did however get to study about how the 
people lived in the village.  Yaxunah was a poor town like most in México but 
they did seem happier.  This is one of the few villages that the people, young and 
old would smile back or say hello.  (2008-C, Pre-Flection Essay) 

Valuing represents a level that involves the writers’ ability to recognize and 

understand the value and/or increased worth of the concepts and begins to understand the 

consequences surrounding them.  The writer demonstrates the ability to compare and 

contrast or discuss the pros and cons of a given concept.  The following two quotes 

discussed the value of conservation from two different perspectives, yet they both 

demonstrated an understanding of the value of conservation. 

Not allowing travel on ruins such as Chichen Itsa has also helped conserve 
archaeological sites as well as sustain them.  [Raised] pathways restrain travel and 
protect the environment.  Celestun illustrated a great portrayal of what the 
environment is supposed to look like with the mangrove swamps and pink 
flamingos.  From what I hear, what we saw at Celestun is what Cancun used to 
look like until dumb developers got a hold of it.  Each site that we have visited 
thus far has illustrated at least one aspect of positiveness in terms of conservation, 
sustainability, and tourism.  (2006-C Post-Flection Essay)  
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Playa del Carmen was a bad example of minimizing impact and providing future 
generations with the same environmental assets and ecological aesthetics.  This 
area is way too crowded and does nothing positive that would benefit the 
environment in the future.  There is trash on the streets and on the beaches, it is 
polluted.  I also noticed that there is no recycling on the streets in comparison to 
Merida which had trash cans on the streets for organic and inorganic materials.  
Playa del Carmen is more of a tourist attraction that has huge impact on the 
environment, whereas Merida is more of a cultural area that has a lower impact on 
the surrounding area.  Merida is filled with traditions and culture, Playa is filled 
with tourists and street vendors asking to buy something from them or if you want 
to get high.  (2007-A, Post-Reflection Essay) 

Organization involves the ability of the writer to synthesize the concept into a 

system.  S/he is able to understand relationships between concepts and can begin to 

prioritize them in a thoughtful manner.  The writer also demonstrates an ability to transfer 

or compare values to their own situation.  At this level the student is able to determine 

how and why a concept might be utilized in various situations using examples and 

analogies, and understands the ramifications inherent to the adoption or non-adoption of 

the concept.  The following quote is an example of how the writer was able to elevate the 

concept of cultural collaboration into a broader, more comprehensive system.  S/he used 

examples to explain his/her thinking, the impact of the experience, and how the concept 

might be incorporated into other situations.   

During our time (…) I gained more knowledge about the importance of working 
in and around a culture.  James had built a beautiful learning center in the middle 
of a growing (…) archeology site.  He shared his knowledge openly with me and 
spoke about the importance of gaining a trustful and respectful relationship with 
partnerships, with the surrounding community.  He said that if you can show that 
you are truly there to help them then they will accept you with open arms.  We as 
a class learned this when we gave the 3 presentations to the town people.  You 
could tell that the people were eager to learn about what we had been doing as 
well as eager to implement the projects that we worked on.  My experience at 
Kiuik will never leave me, it was one of the most influential and inspirational 
times of my life.  I have always felt a strong need for our profession and I have 
seen its importance in the states:  National Parks.  (2006-H, Post-Reflection 
Essay)  
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Characterization is the highest level of the affective domain and comprises the 

ability of the writer to describe how a concept can be incorporated into a comprehensive 

world view, philosophy, theory, or methodology.  Complete internalization or adoption or 

intent to do so, was not considered necessary in this study, given the time frame and 

intent of the program that was discussed earlier.  However, this level usually produces 

some of the most profound statements found in the students written responses.  The 

following example, which was quoted in the researcher subjectivity section of Chapter 3, 

is a profound statement and emphasized the internalization of the individual’s experience.   

“Poor” is a rich man’s word, and getting to interact with these communities 
helped me see that.  The places we visited are “rich” in their culture, family 
values, history, etc.  and are far from poor.  At Yaxunah we were able to go into 
peoples’ homes and got to interact with the family, even though only an hour it 
was still long enough to establish an international bond.  (2005-B, Post Reflection 
Essay) 

The previous individual who wrote that was also one of the former participants 

interviewed for this study.  S/he recalled making that statement and gave examples of 

how it has led him/her to seek out the cultural, off the traditional tourist routes of the 

places s/he has visited and lived.  Another quote provided an example of the individual’s 

intent to adopt the concept of minimal impact and has included its relationship to the 

economy; something that was not discussed in the curriculum.   

This trip has shown me first hand exactly how much landscape architects can 
impact an economy and environment with design and minimal (but eco-friendly) 
development.  I have already begun to apply pro-environmental efforts to my 
designs in other studios, but now I know to what extent each site needs.  Primarily 
what I learned most about was the relationship between the site and the economy 
of the area that is something that will definitely be applied to my new/upcoming 
assignments.  (2007-E, Post Flection Essay) 
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The primary purpose for coding the students’ writing was to determine the level 

of reflection in both the Pre-Flection essays and the Post-Flection essays, to determine the 

value of the activities in which the students participated.  The intent of the comparison 

was to look for a trend or tendency and not a quantifiable effect of an independent 

variable on a dependent variable.  To conduct the comparison this study used NVivo’s 

Matrix Coding Query tool to compare a large volume of data in a logical fashion and 

display the results in both a numerical and graphic format.  Table 4.1 below represent to 

results of that analysis given in a numerical format.   

Table 4.1:  

Pre- Post-Flection Comparison with Affective Domain 

  Pre-Flection Essays  Post-Flection Essays 

 Responses Percentage  Responses Percentage 

1-Receiving 60 20%  3 1% 

2-Responding 110 37%  34 8% 

3-Valuing 109 36%  139 33% 

4-Organizing 20 7%  188 45% 

5-Characterizing 2 1%  54 13% 

TOTAL: 301 100%  418 100% 

 

Table 1 represents a comparison of the number of responses coded to the five 

levels of the affective domain for both the Pre-Flection and Post-Flection essays.  It is 

important to note that the chart looks at what NVivo terms the coding reference count, 

which is the number of statements coded to a particular category, regardless of the length 

of the statement.  It is also important to recognize that there were many more statements 
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coded in the Post-Flection essays (418) than there were in the Pre-Flection essays (301).  

This is due to the length of the overall length of the Post-Flection essays (not statements) 

which resulted in fewer responses originally coded to one or more of the three primary 

themes in the Pre-Flection essay.  Therefore, the comparison should be based on the 

relative percentages of each domain level in the two columns, and not a comparison of 

the numbers across the rows.  Table one indicates that for the Post-Flection essays there 

is an increase in the percentage of statements coded to the upper three levels of the 

affective domain.  

However, the results do not completely answer the research question because it 

does not indicate the affect that the service-learning project had on the change.  In other 

words, there is no indication that the increase in the level of reflection was the result of 

the service-learning project or simply a result of participation in the study abroad 

experience.  There is also no indication that the change would have occurred without that 

service-learning project.  In order to completely answer the research question another 

round of coding was conducted, and another coding matrix developed.  At this point it is 

noted that, although this step analysis process is presented here in a linear fashion, it was 

actually the result of a considerable amount of reflection, and reevaluation of the data 

using some of the functions and tools available with NVivo.  In fact, this final analysis 

did not take place until after the analysis of the interview transcripts revealed the 

relationship between the service-learning project and the associated interaction with the 

respective communities.  More discussion of this phenomenon is included in the Chapter 

5.   
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For this final comparison, another set of two nodes was created that enabled 

further evaluation of the Post-Flection essays.  In order to determine the impact of the 

service-learning project and the community interaction, only the Post-Flection essays 

were coded since the Pre-Flection essays were written prior to the implementation of the 

service-learning activities.  The two new nodes were YES-Community/Project Related 

and NOT-Community/Project related.  The two new nodes represented a simple yes or no 

analysis; yes, the writing referenced a specific service-learning project or the experience 

of community interaction that was enabled by the project, or no, the reflective writing did 

not mention the project or community interaction.  For example the following quote is a 

rather profound expression of the impact the various experiences, people, and places has 

had on him/her.  However, it does not specifically mention a community or the service-

learning project, so it was coded to the NOT Community/Project related node. 

I think this trip has been a positive influence on my life, and I will remember the 
things I have seen and learned while touring around the Yucatan for the rest of my 
days.  To see where the heart and soul of these people actually began, and to see 
how they are still thriving today is an experience unlike any other.  I am really 
glad that things worked out how they did so I could be able to be a part of this 
summer class.  (2010-F, Post Flection Essay) 

In contrast this next quote was coded to the YES Community/Project related node 

since it mentions specifically the service-learning project and although not by name, the 

community in which it took place.   

The community was very excited that we were there to provide our services to 
them.  It was a little tough at first to talk to them because they seemed very hard 
headed and set on their own ideas they wanted us to illustrate.  That [is] not all 
that we do so we had to work with them.  I thought it was a great experience.  All 
of the townspeople were very friendly and welcoming to all of us.  (2007-A, Post-
Flection Essay) 
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Additionally, any reference to other, non-service-learning projects, study abroad 

activities, or visits to places that were off the beaten path were coded to the NOT 

Project/Community Related node even though they may have had a profound impact on 

the student.  The following example references the Kaxil Kiuic Research and Learning 

Center that was built by Millsaps College in Yucatán.  Although an excellent example of 

low impact design, it was not one of the service-learning projects. 

Kaxil Kiuic is one such project which we visited here in the Yucatan.  This site 
ties into the TIES principles of ecotourism fairly well.  Impact is minimized to a 
great extent by using solar power and the use of wetlands to dispose of waste.  
Kiuic also has a compost and recycling center on site so that both organic and 
inorganic waste can be disposed of effectively.  (2008-D, Post-Flection Essay) 

Some of the student writing was in response to a prompt that asked about the 

project and the community specifically.  Naturally, those responses would be coded to the 

YES node.  Consequently, a decision was made to only code those responses that were 

coded to the highest three levels of the affective domain; (3) Valuing (4) Organizing, and 

(5) Characterizing.  Since the major shift occurred within those three levels, it seemed 

logical that the comparison should look only at those levels.  In that way, any writing in 

response to the specific questions, whether guided toward one specific theme or another, 

must have first been coded to the upper three levels to be a part of this final comparison.   

Table 4.2 present the results of the Matrix Coding Query that compared the top 

three levels of the affective domain that were also coded to the YES- and NOT 

Project/Community Related nodes.  Table 4.2 presents results of the query.    
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Table 4.2  

YES- vs.  NOT-Community/Project Related 

3-Valuing 4-Organizing 5-Characterizing 

NOT Community or Project 78 54% 102 53% 35 61% 

YES Community or Project 66 46% 91 47% 22 39% 

TOTAL: 144 100% 193 100% 57 100% 

 

Table 4.2 indicates a nearly even split between the Yes and Not nodes for Valuing 

and Organizing levels of the affective domain.  There were a slightly greater number of 

responses (35 vs.  22) coded to the NOT category for Characterization, the highest level 

of the affective domain.  Consequently, the figures show that nearly half of the higher 

levels of reflection are the result of the inclusion of the service-learning project and the 

associated interaction with the community partner. 

 

Findings in Relation to Research Question 3 

Research Question 3 asked how the former student participants describe the 

impact of the service-learning/study abroad program on their personal and professional 

lives, five years later.  Research has found that the benefits of study abroad were long 

term and often life changing (Dwyer & Peters, 2004).  Therefore, a series of interviews 

were conducted with the intent of discovering what the long term implications of the 

Yucatán program might have been for the participants.  The first group of students who 

participated in the 2005 program was chosen as a purposeful sample since they had 

already graduated and were working in the field for several years.  The interviews were 
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recorded, transcribed as Word documents, and uploaded to NVivo as an internal data 

source separate from the student journals.  Analysis of the interview transcripts was 

conducted in NVivo much like the students journals with a few revisions.  First, two 

nodes were created to differentiate between statements by the participants that referred to 

recollections from the 2005 study abroad trip vs. those statements that referenced their 

personal or profession lives after graduation or their current situation.  The two codes 

were named (A) Current Context and (B) Reflective Context.  A second series of nodes 

were established similar to those used for the coding of the student journals - (1) Cultural 

Observations, (2) Personal Growth, and (3) Professional/Academic Issues - with the 

intent of comparing the journals with the transcripts.  To assist in identifying any 

additional themes discussed by the participants in the interviews, the possibility of adding 

nodes was kept in mind as the coding process continued.  In fact it became apparent that 

there was a need for two additional nodes within the Reflective Context.  The two nodes 

involved either the study abroad trip in general or the specific a service-learning project.  

The first was a node for (4) Landscape Observations which included discussions about 

the physical landscape of an area or place that was not necessarily related specifically to 

culture, the community, or a design issue.  The following description is a good example 

of how the students recalled certain aspects of the experience in terms of the landscape 

setting.  It expressed their reconstruction of the trip in terms of the physical environment 

or circumstances of an event.   

A lot of little things kinda run together.  Probably the most vivid one was 
probably Yaxachen, the small village we stayed at in the small huts.  I can still 
remember sleeping in the grass hut and the hammock, just kind of like the street 
life.  You're walking down the dirt roads and the community center that was kind 
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of a small building, big concrete porch and the square right across to it, in front of 
it I guess.  Tree, basketball court playground basketball court and like that.  I may 
have it wrong, the town name.  (2005-4) 

The second additional node was for (5) Community Interaction which involved 

recollections of situations that were not design or culturally related but involved the 

various activities with individuals in the community or the community in general.  For 

example, the following described the interaction with the communities outside of the 

service-learning project activities and were often social in nature.   

OK, Yaxachen, that whole village experience where we played with the kids, oh 
gosh, any other day I could remember those kids’ names.  I still have the picture.  
Where [another student] and I, remember we played that game, it was like 
baseball and golf and kickball all put into one and we played with them.  And 
then we played basketball a couple of nights with the local guys.  Remember that? 

Didn’t we go to the school there as well? We went and visited with the 
school.  There was one place where, I want to say it was Yaxachen, it was on the 
way to Kaxil Kiuic on the left hand side.  There was a school there where we went 
and saw, I think they did a dance or something.  (2005-2) 

These two additional nodes, Landscape Observations and Community Interaction, 

were an indication of how the participants reflected on their experience many years later 

as opposed to immediately following the activity.   

Current Context. 

The coding and subsequent analysis of the interview transcripts revealed that a 

reordering was necessary of the three primary themes developed with the analysis of 

student journals.  For example, in the Current Context only one individual made any 

reference at all to culture.  It was an individual who is now an art teacher in an 

elementary school in one of the “worst neighborhoods” in an urban, inner-city location.  

S/he discussed how the cultural experiences in Yucatán were a part of his/her job 

interviews. 
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Actually every job that I’ve applied for its come up as one of my cultural 
experiences or one of the biggest life changing events [that I’ve] had.   

When I was going for my teaching job they asked me about cultures, 
because now I work with 99% African Americans and how their culture would 
influence my day to day teaching; would I be accepting of other cultures and ideas 
and philosophies and everything like that.  It just seemed like it always pops up, it 
always popped up.  (2005-5) 

However, this was one of the few examples of any cultural references in the 

former participants’ current context.  Consequently, the (1) Cultural Observations theme 

was essentially of secondary importance in the current context.   

In terms of those statements made in the context of their current situations, (2) 

Personal Growth, and (3) Professional/Academic Issues were the primary themes that the 

participants discussed.  However, statements coded to both of the themes revealed very 

different perspectives on the topics than was found in the student journals.  From the 

standpoint (2) Personal Growth they all remember the trip with fondness and indicated 

that if they could, they would like to return to the area again.  In fact when mention was 

made of a possible reunion trip, the general reaction was along the lines of “awesome.”  

One participant even said that she would like to do the same route and activities all over 

again (2005-3) while another said that even though she had been scared to death the first 

time, she would do it all over again “in a heartbeat” (2005-6).  Along those same lines, 

they all said they still talked about the trip with friends and family.  They have also kept 

their sketch books and photographs from the trip and have looked back over them on 

numerous occasions since graduation.   

For the Professional/Academic Issues theme in their Current Context, their 

discussions were mostly about professional rather than academic issues, although there 

were some comparisons made between school and the “real world.”  From a professional 
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point of view, the study abroad experience usually came up in some form or another 

during a job interview.  Unfortunately, the plans and drawings that were produced were 

not well documented so they were not included in their portfolios.  However, a few said 

they included pictures from the trip and all had included it in their resumes.   

One recurring aspect of the Profession/Academic theme in their current context 

was that they all expressed some form of disillusionment with landscape architecture as a 

profession.  Only one participant was still working for the same employer that hired 

him/her after graduation.  Two had left the profession altogether and, coincidentally are 

both teaching art; one at the urban elementary school and the other in at a middle school 

in West Texas.  Only one of the six participants seemed pleased with his/her current 

employment situation but noted that it had come after a layoff from his/her first position, 

followed by several months of manual labor before the current professional opening was 

found.  The disillusionment with the profession also dealt with environmental 

sensitivities and stewardship vs. opposing realities of their clients, as demonstrated in the 

following statements.   

Yea, uhm I feel like there's probably allot of good firms out there and uhm, a lot 
of good landscape architects and developers, but there's so many people out there 
with money who just care about more money that, ah, they almost corrupt the 
profession by taking away, in my opinion, some of the ideals that most of the 
students leave college with.  The idea of sustainability, or just eco-friendly in 
generally, and just shoving so much onto one piece of land that it’s hard to 
express your viewpoints to a developer without losing their business.  (2005-5) 

And after graduating basically, I can be as sustainable and environmental as I 
want to be and I can preach it but it all comes to the end whatever the client 
wants.  That was kind of an eye opener for me.  (2005-2)  

Another recurring aspect in the Professional/Academic theme in the Current 

Context was the apparent lack of any sort of indication that what they learned on the trip 
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has been applied in the “real world” be it working with community groups or specific 

design solutions or techniques that they brought home with them.  It was anticipated that 

there would be some pragmatic evidence of specific knowledge, skills, or abilities that 

were learned on the study abroad program that were transferred to their current work 

environment and some of the interview questions were designed to draw out those 

instances.  Even with a leading question that asked if there were any instances where they 

utilized a design solution form Yucatán on a project in the U.S., a common response was 

“Nothing is coming to mind” (2005-2).   

Reflective Context. 

In the context of how the students reflected on their study abroad experiences, the 

same three primary themes - (1) Cultural Observations, (2) Personal Growth, and (3) 

Professional/Academic Issues – were used to determine how the participants reflected on 

the study abroad experience.  In terms of (1) Cultural Observations, there were two 

individuals mentioned the actual word “culture” consistently in the interviews.  Other 

individuals referenced people, places, and things that happened, that could be defined as, 

or synonymous with elements that are cultural.  In the quote below the individual 

reminisced about how people in a community used the central town square, called a 

zocolo, as an important gathering and social space:   

Uhm, you know, I the biggest thing that I got out of it ah, was seeing how 
different cultures, especially in different countries, use different spaces and ah, 
not necessarily for the way they were intended but the functionality just kinda fit 
their need, especially the zocolos.  The people literally use those spaces 
completely differently than the way we do here in the US.  Its more of a social 
networking and uhm commerce rather than just a place to go sit and relax and you 
design completely different based on that.  And it really amazed me when we 
were in Merida and just walking around that main center, coffee shop, and that 
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huge fountain and the churches all around.  They had that parade every weekend 
with the people in the [choir] when even just driving from village to village we'd 
pass by so many of them I mean, just there was always packed, especially that 
farmer’s market, I don’t even remember.  (2005-5) 

Most of the comments about (2) Personal Growth was in the Reflexive Context 

involved having survived difficult circumstances, including climate, food, language, 

fears, and sleeping in hammocks.  There were no other statements that reflected on 

remembering how they felt more confident or empowered.  

The (3) Professional/Academic theme in the Reflective Context generated 

statements that referenced the importance of the service-learning project as well as the 

need for two additional themes.  Many of the participants recalled the need for the 

profession to accommodate social and natural elements with the design process.  The 

following example references culture and its importance in the design process.   

Um, I definitely remember the town square idea and how every town wanted their 
version with the post office and the church. And they had a specific way they 
wanted it all set up. And it was really fun to be able to kind of give them a little 
master plan for them to move forward. It was definitely memorable in that way. I 
think that it was more of learning about a specific culture driving the design. 
(2005-1) 

The participants also mentioned being concerned about whether or not what they 

did had helped the community.  The following are examples of their desire to help the 

communities and the mutual respect that developed between them and the community.  

The first was in response to what they remembered as their biggest fear about the project, 

and the second was in response to what they felt was the most beneficial part about 

working on the project. 

I might as well just say the first thing that popped into my head was: was it 
beneficial to them?  Was I beneficial to them? I mean granted we went down, I 
mean you know we’re still in college, we're not hot shot landscape architects by 
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any means, you know were a bunch of  kids.  I hope what we presented and what 
we gave them was usable, or is usable.  (2005-2)  

Uhm, just going there and seeing how much [they] respected us and looked 
forward to seeing what we were going to come up with.  And how they were just 
so excited to see us all there, I guess would be the most beneficial part for me.  
They just loved us being there to help them.  (2005-6) 

It was anticipated that in the (3) Professional/Academic theme in the Reflective 

Context, participants would recall how the service-learning projects as an academic 

exercise helped prepare them for their professional careers.  The interview questions were 

even designed to first ask what they remembered most about the trip before asking what 

they remembered most about the project.  The intent was to separate study abroad issues 

from service-learning issues.  When asked about the importance of the service-learning 

project, most participants said that it was very important.  A typical response was “I 

would think the whole curriculum side of it may be a little different if we didn’t have that 

project in there” (2005-2).  A few participants said they would have learned just as much 

without the project even though it was a positive aspect of the experience.  One former 

participant noted “I think I would have probably learned allot of that stuff any way 

because I was very interested in different cultures and how they way each town was 

arranged” (2005-1).  This individual later indicated that it was still a very important part 

of the experience.   

Regardless of how important the service-learning project was to them, almost all 

participants recalled specifics about their interaction with the community along with the 

details of the projects.  When asked specifically what they remembered about the project, 

many of the responses started with a discussion about the specific project but then drifted 

toward a discussion about their interaction with client communities on a social level.  The 
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following is an example of how their response to the question about their most vivid 

memory of the project drifted into a conversation about the people of the community and 

their language. 

Yea, probably being that close to the people.  Really getting a chance to sit down 
and talk to them and figure out what they want, looking for what they use their 
space for, stuff like that.  I remember, I have no idea who was who and who was 
there but I remember looking at the people and hearing them talk.  It was 
definitely interesting.  (2005-4) 

Another example was a response to a follow-up question about whether learning 

about culture was the most beneficial part of the project. 

I would definitely say so, just because, I think in order to be a good designer at all 
you have to be able to understand other cultures and it’s one thing to be able to 
read about it but it’s another thing. If you were just to read about that culture, you 
know you would think they were really poor and all they ate was corn and how 
they  must be really miserable people but what struck me was how  they did seem 
to struggle ALLOT compared to use, but I think they all seemed to be happier 
than Americans.(2005-1) 

These statements and others like them emphasized the importance of social 

interaction with the community partners, outside of the service-learning project.  

Therefore, an additional theme was created for (X) Community interaction.  All 

participants spoke about the importance of interaction with the community, whether it 

was in the context of working on the project or informal social interaction like a ball 

game or making tortillas by hand.  They consistently spoke about either specific 

individuals or the community as a group with a sense of respect and admiration.  Most 

also spoke about interacting with the Mexican architecture students that participated in 

the Yaxachen project, usually in a cultural context as expressed below:  

Uhm, you know, I guess what was kinda neat is that they're from that culture.  
Granted, I don’t remember if they were directly linked to the Mayan culture or 
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not, but they had allot better grasp then what Texas Tech landscape architecture 
students would have.  So it was kinda neat to sit and listen to them.  (2005-2) 

Another important theme became apparent when the students reflected on what 

the remembered about the program.  Many of them described the physical environment as 

part of their experience.  In the following example, the student recalls specifics about 

his/her experience in terms of the physical elements, their arrangement and relationships, 

even though the specific community was not remembered.    

 I can still remember sleeping in the grass hut and the hammock, just kind of like 
the street life.  You're walking down the dirt roads and the community center that 
was kind of a small building, big concrete porch and the square right across to it, 
in front of it I guess.  Tree, basketball court playground basketball court and like 
that.  I may have it wrong, the town name. (2005-4) 

Based on this and similar statements, a fifth theme was created for (Y) Landscape 

Observations.  This allowed for the collection of statements that did not fit well with any 

of the other themes, but were recurrent in the participants’ responses.  

Summary 

The analysis of the interviews revealed what the former students remembered 

most about the Yucatán study abroad program and how it affected their personal and 

profession lives after graduation.  The emphasis on community interaction also provided 

some insight for the further analysis of the student journals.   

Verification 

In order to address the qualitative perspectives of credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability, several techniques were employed to insure the 

validity of these findings and the conclusions that follow.  Two techniques are inherent in 

this study; peer review and reflexivity.  The researcher subjectivity section in Chapter 3: 
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Methodology, address and acknowledges researcher biases.  It also explains the 

techniques implemented to manage those biases.  This document was also peer reviewed 

by the dissertation committee and found to be acceptable.  Both of these items address the 

issue of credibility.   

The primary techniques that are a part of this document and available for review 

by the reader are, member checks, researcher interview memos, informant interviews, 

and a coding comparison exercise.  Member checks address the qualitative perspectives 

of credibility and confirmability.  The member checks were conducted when preliminary 

findings from the analysis of the interview transcripts revealed the three themes.  A one-

page memo was written and emailed to the six people who had been interviewed.  They 

were asked to review the memo any offer any comments, corrections or additions.  Four 

responses were received to the six emails and most agreed with the memo or had nothing 

to add.  However, one student offered some very insightful comments that reinforced the 

notion that community and the project were of equal value and inseparable.   

I think it's a good interpretation of my interview.  The only thing I think would be 
a good idea to stress differently is the importance of the design projects.  Even if 
the actual 'design production' portion is not very big or memorable in the grand 
scheme of things, it's the point or actual product that is produced.  Everything else 
we do leads up to that point and contributes in a real way.  Interaction w/ a 
community and culture that is different from ours, observing the 'town square' 
theme and realizing it's importance from the locals perspective.  Coming away 
from this experience with the realization that this is a big world and there is so 
much to learn outside your everyday bubble.  All this should be pointed out as the 
path you take that leads you to the beginning of a 'design product.  This is why the 
design projects were important.  (2005-1, responding to the preliminary findings 
memo) 

 Researcher interview memos proved to be quite valuable in the analysis of the 

interview transcripts.  They were written immediately after each interview to record 
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initial thoughts and impressions.  They were not a data set like the transcripts nor were 

they analyzed in any formal fashion.  Instead they help guide the analysis of the 

transcripts.  The initial analysis of the transcripts did not reveal as much of an emphasis 

on culture or the service-learning projects as the author had anticipated.  A review of the 

memos confirmed that in fact these two concepts were not being mentioned and was a 

point of concern to the author.  The reviewer then decided to return to the data by 

listening to the interviews again with the transcript in hand to make note of any thoughts 

or trends.  This process led to the understanding that the emphasis was on community and 

that the projects provided access to those communities and a more meaningful 

experience.  Copies of the memos are included in Appendix C.   

Triangulation is another strategy for providing research rigor in a qualitative 

study.  It refers to the gathering of data from a variety of sources and using multiple 

researchers to analyze that data.  For this study the use of multiple journals from different 

years along with the use of interview transcripts represented a form of triangulation 

through the use of multiple sources.  The use of multiple researchers was not feasible in 

this dissertation format; however, other less conventional methods addressed this aspect 

of triangulation.  Another unique opportunity to provide additional feedback for purposes 

of verification came from four individuals who were familiar with the Yucatán program 

or the study of the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon.  Individually, their 

contribution might be considered anecdotal at best, but collectively, their perspective 

provided an additional, minimal level of triangulation.  It is also important than none of 

the four know or had contact with each other.  The first individual was had been the 
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director of service-learning programs at Texas Tech University and had participated in 

the 2005 trip.  S/he and helped develop the reflection activities, including the Pre-

Flection and Post-Flection prompts.  During an informal interview s/he recalled how the 

experience had a profound effect on the students.  S/he recalled that they especially 

enjoyed working with the architecture students, giving the presentations to the 

community, and getting feedback from them.  It was important to the students that they 

were different clients with different ideas along with a different language.  The findings 

about the interaction with the community were also discussed and s/he felt that the 

project was also of equal importance.  It was important that the findings reinforced the 

value of service-learning and civic engagement and that the study circled back to these 

original ideals of service-learning.  S/he remarked that what the study was doing was 

exactly what she was looking for seven years ago as Service Learning coordinator for the 

university.   

The second interview was with a student who participated in the Yucatán program 

twice; first in 2007 and again in 2009.  S/he also participated in three other traditional 

study abroad programs that did not include a service-learning component while an 

undergraduate student at Texas Tech University.  S/he had recently participated in a 

semester long study abroad program to Costa Rica as a graduate student at the University 

of Georgia that included a service-learning component.  It was felt that his/her unique 

experiences and familiarity with the Yucatán program, study abroad and service-learning, 

might offer additional insight, confirmation, or correction to the findings.  An interview 

was conducted via Skype that was recorded but not transcribed since it was not intended 
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that they would be a data source.  When asked what the difference was between the 

Yucatán trip and the other study abroad programs that did not include service-learning 

projects, she said “The big difference was connecting with the community.  You get to 

meet people in the community, learn the language, learn the culture, and it was that great 

personal interaction.” When asked what was more important; the projects or the 

community interactions, she said “Ooooh, well, that’s a tough one ‘cause they really do 

go hand in hand.  They really were of equal value.”  

These two individuals confirmed the findings that the community interaction was 

a very important aspect of the service-learning projects.  They also confirmed that the 

service-learning projects greatly enhanced the study abroad program to the extent that it 

was a profound and life changing experience.   

Two other very brief and seemingly connected statements by support staff were 

also of interest, especially since they occurred approximately five years apart.  Notes 

from a conversation with a staff member in 2007 who had read through the 2005 and 

2006 journals made reference to a distinct point in time when all of the students writing 

seemed to take a turn toward a deeper and more intense reflection.  It was as if a specific 

point in time could be plotted for each individual when the transformation occurred.  A 

second conversation essentially expressed the same concept.  After transcribing the hand 

written journals, including the 2005 and 2006 journals, a staff member remarked “It was 

really interesting reading what the students wrote and you could tell that they really 

matured and grew at some point along the way.”  
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Another technique for establishing triangulation is a technique known as Interrater 

Comparisons, whereby several researchers conduct their own coding independently and 

then compare results.  Typically, a dissertation such as this involves only a single 

investigator so triangulation using multiple investigators was not feasible.  However, a 

substitute process was conducted whereby the researcher used a different user name, or 

pseudonym, to log into the NVivo software, accessed the same dissertation project files 

and re-coded a sample group of the student journals for the affective domain.  While not 

a true interrater comparison, it is a comparison of the individual researcher’s consistency.  

The sample group was a random cluster selection of one journal from each year (n=6).  

Both the Pre-Flection and Post-Flection portions of the students’ writing were recoded to 

the nodes for the five levels of the affective domain under the pseudonym.  A check of 

the NVivo event log indicates that the recoding took place 45 days after coding began for 

the affective domain.  Consequently, there was a considerable amount between the two 

coding processes, as well as a considerable amount of writing and analysis.  This gap 

helped reduce the chance that the second coding process relied on recall of the first 

coding process.   

The two sets of coding results were then compared using the NVivo Coding 

Comparison Query function which returns results using percent agreement and the kappa 

coefficient.  The results, list by either the individual journals or the domain name are 

shown in Table 3 below. 
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Table 4.3  

Coding Comparison Query 

 Kappa  Agreement (%) 

By Domain     

     1-Receiving 0.60 Substantial  93% 

     2-Responding 0.29 Fair  81% 

     3-Valuing 0.30 Fair  70% 

     4-Organizing 0.54 Moderate  79% 

     5-Characterizing 0.69 Substantial  96% 

By Journal     

     Journal 2005-E 0.59 Moderate  86% 

     Journal 2006-C 0.32 Fair  84% 

     Journal 2007-C 0.52 Moderate  84% 

     Journal 2008-J 0.54 Moderate  80% 

     Journal 2009-E 0.43 Moderate  84% 

     Journal 2010-F 0.51 Moderate  85% 

Note.  n=6     

The Kappa coefficient is used to measure agreement between two or more 

observers.  It is generally considered more precise than the percent agreement, although 

both are commonly reported (Viera & Garrett, 2005).  The standard scale for agreement 

is also shown and indicates a level of agreement within the journals as mostly moderate 

while among the levels of the affective domain the level of agreement ranges from fair to 

substantial.  However, there are two cautions that must be considered when 

understanding the percentage and the Kappa figures.  The first is that neither kappa nor 

the percentage agreement considers only precision.  In other words, they both measure 

only exact agreement and not the proximity of any disagreement.  Accounting for 
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proximity requires a weighted kappa analysis “which assigns less weight to agreement as 

categories are further apart” (Viera & Garrett, 2005, p. 362).  However, a visual 

comparison of the two sets of coding using the NVivo coding strips utility, indicates that 

a  the differences rarely varied more than one domain level.  This leads to the second 

precaution when using these Coding Comparison Query function as evaluation tools.  

The interrater comparison technique for establishing dependability can be thought of as 

both a result and a process.  Typically, when multiple researchers are involved in the 

coding process, the coding comparison is used to review the differences between the 

researchers in order to reach a consensus and a greater level of dependability.  In this case 

the interrater comparison is a formative evaluation as opposed to the results presented 

here which are summative in nature.  Consequently, as a summative evaluation, the 

researcher is satisfied that the coding process is dependable and that any process of 

recoding of the entire document under the pseudonym would return similar results.   

The NVivo software also includes a Project Event Log function that tracks every 

session and records the user, time, date, the files used, and what was done with those 

files.  For example, on January 16 at 9:14 am a node was created for SECONDARY 

THEMES\Group Dynamics by the author.  Although it is not a part of the final document 

it was available as an audit trail for review by the committee at their discretion.  The 

entire event log for this study was contained over 6,000 lines, but could be filtered by the 

various functions.  For example any uncoding that might have taken place could be 

isolated for review.   



Texas Tech University, Charles Klein, May 2012 
 

109 
 

Another technique that was used to minimize researcher bias was the processes by 

which the data were managed and evaluated.  Assigning an identifier (i.e. 2005-A) to 

insure confidentiality of the participants had the advantage of removing the potential for 

researcher bias toward any specific individual or circumstance.  Secondly, each journal 

was coded in its entirety from start to finish rather than code for specific sections such as 

all of the Pre-Flection essays followed by all of the Post Flection essays.  This was done 

so that the coding might be more consistent across the range of journals by reducing the 

potential for shifts in coding strategies due to the influences the writing might have on the 

reviewer.  Researcher fatigue can also be responsible for shifts and this process helped 

avoid or minimize this issue.   

A third process involved a system to randomize the review of the journals.  The 

process was developed in excel where the individual journal identifiers (IE 2005-A or 

2007-C) were listed, assigned a random number using the excel RANDBETWEEN 

function such that each identifier was assigned a number between 1 and 1,000.  The list 

was then sorted in ascending order creating a list of journals that were not in any specific 

order.  Coding was than conducted in random order which helped neutralize any 

particular bias for a specific year, project, community, or group of individuals.  It helped 

insure that the same rationale was used across the range of years rather than have that 

rationale shift as the years progressed had the journals been reviewed in chronological 

order.  This tended to homogenize or blend the data over the years and reinforced the 

longitudinal nature of the study.   
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A final issue involved on the use of thick description, which provides for 

transferability, or the ability of the findings from one study to be incorporated into 

another, similar situation.  A certain amount of thick description of the study abroad 

program and the service-learning projects has been included, which should help if the 

reader wants to replicate the program.  Additionally, and perhaps more important, is the 

description of the data collection, analysis process and the use of the NVivo which will 

hopefully allow for the process and the findings to be replicated in another study.  

Additional discussion on transferability of the conclusions is found in Chapter 5: 

Conclusions.   

Within the context of this study, a variety of procedures and techniques were used 

to verify the results and conclusion of this study to address the qualitative categories for 

establishing research rigor.  Credibility was established through the use of multiple data 

sources and a modified interrelator reliability that contributed to triangulation.  Peer 

review and member checks also contributed to credibility.  Transferability relied upon a 

thorough description of the program.  Dependability was established through the logical 

and complete documentation of the procedures and the acknowledgement of anomalies.  

Finally, Confirmability was established through peer review, member checks, and 

reflexivity.   
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Chapter 5  

Conclusions 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to understand and assess the impact that the 

practice of including a service-learning component on a study abroad program using the 

Yucatán Community-Based Ecotourism program in a qualitative study.  Additionally, the 

study sought to determine the long term benefits to participants six years after their 

participation in the class.  The following three research questions guided this study.  

1. How did students describe the impact of the service-learning/study abroad 

program on their personal and academic lives? 

2. How did students internalize the impact of service-learning/study abroad program 

as measured by the affective domain? 

3. How did the former student participants describe the impact of the service-

learning/study abroad program on their personal and professional lives, five years 

later?   

The phenomenological approach was used to analyze service-learning reflective 

journals from the six study abroad classes between 2005 and 2010, as well as six 

interview transcripts with former participants in the first 2005 study abroad program.  

Three themes from the student journals were identified as primary importance and were 

further analyzed using Krathwohl’s five levels of the affective domain to understand 

internalization by the student participants as a result of their participation in the program 

and the service-learning project.  The three primary themes were consistent with the 
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benefits of study abroad reported in the literature and the programs curriculum goals.  

Students’ reflection on those themes shifted toward the higher level of the affective 

domain in their post trip reflective writings.  The long term affects revealed in a 

qualitative analysis of the interviews with former participants emphasized the importance 

of community, which is consistent with service-learning’s goal of enhanced civic 

engagement.  Finally, the methodologies used in the analysis process may prove to 

enhance the transferability of these conclusions beyond the landscape architecture 

discipline.   

Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 asked how students describe the impact of the service-

learning/study abroad program on their personal and academic lives.  The evaluation of 

the students’ reflective journaling revealed three primary themes that dominated the 

students’ writing - (1) Interaction between design and people, (2) the role of the 

landscape architecture profession, (3) interaction between design and culture.  

Furthermore the themes were consistent with findings in the literature that describe 

similar benefits to study abroad (Dwyer & Peters, 2004; Klein & Lawver, 2007; 

Northwestern University, 2012).  The benefits were also consistent with the core values 

of service-learning (Eyler & Giles, 1999; Giles & Eyler, 1994) and the original goals of 

the landscape architecture curriculum for the class.  They also appear to be consistent 

throughout the years even though the projects, the communities, and the groups of 

students changed from year to year.   
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Generally, the benefits associated with cultural aspects include a greater 

understanding and appreciation for a society different than their own as well a better 

understanding of their own culture (Dwyer & Peters, 2004; Thomlison, 1991).  Many of 

the students’ responses included comparisons of the two cultures and discussion, often to 

the point of intrigue, over the differences.  One profound statement by a student 

referenced a view of time with admiration, in contrast to traditional frustrations with the 

culture’s perceptions.  

By living in the villages of the Yucatan I gained a new interpretation of the value 
of time and how it corresponds with life; Hay mas tiempo que vida [there is more 
time than life] is the motto of many of the pueblos the group visited and worked 
with (2006-G, Post-Flection Essay) 

Obviously, statements like that are indications that the students gained a greater 

understanding and respect for culture. 

 In terms of professional and academic issues, the results indicated the importance 

of incorporating culture, environment in the design process, the breadth of the profession, 

its services, and the ability of design to affect the quality of lives of people and 

community.  Students were better able to understand landscape architecture’s role in the 

community in the broadest terms by providing personal, hands-on examples of the 

benefits of low impact development, the significance of the natural community, the 

necessity of accounting for culture in the design process, and the importance of 

collaboration with stakeholders.  Consequently, the program was able to link the course 

curriculum with the international and community service experience.     
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Personal growth benefits included reflections about life changing experiences and 

expressions of gratitude for what they have as U.S. citizens.  Statements like the 

following were abundant: 

This trip has been an awesome experience.  I have gained so much from it. First 
and foremost though, I’ve learned you take nothing for granted.  The little things 
we have on a daily basis at home are many times rarities here.  A pair of shoes, 
clean clothes to wear each day, even water.  I appreciate everything so much now 
and realized how lucky I am (2006-E, Post-Flection Essay) 

Many students noted how happy the people in the rural communities and 

recognized the importance of family to the community residents.  Others reflected back 

upon the fears they wrote about in the Pre-Flection Essays and expressed a sense of 

accomplishment for overcoming those fears.  Gratitude and a sense of accomplishment 

were also noted in the literature as one of the personal benefits of study abroad for 

participants (Dwyer & Peters, 2004; Thomlison, 1991). 

Perhaps the most important aspect of the students’ reflections was the merging of 

the academic curricula with the goals of study abroad and the principles of service-

learning.  The following quote provides an excellent example of the reciprocal nature of 

the service-learning study abroad phenomenon.  

When I first came, I thought, these people can barely afford to feed themselves 
how can they afford a nicely landscape house or plaza?  By the end, I saw that 
they cared much more for other things like the social interaction they got in a 
plaza, than the plaza itself, and that also amazed and inspired me.(2005-H, Post-
Flection Essay) 

The previous statement is representative of the accomplishment of the goal of the 

Yucatán study abroad program to emphasize that design should not be just an exercise in 

geometric shapes and forms but an instrument for solving problems.  The example 

demonstrates that the service-learning/study abroad program provided the opportunity for 
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students to come to the realization that landscape architectural design can provide 

significant benefits to communities beyond aesthetics.   
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For example, in the Pre-Flection essays column the greatest percentage of 

statements were coded to the 2-Responding and 3-Valuing domain levels.  In the Post-

Flection Essays column there was a shift in the percentages to the upper levels of 3-

Valuing and 4-Organizing.  The comparison needs to follow along the rows that represent 

the relative number of statements found in the 1-Pre-Flection Essays and the 2-Post-

Reflection Essays that were coded to a specific affective domain level.  For example, it is 

not important that there was an increase in the number of statements coded to the 4-

Organizing level in the Post-Flection essays.  This increase could be explained simply by 

the fact that the Post-Flection essays in general were longer and contained a greater 

number of statements.  Similarly the decrease in the number of statements coded to the 1-

Receiving and 2-Responding levels from the Pre-Flection to the Post-Flection essays is 

not the comparison that is noteworthy.  What is important is that there was a recognizable 

shift from the Pre-Flection to the Post-Flection essays to the right, or the higher levels of 

the affective domain.  It’s as if the bars from the Pre-Flection row had been moved to the 

Post-Flection row, and shifted one notch to the right much like the movement of the 

knight on a chess board.  It is also noteworthy that the Post-Flection row now contains an 

increase in the relative number of statements coded to the 5-Characterization level.  A 

check of Table 4.1 indicates that the 5-Characterization level increased from 1% of the 

responses to 13% of the responses.    

These findings are consistent with previous studies that used the same 

methodology (Boyd, Dooley, & Felton, 2006; Klein & Lawver, 2007).  However, as 

noted in Chapter 4, a second matrix coding query was needed in order to separate the 
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community interaction associated with it had a very positive impact.  Nearly half of the 

higher levels of reflection are the result of the inclusion of the service-learning project 

and the intimate community interaction that the project facilitated.  Obviously, the study 

abroad program would have been a valuable experience even without the service-learning 

component.  However, this comparison indicates that the service-learning component is 

at least as valuable as the trip itself or that the purely study abroad activities and the 

service-learning activities are of equal importance. 

Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 3 

The third and final research question asked how the former student participants 

describe the impact of the service-learning/study abroad program on their personal and 

professional lives, five years later.  The literature has shown that the benefits of study 

abroad have a lasting impact on the students who participated in a program, be it short-

term or long-term (Dwyer & Peters, 2004; Klein & Lawver, 2007; Lewis & Niesenbaum, 

2005).  Findings from interviews with six of the former participants indicated benefits 

that were divided between what they recalled from the program and how it affected their 

personal and professional lives.  Figure 5.3 provides a summary of the findings and offers 

some interesting insights when reflecting back on the program through the lens of the 

earliest participants  
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conjunction with an inability to promote environmental sustainability.  It is noteworthy 

however, that they still see those values as important.   

In the Reflective Context, cultural issues and landscape observations were 

somewhat more important.  Many recalled cultural interaction and observations which 

indicated that the theme is still memorable and of value to them.  Similarly, remembering 

the layout of places that were visited, the landscape features, and the relationships is what 

might be expected from individuals trained understand the land.  What is of greater 

consequence is the role these two themes played in the weaving of an overall dynamic 

that began to define the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon.  

For the Yucatán program, the main conclusion that can be made about the long-

term impact is the importance of community interaction.  The primary themes of 

academic/professional issues and community interaction were almost interchangeable 

when discussed with the participants.  They played a role in every other aspect of the 

program and were by far the most important issue that the first participants discussed in 

the interviews.  One of the most passionate interview responses came when discussing 

the participant’s most vivid memory about the trip vs. the project.   

Yea, but to me it wasn’t just a trip, I mean it was an experience and it was fun to 
get out of Texas and Lubbock for the most part but I feel like a few of us went 
down there with an open mind about everything we were supposed to be talking 
about, learning about and I don’t know I just kinda grabbed at every single thing 
that we, that you offered up and it all kinda melded together with projects and 
experiences.  To me there’s no separation, it was all just one big thing” (2005-5). 

What was also clear was that an important aspect of the projects was that it 

provided a greater, more intimate level of access to the communities and the people in 

them.  This may not have been expressed in exactly those words, but their discussion 
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about the project almost always made some reference to the community, village, or 

specific individuals from the community.   

What became clear was that the element of community interaction was a very 

important aspect of the service-learning projects because much of the time, a discussion 

about the project would often drift into a discussion about the community.  Consequently, 

the overall study abroad program including the curriculum, the service-learning project, 

and the community interaction that it fostered was the primary outcome associated with 

the Yucatán program.  While there were not the pragmatic, long term cognitive 

knowledge skills and abilities that were significant, what was significant, in a non-

quantitative context, is the lasting effect on the participants’ attitudes and intended 

behaviors.  This was especially apparent with regard to the concepts community and civic 

engagement that are the foundation of the service-learning pedagogy.   

The result of this research project, the findings, analyses, and conclusions, was the 

development of a beginning description or theory of the service-learning/study abroad 

phenomenon. 

Contribution to Theory 

This study used the theory of experiential education as a foundation.  Theory 

exists to describe, explain, understand, predict, and/or control circumstances (Gall, Gall, 

& Borg, 2007).  In the context of this study, a phenomenon can be described as a lived 

experience that includes a process or event (Creswell, 1998; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).  

In the formative stages of this study, there was discussion among the committee members 

about whether or not combining service-learning with study abroad was a practice, or a 
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phenomenon.  In light of this research, the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon 

can now be described as a pedagogy – the process of teaching – that creates a series of 

lived events or experiences; in other words, a phenomenon.  Consequently, the service-

learning study abroad phenomenon could be described as a theory that describes, 

explains, predicts, or controls the circumstances surrounding the inclusion of a service-

learning component in a study abroad experience.  Based on this study, a working 

definition of the phenomenon and /or theory would be: 

The service-learning/study abroad phenomenon n experiential education 
pedagogy with the potential for profound enhancement of the study abroad 
experience and the course curriculum, through the inclusion of a service-learning 
component that facilitates close, intimate interaction with community 
stakeholders, resulting in a lasting appreciation for the value of civic 
engagement. 

Implications 

The ultimate test, or goal, of a qualitative research study is transferability; the 

ability to provide information that can be incorporated into in similar situations by others. 

Typically transferability is dependent upon a comprehensive, in depth description of the 

case study’s specific cultural or social setting or circumstances.  Consequently, a similar 

setting or set of circumstances is assumed to be necessary in order for the transference to 

be useful or appropriate. With this study, every effort was made to provide a 

comprehensive description of the circumstances.  While a certain amount of jargon and 

discipline specific language was unavoidable, efforts were made to minimize them so that 

transferability might be easier. This applied to the descriptions of both the service 

learning/study abroad phenomenon and the methodology alike. The transferability of 
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both the phenomenon and the methodology is an implication that reaches beyond the 

mere replication of this study or the Yucatán study abroad program. 

In terms of the specific curriculum of the Yucatán study abroad program, the 

implications are clear.  The outcomes and conclusions from this study could easily be 

transferred to a service oriented curriculum working with a very different and 

disadvantaged culture.  It would be important to include activities such as touring the 

region to gain a better understanding of the setting.  Activities with the client community 

beyond the project itself should also be offered.  In the case of the Yucatán program, this 

involved impromptu basketball games, a school dance and visiting individual homes for a 

lesson in hand-made corn tortillas in a tradition passed down over thousands of years.  As 

mentioned many times in the findings and conclusion, it would be important to maintain 

a balance of curriculum, project, and cultural activities.  In that way the principles of 

service-learning and the advantages of study abroad will become mutually beneficial. 

The methodology used in this study should also be transferable to disciplines 

outside of landscape architecture.  As noted, the original model for the use of 

Krathwohl’s affective domain was borrowed from an article that conducted a grounded 

theory investigation of a simulated international agricultural experience.  The important 

implication is that the methodology provides for a greater level of objectivity to the 

largely subjective structure of qualitative research, yet is flexible enough to be adaptable 

to other paradigms and the spirit of discovery inherent in qualitative research.   

In summary, it would be terribly clichéd, yet extremely tempting to say that the 

service-learning/study abroad phenomenon is an example of a whole that is greater than 
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the sum of its parts.  It would also be overly quantitative in nature and, most likely 

impossibly by most quantitative researchers’ standards.  Yet under the proper 

circumstances the profoundness of the impact for the participants of a study abroad 

program that includes a service-learning component cannot be ignored.  The importance 

is in the establishment of a quality service-learning component and a review of the data 

and findings of this study revealed some important recommendations. 

Practice Recommendations 

Any research project, be it quantitative or qualitative, seeks to provide 

information that is useable to the reader for other situations.  Transferability is the term 

used in qualitative methodologies and one of the techniques that establish research rigor.  

Additional insights for transferability that resulted from this study include three principle 

recommendations.   

Principles of service-learning. 

One recommendation involves the foundational principles of service-learning and 

the role they play in generating the benefits described above.  First and foremost, this 

study reinforced that there must be a linkage between the service-learning project and the 

curriculum.  Students demonstrated in their writing and in the interviews that the project 

was an important component to the success of the program.  Another service-leaning 

principle is that the project must provide something of value.  The value of the projects to 

the respective client communities was expressed in various forms in the students’ writing.  

The students also expressed their concern over whether or not that they were providing 

something useful, needed, or wanted.  Finally, the greater issue of community 
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engagement that is the most basic foundational principle of service-learning was 

demonstrated in numerous instances in the students writing and most importantly, by the 

former participants when they were interviewed.  The most important conclusion that can 

be made is that staying true to the guiding principles of service-learning is what generated 

the benefits associated with the service-learning/study abroad phenomenon.   

Cultural anthropologists. 

Collaborating with cultural anthropologists is responsible for a great deal of the 

success in providing the level of community interaction that the students felt was so 

important.  At least three such individuals have been helpful to the Yucatán program in 

providing access to the community and helping to coordinate the service-learning 

projects.  They provided invaluable help in identifying the community needs so that in 

collaboration with the author, the projects would be beneficial to the community and the 

students.  These individuals fulfilled the role of change agent (Rogers, 2003) by 

providing their influence, knowledge, and an increased level of trust that had been 

established over several years working with the communities.   

The importance of the anthropologist as change agent and the roles they played in 

coordinating interaction was also noted by the students.  In the following example, the 

student recognized the anthropologist’s (James) role as collaborator:  

For example, in Xkobenhaltun we tried to make a small inward facing enclosed 
space.  Only after consulting with James and the community members did learn 
that it was socially inappropriate to enclose any gathering space outside of the 
home and that most people preferred to orient themselves toward the center of 
town to better observe the goings-on.  (2006-C Post-Flection Essay) 

Another important role that the anthropologists played was facilitating interaction 

with the communities in a social context outside of the service-learning project.  The 
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students generally felt that this was an important component, as described in the 

following examples: 

I was very excited about meeting the people of the communities and interacting 
with them.  I was especially pleased when we got to make tortillas with families 
in Yaxunah and meeting with the men and women in Yaxachen (2005-E, Post-
flection Essay). 

One of my excitements about the trip was the interaction with the local 
communities, getting to know and understand the local culture.  (2009-C, Post-
Flection Essay) 

The role that cultural anthropologists can play in service-learning was the subject 

of the entire 2004 edition of the Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning.  

Several articles explored the potential for cultural anthropology as a valuable service-

learning collaborator, including two articles about communities in México.  However, it 

is also important to become fully aware of in the approaches that various cultural 

anthropologists take in their role as change agents.  In Yucatán, their roles have ranged 

from that of facilitator to complete control.  In the following two examples (identifying 

names removed) the students, like many of their classmates, recognize the 

anthropologists’ roles and, more importantly, their effect on the design process.   

At [this community, anthropologist A] was the translator while [the mayor] told 
us what they needed.  Although [anthropologist A] knew most of it, [the mayor] 
was there to fine [tune] things up (2006-C, Post-Flection Essay). 

From what I could tell [anthropologist B] looked to be the one in charge and the 
driving force of the project.  I would like to have seen more of the deliberations 
and the communities’ actual involvement in the planning and choice of project 
(2010-B, Post-Flection Essay). 

Many professionals, including anthropologists and landscape architect, will use 

various approaches to the way in which they provide their services to communities.  This 

too is a valuable lesson for the students.  It is also important to see that whatever 
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approach is used, the service must be meaningful to both the community and the student.  

This critical service-learning principle was an important outcome of the Yucatán program 

as many students expressed hope that their work was helpful to the community.   

 Hopefully we will be able to leave them with something they will be able to truly 
enjoy (2005-D, Post-Flection Essay). 

I feel we really did make a contribution and it hopefully will someday benefit the 
communities we helped as well.  I’ve realized we really are important people with 
what we do.  In fact it has really helped me personally to find some passion for 
what I am doing (2006-E, Post-Flection Essay) 

More interaction with communities  

Throughout this dissertation, the importance of the interaction with communities 

has been stressed.  Longer, more personal or intimate interaction has been documented to 

increase the beneficial effects of study abroad (cite).  It has also been identified as an 

important factor in establishing quality service-learning programs.  The level of 

interaction on both a social and project related level was expressed in almost every 

student journal, as either a desire or criticism.  The following are but two representative 

examples.   

The only criticism I might have is the brief interaction with a community.  I 
would have like more (2008-F, Post-Flection Essay). 

However there was really only one community that we got to work with.  I think 
there should be more community projects like San Agustin (2009-C, Post-Flection 
Essay). 

Increasing the level of interaction with the community partners cannot be stressed 

enough.  It is perhaps the most relevant observation from this study and the greatest 

single contributor to the value of the service-learning pedagogy. 
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Research Recommendations 

The Scholarship of Service Learning 

The need for scholarship, the investigation, assessment and reporting of the 

phenomena that results for the combination of service-learning and study abroad, is a 

prominent discussion in the literature.  The reports on the service-learning/study abroad 

phenomenon cover a wide range of case studies, focus groups, and methodologies in an 

ever increasing range of disciplines.  The qualitative research paradigm appears to be a 

growing and appropriate approach to the scholarship of this phenomenon.  Rich data 

sources are readily available to the qualitative researcher from the reflection activities of 

the participants.  Qualitative research can also draw meaningful conclusions from the 

small purposeful sample sizes often associated with study abroad programs. 

Thus far the temptation to compare the qualitative research paradigm with 

quantitative has been resisted.  Qualitative methodologies should stand on their own 

merits when the situation is appropriate, and not depend upon comparing and contrasting 

it as an alternative to quantitative analysis for justification.  However, a comparison 

might be useful in the context of the findings and subsequent conclusions of this study.  If 

this study had proceeded under a quantitative research paradigm with the hypothesis that 

the study abroad experience can be enhanced by the inclusion of service-learning, the 

subsequent findings and conclusions might have been very different.  The specific 

dependent and independent variables measured would have been determined by the type 

and design of the quantitative research instrument that would have been utilized.  

However, in a best case scenario, the conclusions for this study would probably been 
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along the lines of “yes, service-learning can enhance the study abroad experience,” and 

maybe even provide some measure of the level of that enhancement.  However, without 

prior knowledge of the importance of community interaction in conjunction with the 

project, or their “codependency,” it would be unlikely that a quantitative instrument that 

focused on a single independent variable (the service-learning project) would have made 

that discovery.  That is not to say that quantitative research is not appropriate, rather that 

the rich data available in a qualitative study provides the opportunity and latitude to 

discover the why and how that might otherwise be hidden from the researcher.  Another 

perspective on the qualitative vs. quantitative argument might be that the findings 

revealed in this study could facilitate the development of a qualitative instrument that can 

answer research questions statistically and more efficiently with a larger group of 

students.  For example, a continuation of the study of the Yucatán program could be 

conducted using a survey instrument that is administered to the nearly fifty participants 

from the five programs from 2006 through 2010, as well as any future programs.   

In terms of qualitative research, this study benefited greatly by the consistent use 

of the journaling prompts over a six year period that also produced a rather large and very 

rich data set.  Management of that data was aided considerable with the use of the NVivo 

qualitative management and analysis software.  It was felt that the very extensive power 

of the software to assist in the analysis of the data was tapped only minimally, yet was 

very beneficial.  However, its greatest power is the flexibility it offers to let the process 

evolve to fit the researcher’s strengths.  Additionally the succinct recommendation that 

“Just because you can do it doesn’t mean you should” provided in the training session for 
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the software was also very helpful.  It served as a reminder to this researcher that, despite 

the power of the software, one should never get too far away from the data.   

Participant observation. 

Participant observation is unique to qualitative research and allows the researcher 

to place him/herself in the research and thereby gain access to a wealth of information 

that might not be available as an uninvolved observer.  It has been incorporated into 

many qualitative research projects, including cultural anthropology as an additional data 

source (Meyers, 2012).  Participant observation can exist on a sliding scale between 

greater levels of participation vs.  observation.  In whatever scenario, a true participant 

observer should document his/her actions so that the documentation can become a part of 

the data that is gathered and analyzed (Glesne, 2011; Lindlor & Taylor, 2002).  With the 

Yucatán program, for example, this author, as the professor, was involved mostly as an 

active observer than as a participant.  Since the author was not a student and did not 

participate to the extent that other students’ participated in the project, the role was more 

observer than participant.  What is important, however is that this research could have 

benefited greatly from participant/observer journals as an additional, longitudinal data set 

(Meyers, 2012; Glesne, 2011).  Such data would have contributed to triangulation and 

may have provided additional insight.  For example, during the interviews the researcher 

was reminded that there were two communities for which the group provided design 

services until it was mentioned by one of the participants.  It is therefore highly 

recommended that any service-learning project included participant/observer journal of 
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some sort.  It would be valuable as a research resource, as a program assessment 

instrument and would help with future program improvements.     

As a final reflection, a participant/ observer journal would have helped this study 

improve the program and improve transferability of the research.  The author originally 

felt that if there were to be any criticism of this study of the Yucatán program it would be 

that the level of community interaction in the original 2005 program has not been 

replicated to the extent that it was on that first trip.  The circumstances of the 2005 

program have unfortunately been difficult to replicate.  It had been fortuitous that the 

Mexican architecture students were able to participate, but subsequent attempts to 

collaborate with their university have been unsuccessful.  Other circumstances have been 

illness, a lack of lodging facilities in the community, and the difficulties inherent in 

coordinating with another culture over long distances have played a part in decreasing the 

amount of community interaction at the social level.  Finding and developing a new 

design project every year has added to the difficulties.  Consequently, the long term 

effects experienced by the first group as expressed in the interviews may not hold true for 

subsequent iterations of the program.  However, the benefits that the students expressed 

in their journals were consistent over the six years of this study.  Therefore, the author’s 

original concerns are uncertain, the resolution of which would have benefited greatly 

from a participant observer journal.  Keeping such a journal is highly recommended and 

can be a valuable addition to the service-learning/study abroad dialog within the science 

of teaching and learning.   
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Future research  

 Recommendations for future research include the continuation of qualitative 

methodologies with the added benefit of the participant/observer data.  Additionally, 

development of a quantitative survey instrument based on the knowledge gained from 

this study would be another avenue, although it should by no means replace the 

qualitative methodologies.  The development of a truly mixed methods paradigm is an 

obvious option.  Another opportunity for continued longitudinal research would be the 

development of a reflective survey instrument to be used with the over 50 former 

participants in the Yucatán or program.  A final opportunity that is rarely seen, if at all, in 

the literature is the analysis of the value of the service-learning activities to the 

community partner.  As noted earlier, the students touched upon this notion when the 

expressed the hope that the work they did was useful to the community partners. 

Final thoughts 

Oftentimes in research studies such as this, the author is asked to provide 

recommendations without regard for limitations such as time, money, or other resources.  

In other words “what would you do with unlimited money?”  Most important perhaps 

would be help in the form of co-authors and/or researchers who could assist in handling 

the volumes of information and aid in the dependability of the research.  Help in the form 

of cultural anthropologists has already been discussed and funding would certainly help 

retain their services.  Additional funds for the procurement and training in the use of 

proprietary survey instruments, software, and the hardware to use both would also be 

beneficial.  Yet, while all of these are worthy aspirations, especially for the critically 
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engaged scholar and those facing the labyrinth that is tenure, one cannot help but reflect 

upon what we might learn from our students:  

I think I came away from this trip with a different understanding of the Mexican 
people.  They all come from nothing and don’t have many materialistic things but 
they all seem so happy.  They are very rich in things like family, tradition, culture.  
It makes you think maybe its America that has it wrong, we distract ourselves 
from the things that really matter (2005-D, Post-Flection Essay) 
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Appendix A: Journaling Prompts 

Service-Learning Pre-Reflection Essay  
Questions:  
 What elements make up an effective community-based eco-tourism venue?  
 What is the value of collaborating with cultural communities in the design 
process?  
 What is the landscape architect’s role in conservation?  
 How does a landscape architect contribute to the world around him or her?  
 What am I excited and/or worried about regarding the community projects?  
 Overall, what do I hope to gain from this experience?  
 
Service-Learning Post Reflection Essay  
 
Part 1: 

 Compare the TIES principles of ecotourism, as well as the principles from the 
other readings, with the ASLA Code of Environmental Ethics.   

o What are some of the similarities?   
o Describe two or three items or instances from the trip, in terms of the 

TIES Principles and/or ASLA Code.  Use both positive and negative 
examples. 

o How can you apply what you learned/experienced on this trip to other LA 
studios?  

 Shoot for filling 3-4 pages in your sketchbook.   
 
Part 2: 
Questions:  

 How did partnering with cultural communities enhance the design process? Use 
specific examples from your experiences in [specific communitis] as well as any 
partnership values you felt were particularly important.   

 Based on your experiences over the past few weeks, has your opinion of how a 
landscape architect professionally contributes to the world around him/her 
changed? Do you consider professional contributions a service? Explain why or 
why not.   

 Refer to your fears and excitements about working with the community you wrote 
in the pre-reflection essay.  How did your community experiences confirm or 
deny your initial anticipations?  

 Overall, what do you feel you have gained from this experience? List three things.   
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Appendix B: Interview Guide  

First, thank you for agreeing to meet with me today.  Your input will be very helpful I’m sure.  
Before we get into the specific questions about the Yucatán program, let’s start with some 
professional background information  
 

1. To begin, please tell me about the landscape architecture jobs or additional schooling 
have you had since leaving Texas Tech? 

a. Follow-up questions may include the length of time at each job, additional 
degrees earned, the type of work or projects, their current status and future plans.   

b. NOTE: It will be important to understand the types of employment and 
responsibilities, rather than specific names of employers or project titles to avoid 
the possibility of revealing individual’s identity.   

2. Reflecting on your work experience, have you ever worked on any projects where you 
worked with a group of community leaders, advocates or a focus group?   

3. When you were interviewed for a job, be it LA or otherwise, what discussion did you 
have about the Yucatán peninsula study abroad program?  

4. Did you include it in your resume/portfolio?  
a. Follow up questions may include specifics about the interview discussions. 

5. Did you ever mention the Yucatán program to a client?  
 
I’m now going to ask several questions about the study abroad program to the Yucatán peninsula 
in 2005 

6. What is your most vivid memory about the Yucatán trip  
a. Their most vivid memory about the trip may NOT be the service-learning 

project.  Consequently, it is important to differentiate between the entire trip and 
the service-learning project. 

7. What is your most vivid memory about the project we worked on in Yucatán?  
a. A follow up question would ask for the next most vivid memory. 
b. Along with the memories, the ability to recall the name of the community 

(Yaxachen) and the ecotourism facility (Kaxil Kiuic) may be significant.   
8. What was the most beneficial part about the project?  
9. What was the most difficult part about the project? 
10. How important do you think the project was to the success of the trip? 
11. Looking back, what was your biggest fear about working on the project? How was that 

similar to your biggest fear at your first “real” job? 

a. This is a follow-up on one of the original essay questions 
12. Looking back on that project, what do you wish you had paid more attention to while you 

were there? 
13. Did you ever participate in any other study abroad programs? How about a similar 

program like a missionary trip? Or a local community service project? 
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a. Follow-up questions would include specifics about the program, especially any 
service-learning aspects as well as a comparison between the different 
experiences. 
 

14. Since you left Tech, how has your view of how a landscape architect contributes 
to the world around him or her changed?  

a. This is a follow-up on one of the original essay questions 
15. Looking back, how do you think the Yucatán experience affected/changed you 

academically? Professionally? Personally?  
16. In retrospect, what was the most important thing you gained from the trip? 

a. This is a follow-up on one of the original essay questions 
17. Apparently, there was a discussion one evening about the notion that “Poor is a rich 

Man’s word.” Were you a part of that discussion?  Do you recall the particulars?  What 
did that mean; “Poor is a rich man’s word?” Did you agree with that idea? 

 
OK, we’re almost finished.  I have just a few general, concluding questions. 
 

18. Have you kept in touch with any of the people from the community? Any of the three 
architecture students from the university in Merida? Any of your classmates?  

19. Have you ever been back to Yucatán?  To the community? Would you like to? 
20. Have you ever consciously thought about the project we worked on in Yucatán while 

working on a project in the U.S?  
21. Do you remember what you wrote about in your essay?  Do you ever look at your journal 

from the trip? 
22. Pretend you were just given money to develop a community service project in another 

country.  What would you do and how would you go about it? What about one in Texas? 
a. This question is intended to draw out any dissimilar qualities between their ideal 

program and the Yucatán program, and consequently offering a critique of the 
Yucatán program.  This is less intimidating than a direct question; the answer to 
which they may feel will offend me.   

23. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Appendix C: Interview Memos 

2005-1  

10/14/2011  

I just finished my first interview for the dissertation.  I used Skype which I think 

was helpful to be able to see the individual.  Was a little self-conscious and concerned 

that there were too many questions, but we were finished in well under an hour.  I also 

was consciously trying to avoid too much discussion or input on my end.  I wanted to 

reminisce, but also wanted to draw out something or get the individual to elaborate about 

a specific point. 

She mentioned culture numerous times.  Felt that the project was good but that she did 

not need a project to be able to learn about the culture, and her explanation described 

herself as being very observant.  However, she did mention that she would have liked to 

have spent more time in the community getting to know people.  I remembered Kiuic and 

Xkobenhaltun most and she reminded me of the work we did in Yaxunah.   

She had, and still has, an interesting combination of self-assurance and naivety 

with a serious side that is slow to catch on to a joke or something funny.   

2005-2  

10/19/2011 

This too was a Skype interview.  The interviewee was one of the most 

enthusiastic participants.  Had difficulty expressing himself and commented on the 

difficulty of the questions.  I made a conscious effort to not put words in his mouth or 

finish his thoughts.  However on a few occasions when I did, he either quickly agreed or 

corrected me, so I felt I was not leading him.  I also consciously avoided adding to the 

conversation to limit the transcribing necessary.  Therefore, we “visited” a little before 

the interview and more so afterwards.   

He too remembered the two communities and even remembered their names; 

Yaxunah and Yaxachen, although he got confused on which was which.  Did not mention 

culture much specifically but described what might be considered culture.  Neither of the 

interviewees so far has mentioned visiting the homes in Yaxachen, which I thought 
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would have been more prophetic.  However, they both expressed the importance of 

interaction with the community. 

2005-3  

10/20/2011 

This was a Skype interview.  All of them have been conducted from home using 

my cable connection, which is not the fastest they offer.  I may want to try doing it from 

school the next time to see if that makes a difference. 

I went through the questions a little faster, again to avoid a lot of talk on my part.  

We also had a poor connection and even had to reconnect once, so I was concerned about 

that issue.  There was still no mention of visiting the houses in Yaxachen.  Like #2 the 

interviewee was one of the more mature/older students and self-confident as well as 

adventurous.  Some mention of community specifically as well as indirectly.  Apparently, 

what I thought was a conversation about “Poor is a rich man’s word” quote a Tabi was 

actually the lunch when it was said by the individual.  So there may not have been any 

previous discussion.  This person remembered it though and was also blown away and 

almost seemed to choke up when talking about it like I still do. 

2005-4 

10/23/2011 

This was an in person interview.  S/he is no longer in LA and is teaching art.  Had 

some interesting observations about art, teaching and LA and how they are the same.  Not 

sure if I am finding any useful information.  Surely the Yucatan program was a highlight 

for them, but I am not sure if I am finding any evidence that it has had a lasting effect on 

them personally or professionally and how they live and work.   

I face booked JH with the idea that I might interview someone who studied abroad five 

times including twice with me.  Did S-L enhance the study abroad experience compared 

to the other non-S-L programs?  

Two critical issues:  The economy and how it has affected work for LA’s.  Also, 

they have not been able to move into managerial positions in the 6 years since the 2005 

trip. 

2005-5  
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10/24/11 

On Skype with another very enthusiastic participant.  No longer working in LA 

and was disillusioned with the profession but has fond memories of the trip.  Thanked me 

at the end for the experience.  Again, the actual project was almost ancillary, and not as 

important as I hoped.  This is becoming a trend, yet all of the experiences s/he described 

would not have happened without the project, or at least to the extent that they did.  

Visited for a long time afterwards.   

2005-6  

10/31/2011 

A very quick Skype interview.  I hurried because of connection and computer 

problems.  Pretty much the same information, not much new or different.  A lot of praise 

for the trip, not much about community but more about the individuals in the community.  

Good relationships between the project and the real world or the word s/he is in now 
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Appendix D: NVivo Node Structure 

ESSAYS   
 1 - Pre-Flection Essays  
 2 - Post-Flection Essays  
  2 - INTERMEDIATE ESSAY 
  3 - POST-REFLECTION ESSAY 
  4 - ASLA and TIES Essays 
 
IMPORTANT THEMES   
 Cultural Observations  
 Personal Growth  
 Professional-Academic Issues  
 
SECONDARY THEMES   
 Communication  
 Fun  
 Group Dynamics  
 Other  
 Travel  
 
AFFECTIVE DOMAIN   
 1-Receiving  
 2-Responding  
 3-Valuing  
 4-Organizing  
 5-Characterizing  
 
RE-CODING   
 NOT Community/Project Related  
 YES Community/Project Related  
 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS   
 Q01 LA jobs or additional schooling  
 Q02 LA projects and group of community leaders, etc.  
 Q03 LA Yucatan program and job interview  
 Q04 LA Yucatan and portfolio  
 Q05 LA Yucatan and client  
 Q06 Most vivid memory of TRIP  
 Q07 Most vivid memory of PROJECT  
 Q08 Most BENEFICIAL part of project  
 Q09 Most DIFFICULT part of project  
 Q10 Importance of project to trip success  
 Q11 Biggest fear about project vs.  first job  
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 Q12 Wish you had paid more attention  
 Q13 Participation in other study abroad, etc.  
 Q14 Change in view LA since leaving TTU  
 Q15 How experience affected academically, personally, professionally  
 Q17 Discussion ref “Poor is a rich man’s word”  
 Q18 Kept in touch with community, classmates, etc.  
 Q19 Been back to Yucatan  
 Q20 Yucatan project and U.S.  project  
 Q21 Ever return to journal  
 Q22 Given money to do project  
 Q23 Anything else  
 
INTERVIEW THEMES   
 CURRENT  
 RECOLLECTIONS  
 Community Interaction  
 Cultural  
 Landscapes Observations  
 Personal  
 Professional or Design Related  
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Charles Klein 
“A Longitudinal Study of the Long-Term, Lasting Benefits of Combining Service-
Learning with a Short-Term Study Abroad Experience” 

 
I. Rationale: 

The advantages of study abroad programs for students are well 
documented.  They include personal growth, cultural awareness, and renewed 
interest in academics and career choices (Dwyer & Peters, 2004).  Longer term 
programs tend to enhance the experience yet there is a trend toward shorter-term 
programs along with a concern for the academic rigor associated with shorter 
programs (Dwyer & Peters, 2004).  Researchers have shown that the 
incorporating a service-learning component into a study abroad program can 
greatly enhance the experience, especially for short-term experiences (Lewis & 
Niesenbaum, 2005).  A study of two study abroad programs for landscape 
architecture students to the Yucatán peninsula supports this theory (Klein, 2007).  
The study involved qualitative analysis of the student reflective journals that were 
an academic assignment for the class.  Results indicated the same personal growth 
and greater cultural awareness as well as a better understanding of the profession 
and its relationship with the environment, its scope and its importance to the 
development of community.  The study was of a small group of students (n=17) 
and since that time, five more classes have been conducted.  The same reflective 
journals were required and are available for analysis to confirm, adjust or reject 
the original findings.  Additionally, there is the opportunity to interview 
participants from the first program in 2005 to investigate and describe any lasting 
effects of the program.   

This study builds on the previous study to better understand the 
phenomenon of service-learning in a study abroad setting.  Incorporating 
additional data from subsequent programs and interviews will provide for greater 
transferability and research rigor.   

 
Dwyer, M.  M., & Peters, C.  K.  (2004) The benefits of study abroad.  
Transitions Abroad Magazine.   

 
Lewis, T., & Niesenbaum, R.  (2005).  Extending the stay: Using 
community-based research to enhance short-term study abroad.  Journal of 
Studies in International Education, 9(3), 251-264.   
 
Klein, C., & Lawver, D.  (2007) Community-based ecotourism design 
studio in the Yucatán peninsula: Enhancing study abroad with a service-
learning component.  Journal of International Agricultural and Extension 
Education, 14(3), 97-107 
 

II. Subjects: 
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The subjects will be students who have participated in the study abroad 
program offered by the department of landscape architecture to the Yucatán 
Peninsula in the summers of 2005 through 2010.  All students are over 18 years of 
age.   

Additionally, the nine participants from the first program in 2005 will be 
interviewed in order to understand the affect that the experience had in the long 
term with regard to their academic and professional careers.  All of the nine 
participants have either graduated or left the university.  Therefore, I have no 
influence over their grades, graduation or employment prospects.  A sample 
invitation email solicitation is included as an attachment as well as an interview 
guide.  Both ensure confidentiality.   

 
III. Procedures: 

The study will use qualitative analysis procedures on two primary data 
sets.  The first data set will be pre- and post-reflection essays that were 
assignments given to the students participating in the study abroad program.  All 
identifying information has been removed from the essays.  A second data set will 
be a series of interviews conducted with participants from the first program in 
2005.  These original participants will be invited to be interviewed via email.  
Many of the students have kept in touch via email with the PI as colleagues.  
These same contacts may be able to provide email contact information for those 
who have not been in contact with the PI (snowballing) or email contact could be 
made using social media such as Face Book or LinkedIn.  Original email contact 
information of the participants from when they were students is no longer valid 
and will not be utilized.  The proposed email invitation is included as an 
attachment and includes the purpose of the study, assurances of confidentiality, 
the anticipated length of the interview and the fact that they will be provided the 
opportunity to comment on the findings. 

 Qualitative analysis using open, axial and selective coding of the student 
essays from 2005 through 2010 will be conducted using Nvivo software.  Primary 
themes, categories and relationships between the themes will be identified in 
order to explain and understand the phenomenon of the benefits.  This exercise 
will include the essays analyzed in the original study to review and confirm the 
findings.  The student essays from the subsequent years will be similarly analyzed 
to add research depth and a longitudinal perspective to the phenomenon.   

Participants from the original study abroad trip in 2005 who agree to 
participate will be interviewed using the attached interview guide.  Given that the 
past participants live considerable distances from Lubbock, it is anticipated that 
interviews will be conducted using Skype.  The interviews will be transcribed and 
identifying information removed.  Qualitative analysis will be conducted using 
the same qualitative data analysis software and similar procedures.  The results 
will be compared with the findings from the analysis of the student essays to 
describe the lasting, long-term effects of the study abroad program in general as 
well as this specific service-learning activity.   
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IV. Adverse Events and Liability: 

The proposed research poses no additional risks for subjects more than minimally 
beyond the ordinary risks of daily life, therefore no specific liability plan is 
offered. 
 

V. Consent Form: 
N/A 
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Charles Klein 
“A Longitudinal Study of the Long-Term, Lasting Benefits of Combining Service-
Learning with a Short-Term Study Abroad Experience” 
 
Attachments: 
Sample email to be sent to 2005 participants to request their participation: 

¡Hola (Name)! 
Believe it or not, it has been more than five years ago that you and your 

classmates traveled with me on the study abroad trip to Yucatán.  That program and the 
design work we did for the rural Maya community has been my primary motivation for 
pursuing a doctoral degree in education.  Combining service-learning with study abroad 
as we did on that trip is the focus of my dissertation research.  Since yours was the first 
group to participate in such a program, I am hoping you will be able to assist me with the 
research by agreeing to participate in a short interview about the trip.  I am particularly 
interested in what you remember about the experience and what affect it has had on your 
personal and professional life.   

The goal of my research is to document the long term, lasting benefits that 
service-learning can bring to a study abroad experience.  While there has been 
considerable research conducted on the benefits of study abroad, little has been published 
regarding the incorporation of a service-learning project to enhance a short-term study 
abroad program.  This is especially true in landscape architecture and I anticipate that this 
study will make a significant academic contribution.  Consequently, your participation 
will be a very important and valuable part of the study. 

If you agree to participate, I will need to schedule a time that is convenient with 
you for the interview.  It should last no more than one hour and I suggest that we use 
Skype so that I can record the audio portion of the interview.   

Please be assured that your participation in the study will remain confidential and 
nothing will be used from the interview that may reveal your identity.  Additionally, once 
the study results are known, I will contact you with the preliminary findings so that you 
have the opportunity to make additional comments and observations.   

Please let me know if you are able to participate and when a good time would be 
to contact you.  I look forward to visiting with you again and genuinely appreciate your 
time and consideration.    
Sincerely, 
 
Charles Klein, ASLA 
Associate Professor 
Landscape Architecture 
charles.klein@ttu.edu 
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Appendix F: ASLA Environmental Ethics/TIES Principles 

Definition and Ecotourism Principles 
TIES defines ecotourism as "responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the 
environment and improves the well-being of local people." This means that those who 
implement and participate in ecotourism activities should follow the following principles: 
 
Minimize impact  
Build environmental and cultural awareness and respect  
Provide positive experiences for both visitors and hosts  
Provide direct financial benefits for conservation  
Provide financial benefits and empowerment for local people  
Raise sensitivity to host countries' political, environmental, and social climate  
Support international human rights and labor agreements  
back to the top of this page   
home | about TIES | what is ecotourism? | membership | resources | media | training & 
education | research | book store | travel choice | current work | speakers bureau 
contact us! 
 
The International Ecotourism Society 
733 15th St., NW, Suite 1000 
Washington, DC 20005 USA  
Tel.: (++1) 202-347-9203 
Fax: (++1) 202-387-7915  
ecomail@ecotourism.org  
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Yucatan Memeo 
The intent of the interviews was to find out what the long term implications of the study abroad / 
service-learning trip to Yucatán might be by looking for the most important topics that came out 
of the interviews.   
As for an overall consensus among the six people interviewed the following items were apparent: 

1. They all remember the trip with fondness.  Everyone, if they could, would like to return.  
They still talk about the trip with friends and family.  It has usually come up in some 
form or another during a job interview. 

2. They have kept their sketch books and photographs from the trip and have gone back to 
them on numerous occasions since graduation.   

3. Everyone expressed some form of disillusionment with landscape architecture as a 
profession, be it a former position, their current position, or they have left the profession 
altogether.  Their feelings seem to be a result of the economy, the current job market, the 
realities of working for a client where budget (money) rules, or a combination of all 
three.    

4. There was very little indication that what they learned on the trip has been applied in the 
“real world” be it working with community groups or specific design solutions or 
techniques that they brought home with them.  Again, the economy and the ability to 
move into a position where they were directing design projects may be part of the reason. 

There were three main topics that seemed to be of primary importance: 1) Culture, 2) Community 
and 3) the actual Design Projects, even though they may have different outlooks on how they 
related to or reflected upon any one of the three.    
CULTURE: While I was hoping to hear more references specifically to culture and how learning 
about culture was an important outcome, only two individuals mentioned the actual word 
“culture” consistently.  However, many references were made to people, places, and things that 
happened, that could be defined as or synonymous with elements that are cultural.  An example 
might be how people in a community used the central town square as an important gathering and 
social space.     
COMMUNITY: Without a doubt, all members spoke about the importance of interaction with the 
community, whether it was in the context of working on the project or informal social interaction 
like a ball game or making tortillas.  They consistently spoke about either specific individuals or 
the community as a group with a sense of respect and admiration.  Most also spoke about 
interacting with the Mexican architecture students that worked with us in Yaxachen.  As for the 
communities or villages, they recalled being concerned about whether or not what we were doing 
would help them, and whether or not they would like our designs.  Interaction with the 
community was the most significant aspect of the trip. 
THE PROJECTS:  When the specific projects were discussed, the conversation tended to revert 
back to a discussion once again about the communities, villages or the people in them.  Like 
culture, I was hoping to hear more about how important the design projects were to the success of 
the trip.  While many said that yes it was very important, others felt that they would have learned 
just as much without them, even though they were a positive aspect.  However, it was clear that 
the most important aspect of the projects was that it provided a greater, more intimate level of 
access to the communities and the people in them.  This may not have been expressed in exactly 
those words, but their discussion about the project almost always made some reference to the 
community, village or specific individuals we were working for.   
In summary, the importance of the project to the trip was secondary to the access it provided to 
the people and the communities.  Consequently Community was of primary importance, the 
Design Projects secondary, and Culture  was tertiary, but all were interconnected.  As a result, I 
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feel that the interviews were very informative and that, most importantly, the people I interviewed 
were being honest and not just saying what they thought I wanted to hear. 
Jan.  27, 2012 


