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ABSTRACT 

Research has found that many students in higher education are not being 

equipped in the classroom to handle future job responsibilities and competencies.  In 

an effort to provide a more effective learning experience for students, service-learning 

has emerged as a successful teaching strategy across many educational disciplines. 

Both previous and current agricultural communications coursework has been designed 

to provide a theory of communication application; however, it is inhibiting students’ 

ability to understand issues relevant to the industry that are best found in hands-on, 

real-world experiences. Within agricultural communications, service-learning has been 

utilized as a pedagogy, but little research has been conducted to evaluate the use of 

service-learning in the agricultural communications curriculum. 

The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of students who 

completed service-learning projects in two agricultural communications courses 

during two separate semesters (Fall 2010 and Spring 2011) at a southwestern 

university.  A qualitative case study design was used to collect data from 79 students 

related to their opinions of the service-learning experience, their interactions with their 

clients, and their evaluation of the course content.   

Students reported a positive attitude about the service-learning experience; 

students improved upon their communication skills and enjoyed the hands-on 

experience that is applicable to their future in communications.  Students also said 

they learned how to respect other’s opinions and work in a group environment, and 

improved their leadership skills.  Students also reported positive feelings about the 
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course content, but recommended the instructor to place more emphasis on 

interviewing techniques, how to develop student-client relationships, and best 

practices for interacting with clients. 

Overall, the results of this study indicate students greatly benefited from 

working with a client on a service-learning project in an agricultural communications 

course and reflecting on the service; however, changes should be made to improve 

future integration of service in the course curriculum.  This research concluded that 

there is a need for service-learning in other agricultural communications courses, but 

further research should be done to gain a deeper understanding of student perspectives. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background and Setting 

 University faculty and instructors continuously search for teaching methods that 

will enrich student learning and critical thinking skills, spark creativity, refine technical 

abilities, and provide a greater understanding of the subject matter being taught (Adams, 

Irlbeck, Meyers, & Hefley, 2011).  Troubled by a scarcity of civic engagement on college 

campuses, frustrated by the style of teaching and learning that pushes information 

absorption (Coleman, 1976), and inspired by Dewey’s (1938) ideas of experiential 

learning, educators have searched for more realistic forms of education, “wherein 

students might more readily see, act on and learn from connections between academic 

content and problems of real life” (Strage, 2000, p. 5).  One pedagogical tool that has 

gained popularity during the past decade is service-learning due to its pragmatic approach 

to encourage student learning and civic engagement (Campus Compact, 2003). 

Service-learning, as defined by Jacoby (1996), is “a form of experiential 

education in which students engage in activities that address human and community 

needs together with structured opportunities intentionally designed to promote student 

learning and development” (p. 5).  Through service-learning, young people are using 

what they learn in the classroom to solve real-life problems, to learn the practical 

applications of their studies, and become more actively contributing citizens and 

community members through the service they perform (National Service Learning 

Clearinghouse, 2001).  Students are also benefiting from service-learning experiences by 

“enhancing communication skills, strengthening critical thinking abilities, developing 
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civic responsibility, and fostering a sense of caring for others” (Sedlack, Doheny, 

Panthofer, & Anaya, 2003, p. 99).  

Service-learning is a form of experiential learning, created through an attitude of 

civic responsibility (Binard & Leavitt, 2000), which is “active participation in the public 

life of a community in an informed, committed, and constructive manner, with a focus on 

the common good” (Gottlieb & Robinson, 2006, p. 16).  Service-learning “exists as a 

means to bring ownership to the learning process and enable students to experience the 

transferable skills most in need in the workplace” (Robinson & Torres, 2007, p. 2).  Non-

classroom community experience allows students to discover new learning experiences, 

as well as work together in their quest for more knowledge while confronting real world 

problems (Barr & Tagg, 1995). 

The Evolution of Service-Learning 

Although community service has been a goal of education for many years, the 

concept of service-learning, in that the community should be incorporated into the 

curriculum itself, is relatively recent (Speck, 2004).  According to Speck (2004), the 

concept of service-learning has been around as early as the 1890s as shown in the works 

of John Dewey, but the term was not seen in literature until the later part of the 1990s.  

However, Hutchison (2005) found the term was used as early as 1950 to describe projects 

linking college students and senior citizens, and Kezar and Rhoads (2001) credit the 

creation and development of service-learning to significant change in higher education 

that was happening during this time. In the 1960s, the civil rights movement, along with 

the innovation of education, aided in the formation of the Peace Corps and the Volunteers 

in Service to America, creating a passion in young people to make a difference in the 
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world (National Service-Learning Clearinghouse, 2011).  Service-learning evolved out of 

the newly applied philosophies of education, which were grounded in Dewey’s (1944) 

philosophy of experiential learning.  Kezar and Rhoads (2001) said Dewey believed 

“dualisms in philosophy had created a problematic distinction between doing and 

knowing, emotions and intellect, experience and knowledge, work and play, individual 

and the world, among other forced dichotomies” (p. 151).  Dewey’s dualistic view of the 

world was grounded in two ideas: 1) that mind and body were separate, and 2) that the 

spiritual and material worlds were separate (Kezar & Rhoads, 2011).  

In the 1980s, a national initiative arose to promote service among undergraduate 

students with the creation of organizations such as Campus Compact and Campus 

Opportunity Outreach League (COOL).  These organizations create and foster 

opportunities and incentives for students to link their education with service, and 

mobilize service programs in higher education (National Service Learning Clearinghouse, 

2011; Kezar & Rhoads, 2001). 

The National Service Learning Clearinghouse (2011) noted the late 1980s to early 

1990s saw an increase in volunteerism at a national level, leading to the National and 

Community Service Act of 1990.  The bill supported service-learning nationwide for 

youth, nonprofits, and college and universities, and, with the use of authorized grants, the 

bill “stimulated service-learning as a strategy to meet unmet community needs” (para. 5). 

Also during this time, faculty members in higher education were being accused of being 

too removed from the classroom and placing emphasis on research and publication 

(Kezar & Rhoads, 2001).  To address this criticism, service-learning was being 

incorporated into the university setting as pedagogy with the potential to stimulate faculty 
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teaching (Howard, 1998; Stanton, 1994; Zlotkowski, 1998), while linking teaching and 

research of institutions are who seeking to broaden their areas of education (Kezar & 

Rhoads, 2001).  

Service-learning was also gaining popularity at colleges and universities that were 

being criticized for their unresponsiveness to public concerns (Bok, 1982; Ehrlich, 1995; 

Hackney, 1994).  Researchers throughout the 1980s and early 1990s raised concerns 

about notions that the community viewed institutions as both a problem source and the 

solution (Barber, 1992; Battistoni, 1985; Bellah, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985; Parks 

Daloz, Keen, Keen, & Daloz Parks, 1996; Rhoads, 1997; Wuthnow, 1995).  As a result, 

service-learning became more widely accepted by institutions to meet regional needs and 

challenges while allowing students to more seriously consider their roles in the 

community and as citizens in society (Kezar & Rhoads, 2001).  

The current effort of renewed attention to incorporate service-learning in the 

university setting has been termed the “fourth wave” of initiatives (National Service-

Learning Clearinghouse, 2011).  Historically, service-learning in higher education had 

included field placements, internships, and cooperative education (Howard, 1998; Kolb, 

1984).  Presently, educators have a forward-looking vision that is pushing civic 

engagement beyond the doors of individual classrooms toward a fully engaged university 

that is an “active, vibrant partnerships of scholars, as well as students and citizens who 

have the support and resources to achieve phenomenal things in education and in 

transforming communities nationwide” (National Service-Learning Clearinghouse, 2011, 

para. 7). 
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Service-Learning in Higher Education 

As the number of undergraduates entering the workforce each year increases, 

employers are seeking more transferable workplace skills and faculty members in higher 

education have the responsibility to meet these demands (Robinson & Torres, 2007).  In 

recent decades, service-learning has become a prominent method to incorporate 

experiential learning into the academic experience to better prepare students to meet 

industry demands (Butin 2010; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Jacoby & Associates, 2009). 

University faculties are using service-learning to empower and engage students through a 

“constructivist approach to learning and gain beneficial skill development that will 

transfer to the workplace” (Robinson & Torres, 2007, p. 6).  Service-learning is being 

incorporated into collegiate-level courses as credit-bearing educational experiences to 

bridge the gap between classroom learning and community service, which offer students 

a chance to participate in an organized service activity that meets needs of the community 

while deepening understanding of the course content (Ford, Ryan, Fiarelli, & 

Muschinske, 2011), while providing a broader appreciation of the discipline, and creating 

an enhanced sense of civic responsibility through reflection activities such as course 

evaluations, small group discussions, and class presentations (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996).  

Robinson and Torres (2007) emphasized the benefits of service-learning from an 

instructor’s perspective in that it “enriches teaching, enhances academic engagement and 

enjoyment of the course content, invites new perspectives and experiences, and 

contributes to class discussion” (p. 6).  Service-learning can also enhance student 

performance on traditional course content evaluations, increase subject interest, develop 
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problem solving skills, and make teaching more enjoyable for the faculty members who 

use this approach (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). 

However, some drawbacks to teaching a service-learning course do exist.  

Researchers have found the components to complete a service-learning project—

students’ workload, communication with their client, and time to complete their 

projects—are more rigorous than traditional classroom projects.  “As a relatively new and 

dilemma-filled pedagogy, academic service learning is not for the meek” (Campus 

Compact, 2003, p. 61).  Several studies on service-learning mentioned the following 

drawbacks: the time demands, including additional lesson preparation time, additional 

instructions needed by students, and contact with the community partner (McDonald & 

Mercer, 2005; Brady, Lawver, Guay, Pyle, & Cepica, 2005).  Learning from their own 

struggles of implementing a service-learning component into an animal science course, 

Brady et al. (2005) reported they were faced with the lack of pedagogical framework for 

course design and had to find extra time and resources for the set-up and teaching.  In 

another animal science course, Maiga and Westrom (2006) also noted time constraints in 

organizing the course syllabus, contacting clients, and preparing students for the process. 

Campus Compact (2003) found common drawbacks were resistance from students and 

doubt about service-learning from other faculty.  

While time constraints are a challenge for faculty, the amount of time students 

spent on service-learning projects can also be an issue. Maiga and Westrom (2006) found 

projects require significant out-of-class time commitments to be successful.  Students 

must stay in constant contact with the client, need to be actively involved in the 

assessment of client needs, and allow adequate time for thorough reflection activities. 
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Although negative factors were noted about teaching a service-learning course, 

far more literature discusses the benefits of incorporating service-learning into 

curriculum.  Bonwell and Eison (1991) said service-learning engages student’s in higher 

order thinking, causing an increase in development of their writing and thinking skills.  

As a university instructor, Lane (2007) said the addition of service-learning to the 

classroom gave students a new and different perspective about people and the community 

they will be interacting with after college. Service-learning also “dramatically changed 

the normal learning environment” (Lane, 2007, p.6) by molding the typical classroom 

into a hands-on state creating new discussion, and fostered meaningful working 

relationships with their peers through group projects.  Driscoll, Holland, Gelmon, and 

Kerrigan (1996) reported service-learning programs improved relations between the 

university and community, and faculty who added service-learning into their curriculum 

were more committed to research. 

Need for Study/Significance 

Of the many purposes of higher education, one is to fully prepare students to enter 

the workplace upon graduation (Cole & Thompson, 2002; Evers, Rush, & Berdow, 1998; 

Martin, Milne-Home, Barrett, Spalding & Jones, 2000; Peddle, 2000).  However, several 

researchers (Askov & Gordon, 1999; Atkins, 1999; Evers et al., 1998; Kivinen & 

Silvennoinen, 2002; Morley, 2001) have reported that many of today’s students are not 

being equipped in the classroom to handle key job responsibilities and competencies that 

exist beyond the classroom walls (Robinson & Torres, 2007).  Evers et al. (1998) stated, 

“There is a need for a fundamental shift toward an emphasis on general skills in 

education” (p.12) because “the skills most in demand are least in supply” (p. 16). 
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 Peddle (1992) said a concern for graduates seeking their first job is that too few 

will be well-educated and trained for the positions they seek.  After examining the results 

of more than a dozen employer-based education and training assessments over an eight-

year period, Peddle (2000) found that “neither entry level nor college level applicants 

were prepared to work, and most employers expected the gap between required skills and 

applicant skills to widen in the future” (p. 29).  For graduates entering the workplace, 

Schmidt (1999) found they need the skills necessary to “solve complex multidisciplinary 

problems, work successfully in teams, exhibit effective oral and written communication 

skills, and practice good interpersonal skills” (p. 31), Billing (2003) found “problem-

solving, communication, teamwork, and critical thinking” (p. 335) to be the most desired 

skills by employers.  Of the necessary skills needed for employment success, Robinson 

(2006) concluded university graduates need more experience at obtaining these skills.  

As a means to better equip students beyond the classroom, service-learning is 

being evaluated as a classroom component to increase necessary skills.  Astin, Sax, and 

Avalos (1999) reported that “relatively few colleges include service learning or volunteer 

service as a curricular requirement, but the number is growing and such a requirement 

has become an increasingly frequent topic of debate” (p. 141).  However, Sapp (2000) 

reported a shift in college philosophy moving away from simple instruction to providing 

more authentic learning through service-learning.  These researchers raise a question of 

efficacy and how service participation affects student’s educational and personal 

development, as many studies to date lacked data on the impact of service.  In 2010, more 

than 1,100 colleges and universities were active members of Campus Compact, reflecting 
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an increase of more than 50% in civic engagement by faculty and students in the last 10 

years (Campus Compact, 2010).  

Service-learning has been used in an assortment of educational disciplines and 

university faculty who teach agricultural courses have found it to be an effective 

pedagogy.  Robinson and Torres (2007) argued that the best practices for teaching 

specific concepts and theories are often through service-learning activities.  Klein and 

Lawver (2007) found that students in a landscape architecture study of a service-learning 

course had an increased level of affective learning. In a therapeutic riding course, 

researchers found that service-learning accommodated numerous different learning styles 

and sparked interest in riding instruction careers (Brady, Lawver, Guay, Pyle, & Cepica, 

2005). 

Courses in agricultural communications programs have been taught for more than 

100 years (Doerfert & Miller, 2006).  The discipline has gained popularity over time and 

expanded beyond print media writing to include many career options such as advertising, 

sales, public policy, photography, and public relations (Morgan, 2008).  Additionally, 

communication requirements for agricultural industry professionals and communicators 

are quickly evolving and communication efforts are becoming more integrated.  To meet 

the changing dynamics of the agriculture industry and emerging technologies, 

agricultural communications curriculum must constantly adapt and evolve (Doerfert & 

Miller, 2006; Morgan, 2008).  Morgan (2008) said “agricultural communication 

programs have a responsibility to provide students with curriculum that equips them for 

the work-place” (p. 2).  
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Sprecker and Rudd (1997) found that alumni of agricultural communications 

programs said students needed to refine their communication skills by taking courses that 

require students to engage in a project “from inception to completion” (p. 9).  The alumni 

Specker and Rudd (1997) interviewed said they felt qualified to only be agricultural 

writers, not versatile communicators who can complete entire video news packages, 

newsletters, magazines, and advertising campaigns from start to finish. For agricultural 

communications graduates to be competitive, they need to obtain these skills (Specker & 

Rudd, 1997).  To promote critical thinking and creativity, Irlbeck and Akers (2009) 

recommended that faculty in agricultural communications incorporate more activities into 

their curriculum. 

Kelemen, Cartmell, and Sitton (2009) said “allowing students to gain real-world 

experience makes a service-learning course in agricultural communications truly 

beneficial” (p. 6).  Both previous and current agricultural communications coursework 

has been designed to provide a theory of communication application; however, it is 

inhibiting students’ ability to understand issues relevant to the industry that are best 

found in hands-on, real-world experiences (Kelemen, Cartmell, & Sitton, 2009). 

Problem Statement  

 The benefits of service-learning in the college classroom have demonstrated to 

enhance students’ necessary skills needed for entering the workplace upon graduating, 

increase their ideas of self worth through volunteer activities, and aid in the development 

of problem-solving skills.  Service-learning also benefits faculty by allowing for more 

creativity and engagement when teaching specific concepts.  Although service-learning 
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does have its drawbacks, the literature provides many examples of the benefits for this 

approach to teaching. 

Within agricultural communications, service-learning has been utilized as a 

pedagogy, but little research has been conducted to evaluate the use of service-learning in 

the agricultural communications curriculum.  By gaining a better understanding of the 

students’ reactions to participating in service-learning, faculty members can determine if 

this pedagogy should be integrated in their classrooms.  Learning more about the 

student’s perspective would also identify the benefits and challenges of service-learning 

for agricultural communications students, which could help inform the development of 

additional or improved service-learning experiences.  

Purpose and Objectives 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of students who 

completed service-learning projects in two agricultural communications courses at a 

southwestern university. 

 This research was guided by three questions: 

1. What are students’ opinions of the service-learning experience in agricultural 

communications? 

2. How did students describe their interactions with the clients in the service-

learning courses? 

3. What are the students’ opinions of the service-learning course content? 
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Theoretical Framework 

 This research was guided by Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning, which 

is “the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” 

(p. 41).  Kolb (1984) said knowledge was the result of both grasping and transforming 

experience.  Scales, Roehlkepartain, Neal, Kielsmeieer, and Benson (2006) added that 

experiential learning implies that concrete experiences help learners grasp information 

when they can reflect on those experiences and experiment actively with the concepts 

they are learning.  Robinson and Torres (2007) said that experiential education can 

“provide greater depth of information processing, and thus a greater potential impact on 

learning, than less active methods” (p. 2). 

Kolb’s (1984) model portrays two related models of grasping experience— 

concrete experience and abstract conceptualization—and two related models of 

transforming experience—reflective observation and active experimentation.  According 

to Kolb’s (1984) four-stage learning cycle, reflective work is based upon concrete 

experiences and used to form abstract concepts.  From these concepts, hypotheses can be 

drawn and then tested to help form new experiences (Campus Compact, 2003).  Maynard, 

Ward, Gable, and Giles (2011) stated the structure of Kolb’s theory allows it to be 

“directly applicable to the community service outreach mission of higher education” (p. 

21). 

Limitations of the Study 

The first limitation of this study was the close relationship the researcher had with 

the students of this study.  While obtaining my undergraduate degree from the same 

university as the students in this study, many of the students were classmates, and the 
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researcher had close friendships with others.  Also, the Department of Agricultural 

Education and Communications is small and many of the instructors and teaching 

assistants know the students on a personal level.  These close relationships could have 

prevented students from being completely honest in their responses during reflection.   

Another limitation is the time frame allotted for students to complete their 

reflections.  Students reflected on the service-learning project before the course grades 

were posted.  Although it was clearly explained to students that the instructor would not 

read the responses until the end of the course, students might not have fully reported their 

perceptions in fear it would affect their grade, or their relationship with the teaching 

assistant. 

Delimitations of the Study 

This study was limited to 79 students enrolled in two agricultural communications 

courses at a southwestern university, and data was collected over the course of two 

semesters—Fall 2010 and Spring 2011.  These are the only courses that incorporate a 

service-learning project into the course curriculum within the agricultural 

communications department at this university.  Significant data were collected during this 

time frame and it was not feasible to include data from additional semesters.     

Basic Assumptions 

It was assumed that the study participants (students in two agricultural 

communications courses), could read and understand written English, and all would 

provide honest, and thoughtful reflections on the service-learning experience. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of students who 

completed service-learning projects in two agricultural communications courses at a 

southwestern university.  A review of the literature was conducted to generate a more 

complete understanding of service-learning and its application in agriculture and 

agricultural communications curriculum.  This chapter includes literature regarding why 

it is important to define service-learning and what differentiates it from other forms of 

service; the magnitude reflection plays on the student’s success in a service-learning 

project; how community partners create reciprocity; the impact service-learning has had 

on agriculture curriculum; and the theory informing service-learning research.  

Defining Service-Learning 

 Service-learning is often confused with community service, internships, field 

experience, volunteerism, or an assignment (Campus Compact, 2003).  The National 

Society for Experiential Education (1994) broadly defined service-learning as “any 

carefully monitored service experience in which a student has intentional learning goals 

and reflects actively on what he or she is learning throughout the experience” (p. 1).  A 

narrower definition from the Corporation of National Service (1990) and condensed by 

the Office of Outreach and International Affairs at Virginia Tech University (2012) 

described service-learning as “a method under which students or participants learn and 

develop through active participation in thoughtfully organized service experiences that 

meet actual community needs, that are integrated into the students’ academic curriculum 
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or provide structured time for reflection, and enhance what is taught in school by 

extending student learning beyond the classroom and into the community” (para. 2). 

Sigmon (1979) stated there should be a more clear-cut definition of service-

learning in order to establish goals within the pedagogy.  In 1994, Sigmon developed a 

typology (Figure 2.1) that sought to make the definition more exact by comparing 

experiential education programs that combine both service and learning such as 

volunteer, community service, and internships.  In Sigmon’s (1994) typology, emphasis 

can be placed on either word—service or learning—to illustrate the separation between 

the service and learning goals and determine which are primary and secondary. Without 

the hypen between the words, service and learning goals are completely separate and 

have no impact on one another. Emphasis is equally placed on both words and the hypen 

is included to illustrate the equal weight of goals between the two, to distinguish service-

learning from other programs.   

Furco (1996) stated the Sigmon (1994) typology is the “key to establishing a 

universal definition for service-learning” (Furco, 1996, p. 12), and is helpful in making a 

distinction between service-learning and other types of service programs, as well as 

service-oriented experiential education programs.  Jacoby (1996) stated the hyphen 

between terms is critical is symbolizing the reciprocal relationship between the two. 
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service-LEARNING Leaning goals primarily; service outcomes secondary 
 

SERVICE-learning Service outcomes primarily; learning goals secondary 
 

service learning Service and goals completely separate 
 

SERVICE-LEARNING Service and learning goals of equal weight and each 
enhances the other for all participants 

 
 
Figure 2. 1 Sigmon’s (1994) service-learning typology 
 

Based on Sigmon’s (1994) typology, Furco (1996) developed an experiential 

education continuum model with various service-learning programs placed along a line 

“determined by its primary intended beneficiary and its overall balance between service 

and learning” (p. 12) (Figure 2.2.) 

 

Figure 2.2. Furco’s (1996) model of service-learning 
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In Furco’s model, both elements – service and learning – are highlighted: “The 

service reinforces and strengthens the learning, and the learning reinforces and 

strengthens the service” (Cooper, 1996a, p. 1).  In contrast to the charity based model of 

community service that supports a distinction between those serving and those seeking 

services, service-learning stresses an equal exchange: “Both the server and those served 

teach, and both learn” (Kendall, 1991, p. 20).  To be considered true service-learning, 

experiences must be positive and meaningful to the learner, as well as promote a deeper 

learning and address complex problems, which require critical thinking skills to create a 

solution (Eyler & Giles, 1999). 

With the help of both Sigmon’s (1994) typology and Furco’s (1996) model, a 

more precise definition of service-learning can be achieved. Overall, service-learning 

integrates all goals from Furco’s (1996) model into one “pedagogical approach” 

(Kretchmar, 2001, p. 5) that has the “potential to transform both students’ intellect and 

their character” (p. 5).  Kretchmar (2001) differentiated service-learning from volunteer 

work in that service-learning “emphasizes reciprocity” (p. 5) by allowing both 

elements—service and learning—to be integrated into the curriculum to provide an 

educational experience for students while also meeting the needs of the community. 

While there is still work to be done to precisely define service learning, two 

definitions are typically cited in literature.  The National Service-Learning Clearinghouse 

(2011) defined service-learning as, “…a teaching and learning strategy that integrates 

meaningful community service with instruction and reflection to enrich the learning 

experience, teach civic responsibly, and strengthen communities” (para. 1).  The second 
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definition prevalent in literature from the National and Community Service Trust Act of 

1993 from the Corporation for National and Community Service (2012) stated: 

Service learning is a method by which students learn through active participation 
in thoughtfully organized service; is conducted in, and meets the needs of the 
community; is integrated into and enhances the academic curriculum; includes 
structured time for reflection, and helps foster civic responsibility. (pp. 59-60) 

 
 The university used in this study, Texas Tech University, provides the following 

definition of service-learning: 

Service-learning is a pedagogy that links academic study and civic engagement 
through thoughtfully organized service that meets the needs of the community.  
This service is structured by and integrated into the academic curriculum, which 
provides opportunities for students to learn and develop through critical reflection 
(Teaching, Learning, and Technology Center, n.d. pg. 1) 
 

Reflection in Service-Learning 

The definitions of service-learning from both$the$National Service-Learning 

Clearinghouse (2011) and National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993 

recognized the importance of reflection, which is “the intentional consideration of an 

experience in light of particular learning objectives” (Hatcher & Bringle, 1997, p. 153).  

Many techniques for reflection can be used in service-learning including journaling, 

experiential research papers, case studies, directed readings, class presentations, or 

electronic reflection (Campus Compact, 2003).  Other methods include formative 

evaluation (Cleary, 1998; Long, Larsen, Hussey, & Travis, 2001), focus groups (Holland, 

2001), interviews (Ikeda, 2000), pre- and post-assessments (Rice & Brown, 1998; Kezar, 

2002), and summative evaluations (Valerius & Hamilton, 2001). 

Eyler (2001) and Bringle and Hatcher (1999) found reflection activities to be one 

of the key components linking service experience to the learning objectives of 
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undergraduate courses.  Due to the high interest in service-learning projects and 

pedagogies across multiple disciplines, researchers have begun to place more emphasis 

on the assessment and evaluation of the projects to preserve professional accountability 

(McClam, Diambra, Burton, Fuss, & Fudge, 2008).  The educational experience should 

allow students to “reflect on the service activity in such a way as to gain further 

understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline and enhanced 

sense of civic responsibility” (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995, p. 112).  

In their research on the impact of service-learning on student learning, Eyler and 

Giles (1999) found that incorporation of meaningful reflection into the service-learning 

experience was a predictor of more robust learning outcomes for students.  Cooper (1998) 

stated that reflective thinking is “not only the organic component in the learning cycle, it 

is simultaneously the very ground from which knowledge and belief spring” (p. 52). 

Other scholars agree that for the service to be fully integrated into the structure of the 

course, there must be integrated assignments and a reflective component (Kendall, 1990; 

Troppe, 1995; Weigert, 1998).  

 Eyler, Giles, and Schmiede (1996) developed a guidebook of reflection activities 

and techniques garnered from hundreds of structured interviews with students enrolled in 

service-learning courses.  The authors found that “reflection is the glue that holds service 

and learning together to provide educative experiences” (p. 16).  Hatcher, Bringle, and 

Muthiah (2004) completed a study with 471 undergraduate students enrolled in 17 

service-learning classes on nine different campuses to better understand the value of 

reflection to the service-learning experience.  The authors found there is a “clear 

pedagogical rationale” (p. 42), or validation, for when instructors guarantee the service-
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learning project is incorporated into the coursework and not simply just another 

assignment. Also, regular, repeated reflection that connects the service to the coursework 

is a benefit for students as they gain a deeper understanding of the service from the 

repetition of reflection.  Ultimately, Hatcher et al. (2004) found when reflection activities 

engage the learner, an “enormous potential for learning to broaden and deepen along 

academic, social, moral, personal, and civic dimensions occurs” (p. 39).  

Eyler and Giles (1999) developed a framework to encourage effective reflection 

that includes five features of good reflection events.  Also known as the 5 C’s, these 

include: “1) connection between experience and knowledge, 2) continuity of reflection 

before, during, and after the service experience, 3) context of applying subject matter to 

real life situations, 4) challenging students’ perspectives, and 5) coaching and providing 

emotional support to students” (p. 28) 

Bringle and Hatcher (1999) offered an additional set of guidelines for developing 

a reflection activity for a service-learning class, stating these reflection activities should: 

• clearly link the service experience to the course content and learning objectives 

• be structured in terms of description, expectations, and the criteria for assessing 

the activity 

• occur regularly during the semester so that students can regularly during the 

semester so that students can develop the capacity to engage in deeper and 

broader examination of issues 

• provide feedback from the instructor so that students learn how to improve their 

critical analysis and reflective practice; and  
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• include the opportunity for students to explore, clarify and alter their personal 

values (p .114).  

Eyler (1993) found intensive reflection was a major contributor in the 

transmission of classroom concepts to service projects.  One form of reflection that has 

been gaining popularity is the written form, which includes journals, research papers, and 

pre- and-post assessments (Campus Compact, 2003).  Pennebaker (1990) said that 

through the process of writing, experiences become less overwhelming, problem-solving 

skills increase, and the relationship among previous, current, and future experiences 

become more apparent.  Bringle and Hatcher (1999) defined written work as a “special 

form of reflection through which new meaning can be created, new understanding of 

problems can become circumscribed, and new ways of organizing experiences can be 

developed” (p. 115).  

Service-Learning Impacts on Students 

Although service-learning has been gaining popularity as a pedagogical tool over 

the past decade (Campus Compact, 2003), “empirical studies on the impact of service are 

quite scarce” (p. 141).  Through a series of in-depth case studies utilizing individual and 

group interviews with students on three different university campuses, Astin, 

Vogelgesang, Ikeda, and Yee (2000), found that students felt they had made a difference 

and were learning from their service experience, and participating in a service activity 

had the strongest effect on students’ decisions to pursue service as a career. 

Astin et al. (2000) also found the “single most important factor associated with a 

positive service-learning experience” (p. iii) was the student’s level of interest in the 

subject.  Students viewed serving as more of a learning experience because it brought 
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about a deeper understanding of the course material and the service-learning experience 

was conducted within their major field of study (Astin et al., 2000).  Students also 

reported a “heightened sense of civic responsibility and personal effectiveness” (p. iv) by 

participating in the service-learning project, and a deeper understanding of how the 

project related to the course material due to their participation in journal reflection.  Astin 

et al. (2000) also found students participating in a service-learning experience were more 

likely to participate in class discussion. 

 Kilnk and Athaide (2004) incorporated service-learning in an introductory 

marketing course and analyzed the students’ experiences.  Students were grouped into 

teams of four to five members with the goal of completing a marketing campaign for a 

non-profit organization.  As part of the requirement for the service-learning experience, 

students were required to spend 10 hours minimum of face-to-face contact with their 

client throughout the semester, weekly communication via telephone, email, or face-to-

face meetings, personal reflections addressing their perceptions of the experience, and an 

oral presentation of the finalized campaign.  

Students in the course said they enjoyed their service-learning experience and it 

contributed to their learning by allowing them to “apply marketing techniques to a real 

world situation” (Klink & Athaide, 2004, p. 151) and figure out a way to fix the client’s 

problem, as well as increasing their awareness of the importance of social responsibility. 

Additionally, students said the service was rewarding because they “actually made a 

difference” (p. 151) with their work while gaining valuable communication skills at the 

same time. 
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Fenzel and Peyrot (2005) measured the long-term effects of service-learning on 

students by interviewing university alumni who had completed a service-learning course 

at the undergraduate level.  Researchers found the alumni had positive attitudes toward 

social and personal responsibility, and career involvement in service beyond the college 

classroom. Fenzel and Peyrot (2005) also found study participants were more likely to 

participate in a service-learning experience or perform more community service, and 

reflection activities helped bridge the gab between service and the course content, 

specifically attitudes toward personal responsibility. 

Jones, Segar, and Gasiorski (2008) found that students in a service-learning 

course perceived the requirement of service-learning to be valuable and were “eager to 

discuss their perceptions of the requirement itself, their experiences meeting it and their 

ideas about how the activities influenced their college experience” (p. 9). However, the 

researchers found the students referring to the “mandated” requirement as a “double-

edged sword” in that service is not something that should be forced.  Despite that, 

researchers found overall that the students of this study felt good about helping others 

(Jones et al., 2008). 

Clients as Community Partners 

An authentic service-learning experience involves a community partner, 

sometimes known as a client.  Jacoby (2003) said partnerships are “complex, 

interdependent, fluid, dynamic, and delicate” (p. xviii).  Balis (2000) described service-

learning and partnerships as “two sides of the same coin” (p. 5).  Jacoby (2003) said 

partnerships in service-learning “must be grounded in a network, or web, or authentic, 
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democratic, reciprocal partnerships” (p. 6) and built on a solid foundation of carefully 

developed partnerships to be mutually beneficial.   

A service-learning course can use a wide variety of partnership styles and types, 

including partnerships within a single institution of higher education; with schools, 

neighborhoods and the community; national and regional associations; and with both 

governmental and nongovernmental organizations, both domestically and abroad (Jacoby, 

2003).  The partnership should reflect the objectives of the course, as well as regional 

challenges and issues (Campus Compact, 2003), and the partner must have a need that 

can be addressed through the curriculum, making the partnership beneficial to both the 

partner and student (Furco, 1996). 

Most successful partnerships focus on mutual benefits for both the learner and the 

partner. Effective partnerships are “knowledge-based collaborations in which all partners 

have things to teach each other, things to learn from each other, and things they will learn 

together” (Holland & Gelmon, 1998, p. 107).  In an effective partnership, partners work 

together with the goal of shaping each other to obtain their fullest potential and 

accomplish the goals of each (Campus Compact, 2003).   

Sustainability in the partnership is dependent on a sense of reciprocity associated 

to the exchange of knowledge (Campus Compact, 2003).  Holland and Gelmon (1998) 

found that when aspects of student learning are created, incorporated, and tested between 

universities and their communities, partnerships are “the most mutually sustainable and 

comfortable” (p. 107).  Although reciprocity is a crucial factor of service-learning, Sandy 

and Holland (2006) said it can often be hard to identify and measure.  To guarantee 

reciprocity’s success, d’Arlach, Sanchez, and Feuer (2009) recommend empowering the 
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community partners to speak up and give their opinion, placing them on an equal level 

with university, who must admit they are not always the experts.  Torres (2000) said 

partnerships require effective communication amongst everyone involved: 

Collaboration among a diverse group of stakeholders (in service learning) is a 
clear example of ‘the whole being great than the sum of its parts.’  It requires a 
special tripartite partnership among students, faculty, and the community 
solidified by strong, trusting relationships. (p. 13) 
 
To indicate to students the importance of their work to their partners, the term 

“client” is often used in place of “partner” (Waldner & Hunter, 2008).  For this study, the 

term “client” is used to represent the community partner.  Clients are used in client-based 

courses, a variation of service-learning in which the course is designed to produce a 

useable product for a client (Perkins, 1994), and the “clients’ issue becomes a focal tool 

for delivering course materials and integrating theories and practice (Waldner & Hunter, 

2008, p. 219).   Clients are typically public agencies, nonprofit organizations, and even 

for-profit groups.   

Service-Learning in Agriculture 

University faculty who teach agricultural courses have reported service-learning 

to be an effective pedagogy.  Robinson and Torres (2007) studied the integration of 

service-learning in agriculture courses and said the best practices for teaching specific 

concepts and theories are often through service-learning activities.  One example was 

students in an agricultural leadership course who worked in teams to complete an out-of-

class service-learning project, apply leadership theories and concepts, and reflect on the 

outcomes through a team poster and individual paper.  
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Robinson and Torres (2007) found students who were successful leaders in their 

projects communicated effectively with team members, remained committed to the 

project and team members throughout the project, remained considerate of team 

member’s feelings and ideas, had the courage to step out of their comfort zone to try 

something new, and possessed the competence to in knowledge and skill to complete the 

assignment (Robinson & Torres, 2007).  Overall, Robinson and Torres (2007) found 

service-learning projects to be an excellent form of experiential learning that encourages 

students to apply their leadership knowledge and skills. 

In a landscape design course, Klein and Lawver (2007) used service-learning into 

a three-week study abroad course to determine the benefits of incorporating service into 

the program while testing the effectiveness of the reflection component.  Students 

traveled to Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula where they were immersed in the culture, visited 

a variety of venues, completed design studios in two Mayan villages, and created design 

documents for citizens to use in grant applications for infrastructure funds (Klein & 

Lawver, 2007).  To reinforce civic engagement, Klein and Lawver (2007) said students 

interviewed the locals and worked to better understand their needs and requirements 

before beginning the design process.  To reflect on their experience, students maintained 

a daily sketchbook and wrote pre-reflection, intermediate, and post-reflection essays 

(Klein & Lawver, 2007).  

Through the analysis of student reflections, Klein and Lawver (2007) identified 

five dominant themes:  
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1. By having a real life client, students’ perceptions of others were positively 

impacted, designs were better understood, and language barriers were easier to 

overcome.  

2. The service-learning experience broadened student’s ideas of landscape design 

and additional professional avenues beyond graduation. 

3. Students’ understanding and appreciation for local culture and the conservation of 

natural resources was deepened, due to students’ interactions with the project and 

culture. 

4. Students’ personal growth was seen through reflection essays; improvements in 

self-confidence and a deeper appreciation for the American lifestyle occurred the 

most frequently.  

5. Student’s improved on their non-verbal communication skills with the 

incorporation of graphic designs and verbal communication skills by practicing a 

second language that was learned in the classroom. 

Overall, students had an increased level of affective learning, an overwhelming 

sense of civic and cultural awareness, and were highly motivated by both the study broad 

and the service-learning experiences, while being offered the opportunity to work for a 

client who was looking to solve social issues (Klein & Lawver, 2007).  

Brady, Lawver, Guay, Pyle, and Cepica (2005) integrated service-learning into a 

therapeutic riding course that trains students in equine-assisted therapy with an emphasis 

on disability rehabilitation for children.  During the semester, students were taught about 

different disabilities and the benefits of equine-assisted therapy techniques to improve 

them. Students also served underprivileged children while assisting therapists once a 
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week during a two-hour, hands-on lab session (Brady et al., 2005).  Through two methods 

of reflection (an instructor-designed post-course questionnaire and a university-wide 

course evaluation) the researchers found students had improved human relation skills, a 

new appreciation for their own health, a deeper understanding of the struggles children 

with disabilities and their families face, a desire to continue participation in the program, 

and that service-learning accommodated numerous different learning styles and sparked 

interest in riding instruction careers.  The researchers stated that full integration of service 

into the curriculum greatly enhanced the subject matter being taught, and played an 

important role in the undergraduate learning experience (Brady et al., 2005).  

 Maiga and Westrom (2006) incorporated a service-learning component into two 

animal science courses, Animal Systems Management and Diary Linear Evaluation.  The 

first course, a senior-level capstone course, allowed students the opportunity to conduct a 

complete farm analysis—including strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats—for 

livestock producers and provide them with specific management recommendations for 

overall profitability and sustainability (Maiga & Westrom, 2006).  The second course was 

a lower level course that facilitated students working with a Holstein consultant in the 

development of computerized sire mating recommendations for dairy producers (Maiga 

& Westrom, 2006).  In both courses, students worked closely with livestock producers to 

conduct initial problem consultations, made visits throughout the duration of the course, 

and gave final presentations with their recommendations (Maiga & Westrom, 2006). 

From the analysis of 21 post service-learning evaluations, Maiga and Westrom  

(2006) found the service activities increased students’ interest in the class and helped 

them grasp course concepts and theories more easily while providing them an opportunity 
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to contribute to the community.  Reflections also revealed students improved 

communication, leadership, and problem solving skills, enhanced their ability to work as 

a team, and increased their sense of civic responsibility (Maiga & Westrom, 2006). 

Students were not the only participants to benefit from these service projects. Post 

surveys indicated farmers gained new knowledge from the service provided, which could 

be transmitted into more profitable and sustainable farms. Farmers said they were 

thankful for the students “maturity” and “excellent ideas” (Maiga & Westrom, 2006, p. 

61). 

Webster and Hoover (2006) utilized a service-learning project to encourage 

collaboration between a minority-based collegiate organization and a leadership 

development class to find ways to prepare college students for a culturally diverse 

workforce.  The study consisted of 53 participants—38 were enrolled in a youth 

development course and 15 were active members of the Minorities in Agriculture, 

Natural Resources and Related Sciences (MANRRS) organization—who participated in a 

two-and-a-half day event that immersed students in an inner-city culture and allowed 

them to actively participate in an environmental educational center.  Students were 

divided into groups of eight—2 MANRRS students and 5-6 youth students—to perform 

service projects assigned by the environmental center (Webster & Hoover, 2006). 

To gain deeper insight to students’ actions and behaviors associated with the 

service project, researchers evaluated students based on their individual reflection papers, 

as well as a group reflection process.  Four themes emerged from students’ reflections: 1) 

fear of the unknown, 2) moving out of your comfort zone, 3) group activity, and 4) the 

personal impact (Webster & Hoover, 2006).  Students reported a fear of having limited 
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interaction with a diverse culture and anticipation about the service-learning activity and 

their classmates, as well as their fear and frustration of working with a diverse group and 

in a new environment (Webster & Hoover, 2006).  Researchers also found students said 

they needed more time to complete the service-learning project; they would have 

appreciated more downtime to see the city; and more group activities should have been 

conducted before the event to aid in the dynamics and functioning of the groups (Webster 

& Hoover, 2006).  Although students reported fears and frustrations from the experience, 

Webster and Hoover (2006) found the students wanting more service-learning activities 

incorporated into the course curriculum because the experience allowed students to 

gained a deeper understanding of diverse backgrounds and organizations while learning 

more about themselves and others.  Overall, researchers found the service-learning 

project to be a positive learning experience for students, and a fundamental way to 

introduce agricultural college students to diversity in higher education and prepare them 

for future employment (Webster & Hoover, 2006). 

  In an attempt to examine the importance of creating authentic learning 

experiences that address diversity in the classrooms and bring students from diverse 

backgrounds together to solve community needs, Woods (2004) examined and outlined 

“the extent to which service-learning can advance cultural competence within agricultural 

education” (p. 10), with a focus on preparing students to live and serve in a multicultural 

society.  Woods (2004) looked specifically at the connections made between 

multiculturalism, service-learning, and agricultural education as a method to provide 

students with an authentic learning experience. He found that “effective service-learning 

is an authentic learning method that makes content and context more academically 
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relevant to the student while meeting the needs of a particular community group” 

(Woods, 2004, p. 14).   

Woods (2004) said agricultural education should be embracing service-learning to 

bridge the barrier of disengagement between students and community service.  He 

proposed three recommendations to achieve the goal of bringing diversity to the 

classroom through service-learning curriculum: 1) reclaim the public purpose of 

agricultural education, 2) develop a comprehensive system of professional development 

opportunities for agricultural educators regarding multicultural education and service-

learning, and 3) increase policy, program and financial support for multicultural 

education and service-learning in agricultural educations programs and FFA activities.  

Overall, service-learning was found to be an “authentic learning methodology that can be 

cultivated to advance cross-cultural education…and lead to the development of 

educational programs that foster culturally competent practices” (Woods, 2004, p. 17).  

Service-Learning in Agricultural Communications 

 While service-learning has been integrated as an effective pedagogy in many 

different curriculum, little research has been done on its application in the agricultural 

communications curriculum.  One example is Keleman, Cartmell, and Sitton (2011) who 

incorporated a service-learning component into a senior-level campaigns course to allow 

students to “gain hands-on, real-world experience” (p. 6).  

Using a qualitative case study within the boundary of one semester, 25 students 

were divided into teams of three or four members (Keleman et al., 2011).  Each team of 

students was challenged to apply theory and knowledge gained through literature and past 

experiences to develop a communications campaign for agriculture clients who wanted a 



Texas Tech University, Marie N. Hefley, May 2012 

32 

campaign for their new businesses or to revitalize current communication plans.  Initially, 

students met as teams with their client to better understand the client’s visions and goals, 

then used a three-part analysis of the client to develop a campaign, and presented the final 

product with sample materials to the client for incorporation in their business.  The final 

projects created tangible projects for students to utilize in a professional setting.  Through 

the course and its service-learning assignments, students’ written and oral communication 

skills were improved, as well as leadership, professional development, and teamwork 

skills (Keleman et al., 2011). 

The researchers found the nature of the interactive relationship fostered civic 

responsibility amongst the students while providing reciprocity to the clients as students 

actively participated in addressing the clients’ communication goals.  An additional 

example of reciprocity that benefited students was the experience they gained in 

communication campaign design skills when applied to solve a problem while working 

with clients who each had different needs and responsibilities (Keleman et al., 2011).  

Reflection exercises were incorporated throughout the duration of the course, 

allowing students to reflect upon the context of the assignments involved in completing a 

communications campaign.  Forms of reflection included weekly progress memos, 

instructor and peer evaluations, syllabus and course planning, and course readings and 

quizzes to test campaign-planning knowledge (Keleman et al., 2011). 

Through the analysis of student’s weekly reports, five main themes emerged 

related to the course overall, workload, and student’s benefits related to service-learning. 

The five themes were: 1) students have positive feelings toward the course and felt it was 

worthwhile, 2) they learned a lot and the course helped in preparation for the real world, 



Texas Tech University, Marie N. Hefley, May 2012 

33 

3) prerequisites are necessary and should be established and enforced, 4) the workload 

required a lot of time outside of class and the course should be worth more credit hours, 

and 5) the course provided a real-world experience to help to build confidence for the 

future (Keleman et al, 2011).  Overall, the researchers determined service-learning was 

an effective pedagogy in agricultural communications courses and further research should 

be conducted to seek additional benefits of participation (Keleman et al, 2011).  

To be considered an authentic service-learning experience, a community partner 

or client is key.  Service-learning research on the community perspective is rare and 

recent (Worrall, 2007) as it lacks financial and motivational backing (Lucia et al., 2009). 

In the field of agricultural communications, only one study had been done to gain further 

insight about the student-client relationship.  Vaught, Meyers, Irlbeck, and Ulmer (2011) 

used a mixed-methods approach to study community partners who served as clients in an 

agricultural communications course to gain further insight into the student-client 

relationship.  Researchers conducted in-depth interviews to gain community partners’ 

perspectives of the service-learning experience to develop an instrument to collect 

additional quantitative data to determine validity and reliability (Vaught et al., 2011). 

The researchers purposively sampled 11 clients and interviewed them about their 

experience serving as community partners in the course (Vaught et al., 2011).  Clients 

were asked about the characteristics of their organizations, their perceptions and opinions 

about serving as a client, the nature of the interactions with their students of the course of 

the semester, what skills and abilities should be developed by students through the 

service-learning experience, any additional criteria needed for effective partnerships, and 

their satisfaction with the service-learning experience (Vaught et al., 2011). 
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Vaught et al. (2011) said qualitative results “indicated that clients were 

overwhelmingly satisfied with the service-learning partnership experience” (p. 109), and 

the “benefits of the partnership outweighed any costs” (p. 110).  The researchers found 

clients were happy with the students’ final products and highly recommended this 

experience to other organizations.  Clients also said students had strong writing skills and 

good communicators, but needed to work on the timeliness of their communication. It 

was “evident” that clients “enjoyed the relationship with the university” (Vaught et al., 

2011, p. 104), and appreciated the university contacting them for participation.   

In the quantitative portion of the study, 15 clients completed an online 

questionnaire to assess their satisfaction serving as community partners (Vaught et al., 

2011).  Overall, clients reported the service-learning experience was beneficial and they 

were “overwhelmingly satisfied with the service-learning partnership experience” (p. 

109).  However, there was “a clear lack of communication in the beginning of the 

partnership” (p. 109), which can lead to a miscommunication among clients as to why 

they are participating and what benefit the project will be to their organization.  Vaught et 

al. (2011) said, “This is perhaps the biggest implication from this study because such an 

important aspect of a beneficial student-client relationship is obviously lacking.  Taking 

steps to improve initial communication in future partnerships is essential” (p. 110).  

Through this study, Vaught et al. (2011) identified the potential for other agricultural 

communications faculty to incorporate service-learning into their course curriculum.  
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Theoretical Framework  

This study is founded in the theory of experiential learning, which can be defined 

in a number of ways.  Dewey (1915) said experiential learning is “learning by doing,” 

and the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) Task Force 

(1986) used the term “applied experiential learning,” combining the learning with real-

world situations.  Cantor (1995) referred to experiential learning as “activities that engage 

the learner directly in the phenomena being studied.” (p. 1). 

 Dewey’s (1944) theory of experiential education emphasized that experience must 

further the intellectual growth and morality of students, and must contribute to the 

improvement of the community for this to be true.  Jacoby and Associates (2009) 

recognized John Dewey as perhaps the most influential philosopher concerning the civic 

role of education and the value of student engagement in the community. 

Kolb (1984) defined experiential learning theory as “the process whereby 

knowledge is created through the transformation of experience.  Knowledge results from 

the combination of grasping and transforming experience” (p. 41).  Kolb’s (1984) model 

of experiential education is based upon the early philosophers (John Dewey, Kurt Lewin 

and Jean Piaget) who developed the theory of experiential learning and other prominent 

20th Century scholars whose work recognized experience as playing a central role in 

human learning and development (Kolb & Kolb, 2006).  

Kolb (1984) stated he did want to develop an alternative theory of learning, “but 

rather to suggest through experiential learning theory a holistic integrative perspective on 

learning that combines experience, perception, cognition, and behavior” (Kolb, 1984, p. 

20). The theory is built on six propositions that these scholars share: 
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1. Student engagement should be the primary focus in higher education to enhance 

student learning – a process that includes feedback on their efforts and should 

never be regarded in terms of outcome or end goal because the “process and goal 

are one in the same” (Kolb & Kolb, 2005; Dewey, 1897, p. 79). 

2. Learning is a continuous process of learning and relearning; creating an 

environment where students feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and beliefs 

allows expressed ideas to be examined, polished, and integrated into new ideas 

(Kolb & Kolb, 2005). 

3. The process of learning is propelled by differences and disagreements, as one 

bounces from one side of “reflection, action, feeling, and thinking,” while seeking 

the resolution of conflicts (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 194). 

4. Learning is a “holistic process of adapting to the world”; the function of 

integrating all of ones thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and behaviors, not just 

cognition, into problem solving, decision-making, and creativity (Kolb & Kolb, 

2005, p. 194). 

5. Learning results from a cooperative relationship arising from consistent patters of 

transaction between one individual and the environment. The way one perceives a 

new experience determines the array of choices and decisions to make which in 

turn determines life’s events and future choices (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). 

6. Experiential Learning Theory proposes social knowledge is gained through the 

creation and recreation of the learner’s personal knowledge (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). 

To “emphasize the central role that experience plays in the learning process” 

(Kolb, Boyatzis, & Mainemelis, 1999, p. 2), Kolb (1984) developed a model of 
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experiential learning that portrays two related models of grasping experience—concrete 

experience and abstract conceptualization—and two related models of transforming 

experience—reflective observation and active experimentation.  Concrete experience 

involves emotional engagement and evokes feeling.  In reflective observation, students 

watch, listen, discuss, record, and elaborate on the experience—whether service-learning 

or not—without having to integrate theories and concepts.  Abstract conceptualization 

involves integrating theories and concepts into the overall learning process, and in active 

experimentation, the student engages in a “trial-and-error” process where the other 

components of the model are tested (Petkus, 2000).   

According to Kolb’s model of experiential learning (Figure 2.3), “reflective work 

is used to form abstract concepts, and hypotheses are generated which then get cycled 

back into further concrete experiences” (Campus Compact, 2003, p. 29).  The cycle is 

centered around the student which allows them to use their different skill sets to develop 

and utilize those skills (Campus Compact, 2003).   
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Figure 2.3. Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning 

Kolb et al. (1999) said the model proposes that not all individuals learn the same 

way; learning abilities are conducive to genetics, life experiences, and the learner’s 

current environment, and the learner must constantly choose which abilities will be used 

in a specific learning situation.  There is no designated “starting point” for the cycle; 

however, learning is most effective when the student goes through all points, regardless 

of where he or she starts (Petkus, 2000).  Some learners grasp experiences by relying on 

their senses and tangible qualities of the world around them to identify new information.  

Others grasp new information by thinking about and analyzing a figurative representation 

of reality.  Similarly, when trying to process an experience, some learners will observe 

others involved in the experience and reflect on what happens.  Lastly, some learners are 

doers and choose to jump right in and start doing things. 

Concrete Experience 

Reflective 
Observation 

Abstract$
Conceptualization 

Active 
Experimentation 



Texas Tech University, Marie N. Hefley, May 2012 

39 

Scales et al. (2006) said that experiential learning implies that concrete 

experiences can help students grasp additional knowledge if they reflect on those 

experiences and actively test the concepts they are learning.  Robinson and Torres (2007) 

described Kolb’s 1984 model as a “concrete experience of observation and reflection, 

forming abstract concepts, and testing in new situations” (p. 2), and said that experiential 

education can “provide greater depth of information processing, and thus a greater 

potential impact on learning, than less active methods” (p. 2).   As the mission of higher 

education is becoming more outward focused and encouraging engagement in service 

activities with the community, the structure of Kolb’s theory allows it to be valid in the 

framework of the course design (Maynard, Ward, Gable, & Giles, 2011). 

An important feature of experiential learning theory is the distinct learning styles 

associated with each stage of the cycle (Healey & Jenkins, 2000).  To assess individual 

learning styles, individuals are tested on the Learning Style Inventory (LSI) (Kolb & 

Kolb, 2005).  Those tested can show a variety of scores within four styles associated the 

differences in learning: “diverging, assimilating, converging, and accommodating” (Kolb 

& Kolb, 2005, p. 196).   

 If a tested individual reports to have a the diverging style of learning, his 

dominant learning abilities are concrete experiences and reflective observation, which is 

being able to effectively view concrete situations from many different points of view 

(Kolb & Kolb, 2005). Assimilating style learners are dominant in abstract 

conceptualization and reflective observation learning abilities and are best at absorbing 

large amounts of information and reporting it logically and more concisely (Kolb & Kolb, 

2005).  Learners who are dominant in the abstract conceptualization and active 
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experimentation learning styles typically show a converging style.  These individuals are 

best at practically applying ideas and theories (Kolb & Kolb, 2005).  Accommodating-

style individuals are dominant in concrete experiences and active experimentation, 

having the abilities to learn from primarily hands-on experiences (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). 

A separate, individual ability corresponds to each phase of the model and the 

learner must continually choose which learning abilities he or she will use in a separate 

learning situation.  Kolb (1984) stated that learners:  

Must be able to involve themselves fully, openly, and without bias in new 
experiences.  They must be able to reflect on and observe their experiences from 
many perspectives.  They must be able to create concepts that integrate their 
observations into logically sound theories, and they must be able to use these 
theories to make decisions and solve problems. (p. 30) 

 
 Researchers have argued that by using the learning styles in social science 

research a bias is created when the tendency arises to treat the four learning styles as four 

individual categories instead of their continuous position in the model (Gould, 2003).  

However, Kolb and Wolfe (1981) addressed the issue of bias in his early works: 

When it is used in the simple, straightforward, and open way intended, the LSI 
usually provides an interesting self-examination and discussion that recognize the 
uniqueness, complexity and variability in individual approaches to learning.  The 
danger lies in the reification of learning styles into fixed traits, such that learning 
styles become stereotypes used to pigeonhole individuals and their behavior (p. 
290-291).  
 

Experiential Learning Cycle in Service-Learning 

 When applying Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning to the service-

learning process, three inferences are made: 1) all four stages of the cycle should be 

involved in the service-learning experience, 2) the key component of reflection in 

service-learning is highlighted, and 3) the cyclical nature of the model enables the 
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addition of the direct learning experience and the abstract generalization, with reflection 

as the linking function (McEwen, 1996; Petkus, 2000). 

 When applying Kolb’s (1984) model to service-learning, each stage in the cycle is 

specifically applicable to each aspect of the experience.  When students engage in 

volunteer service, they are participating in concrete experience.  Reflective observation 

can occur in two ways: the student may reflect informally on his or her own, or the 

student may participate in formal reflection with the course instructor and other students 

who are engaging in the service.  Based on their reflection, students then incorporate the 

concrete experience with course concepts during abstract conceptualization.  Finally, 

students take the theories and course concepts and actively apply them in further service 

experiences, the active experimentation phase (Petkus, 2000).  
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Figure 2.4. Petkus’s (2000) example of a student’s progress through Kolb’s (1984) 
experiential learning cycle 
 

Many studies done in service-learning are guided by Kolb’s (1984) model of 

experiential learning.  Mottner (2010) incorporated service-learning into a nonprofit 

marketing course to study students’ perceptions of their own learning through the project.  

Mottner developed the project based on Kolb’s (1984) theoretical framework.  While 

working in groups, students developed a marketing campaign for assigned clients and 

created three professional memos throughout the course of one semester—concrete 

experience—and completed a written reflection about the service experience at the 

completion of the project—reflective observation.  During their reflections, students gave 

their opinions of learning about nonprofit marketing, understanding the differences 
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between nonprofit and for-profit marketing, developing marketing strategies, and how 

each student used specific marketing tools to complete the project.  By recognizing the 

connection between the service and the course content, the students participated in 

abstract conceptualization, preparing them for experimentation beyond the classroom 

walls (Mottner, 2010).  Students perceived service-learning as the “best pedagogical tool” 

to increase their knowledge of nonprofit marketing, understanding the differences 

between nonprofit and for-profit marketing, and applying marketing tools introduced in 

the classroom in a real-life setting (Mottner, 2010). 

Robison and Torres (2007) integrated service-learning into an agricultural 

leadership course to enable students to better understand and apply leadership theories 

and concepts.  The researchers based the theoretical framework for this study on Kolb’s 

(1984) theory of experiential learning, and required student’s to complete an out-of-class 

service-learning project, apply course theories and concepts, and reflect on the outcomes 

through both team and individual reflection activities.  Overall, Robison and Torres 

(2007) found service-learning projects to be an excellent form of experiential learning 

that encouraged students to apply their leadership knowledge and skills.  

Kolb’s (1984) theory of experiential learning was also used as a theoretical 

framework in Klein and Lawver’s (2007) study of using a service-learning project in a 

landscape design course.  The researchers instructed students to create design documents 

for citizens of Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula to use in grant applications for infrastructure 

funds.  To do this, students had to  interview the locals to better understand their needs, 

and reflect on the experience by maintaining a daily sketchbook and writing pre-

reflection, intermediate, and post-reflection essays (Klein & Lawver, 2007).  Overall, the 



Texas Tech University, Marie N. Hefley, May 2012 

44 

researchers found students had an increased level of affective learning, gained a sense of 

civic responsibility, and enjoyed working for a client who was looking to solve social 

issues (Klein & Lawver, 2007).    
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

  Introduction 

Past research in the field of service-learning has been conducted in the academic 

disciples of education, communications, philosophy, and agriculture.  The review of the 

literature indicated a limited amount of research in service-learning in agricultural 

communications courses.  The purpose of this study was to examine students’ perceptions 

of service-learning in agricultural communications at a southwestern university.  This 

chapter discusses the research design, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis.  

The following research questions guided the qualitative portion of the study: 

1. What are students’ opinions of the service-learning experience in agricultural 

communications? 

2. How did students describe their interactions with the clients in the service-

learning courses? 

3. What are the students’ opinions of the service-learning course content? 

Research Design$

The current study employed a qualitative research approach was used to explore 

the use of service-learning in the agricultural communications discipline.  “The key to 

understanding qualitative research lies with the idea that meaning is socially constructed 

by individuals in interaction with their world” (Merriam, 2002, p. 3).  To each individual, 

the world they live in is local, diverse, and very complex (Creswell, 2007) and what one 

observes as real might not be to the next.  “Qualitative research portrays a world where 
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reality is socially constructed, complex, and ever changing.  What is ‘real’ becomes 

relative to the specific location and people involved” (Glesne, 2006, p. 6).  

Qualitative research is the “collection, analysis, and interpretation of 

comprehensive narrative and visual data in order to gain insights into a particular 

phenomenon of interest” (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006, p. 9), with the underlying belief 

that “all meaning is situated in a particular perspective or context” (p. 9).  Qualitative 

studies require researchers to look at and understand the perspectives of the participants 

and the meanings they make from a situation (Merriam, 2002). 

This study employed a qualitative case study research design. A case is a bounded 

system, selected because it is intrinsically interesting and worthy of study (Smith, 1978); 

a methodology and choice of what to study (Stake, 2005) that “offers examination of a 

single setting, subject, depository of documents, or particular event” (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1998, p. 54).  Case studies present a thick description and analysis of the circumstances 

and individuals involved (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Merriam (1998) stated, “the single 

most defining characteristic of case study research lies in delimiting the object of study, 

the case” (p. 27).  

Often, identifying the specific case to study can be a challenge in the research 

process (Creswell, 2007).  Currently, the case study researcher has an array of texts and 

approaches from which to choose when considering what type of case study to use; from 

both quantitative and qualitative approaches to development, to single or collective, 

multi-sited or within-site, or intrinsic or instrumental (Creswell, 1998; Yin, 2003).  To 

define a case, the researcher must clearly outline the boundaries that state what will and 

will not be studied (Miles & Huberman, 1994), then decide on a single case or multiple 
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cases.  Creswell (1998) said multiple cases are chosen when the researcher is motivated 

by generalizability, but often lacks the depth of single cases.  The challenge of 

determining the boundaries of the case is subject to the time, events, and process.  The 

researcher must be flexible to work with the arranged boundaries as not all studies have 

distinct beginning and ending points (Creswell, 1998).   

To meet particular subjects or situations, different methods of gathering data, such 

as testing, interviews, observations, or others, can be used to design and adapt each case 

study (Merriam, 1998).  Creswell (2007) stated that case studies could involve data 

collection from multiple sources of information including observations, interviews, 

audio-visual material, journals, and documents.  The context of the case involves 

situating the case within its physical, social, historical, and/or economic setting 

(Creswell, 1998).  

Stake (2005) stated that case studies can be either intrinsic or instrumental. Due to 

the uniqueness of the case, the case becomes intrinsic and the focus is on the case and 

requires study.  To be instrumental, the focus may be on an issue or issues, with the case 

used instrumentally to illustrate the issue (Stake, 1995).  When more than one case is 

studied, it is referred to as a collective case study (Creswell, 1998).  According to Stake’s 

(2005) description, the current study’s exploration of the application of service-learning 

in two agricultural communications courses at one university would be an instrumental 

case study that provides insight and understanding.  

The design of a case study can be single-case or multiple-case.  A single study is 

appropriate when the researcher is investigating in-depth occurrences to provide rich 

description and understanding (Walsham, 1995; Drake et al., (2002).  Multiple-case 
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designs “allow cross-case analysis and comparison, and the investigation of a particular 

phenomenon in diverse settings” (Drake et al., 2002, p. 277).  Researchers use a multiple-

case design when they want to predict similar results from another case, or to produce 

contrasting results for replication (Yin, 1994). 

Stake (1978) said “case studies will often be the preferred method of research 

because they may be epistemologically in harmony with the reader’s experience and thus 

to that person a natural basis for generalization” (p. 5). To develop and conduct a case 

study properly, the researcher must draw upon “concepts, terms, definitions, models, and 

theories of a particular literature base” (Merriam, 1998, p. 46).  

This study is a qualitative, single-case design that is instrumental to allow for a 

deeper insight and understanding of the bounded system—students’ perceptions of 

service-learning in an agricultural communications curriculum.  Data were collected 

through students’ reflective papers and journals.   

 Population 

The subjects of the case study consisted of 54 undergraduate students enrolled in 

ACOM 3300 Communicating Agriculture to the Public and 25 undergraduates enrolled in 

ACOM 4305, Agricultural Communication Campaigns.  The boundary of this case 

included two communications courses; each conducted two separate semesters, for four-

month periods, each worth three credit hours.  For course one, ACOM 3300, students 

were instructed to do the following: 

1. Contact clients who represented an agricultural business or organization 

2. Complete one media kit during the semester. 
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3. Reflect on the learning outcomes of the service-learning project through 

reflection papers conducted twice—half-way through the project and after 

completion—throughout the semester. 

Students were given the option to work with clients who were not associated with 

agriculture, as long as they represented a non-profit organization.  The size of the 

organization was not a concern, nor was its proximity to the university.  

The goal of course two, ACOM 4305, was to provide students with an authentic 

leadership experience in which they were faced with a communication issue for a local 

agricultural client, create a plan of action, and complete the service-learning project. 

Moreover, the project served as a qualitative case study for applying course skills and 

concepts, and a point of reference for reflection.  The final assignment was performance-

based and called for all students to gain experience with course content by creating a 

communication campaign for the client, and then presenting orally to the client at the end 

of the semester.  The project consisted of students: 

1. Completing a team service-learning task. 

2. Applying communication campaign theories and concepts. 

3. Reflecting on the learning outcomes of the service-learning project through 

reflection papers conducted four times throughout the course of the semester. 

Instrumentation 

Reflection is “essential to the process of service-learning” (Kelemen et al., p. 11) 

and is the “intentional consideration of an experience in light of particular learning 

objectives” (Hatcher & Bringle, 1997, p. 153).  Reflection is the key component to 

bridging the gap between service and course concepts, and provides the means to allow 
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students to discern their role within the service activities (Campus Compact, 2003). The 

instrumentation used in this study was student reflection papers.  In both ACOM 3300 

and ACOM 4305, course instructors incorporated student reflections into the curriculum 

that became the units of analysis for this study.  In ACOM 3300, students were asked to 

reflect on their service-learning experience twice throughout the course of the semester, 

the first being mid-way through the course and the second after the completion of course 

assignments.  Students completed reflection papers about their opinions, feelings, 

rewards gained, and challenges of working with clients.  They also discussed the 

frequency and nature of the interactions with their clients, and changes to be made to 

better communicate with them in the future. Questions also asked students of the course 

concepts most helpful in the development of their service-learning projects and topics the 

instructor can improve upon for future classes.  

In ACOM 4305, students were assigned four reflection assignments.  The first 

reflection was conducted early in the partnership after students made initial contact with 

their client, the next was mid-way through the course, the third was near the completion 

of the project, and the final reflection occurred after the completion of course 

assignments.  Students reflected on the context and meaning of their tasks in developing a 

communications campaign and working with their client, the challenges involved in 

creating their campaign, the nature of the interactions, as well as the course concepts 

most helpful in the improvement of their projects. 

Reflective writing has shown to be effective across many disciplines-education—

nursing, politics, speech pathology, and psychology—to enhance the critical thinking 

skills of students (Hettich 1990; Cicero, 2006), enable them to gain a greater 
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understanding an application of the course concepts (Elbow, 1993), and connect service 

and concepts more personally, having the “potential to change the student as a thinker 

and a learner” (Cicero, 2006, p. 234).  Conrad and Hedin (1991) said spontaneous 

reflection allows students to cultivate their own ideas and beliefs that extend beyond their 

individual service-learning projects.  In order to be effective, students reflections must 

reveal the skills learned during the service-learning experience and how those skills will 

be applicable in the future (Kelemen et al., 2011). 

Cicero (2006) placed responsibility on the instructor to “cultivate reflection, 

critical thinking, and meaningful learning” (p. 234) in the classroom. Eyler (2002) said 

“the key to effective reflection during service is continuity” (p. 526); students should 

process and stay connected to the service-learning experience throughout the duration of 

the project.   

Data Collection 

In abiding by university policies, the researcher followed the guidelines set forth 

by the Office of Research Service.  Before any data was collected, the university’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the research prior to data collection 

(Appendix A).  Before the instrument was distributed in-class to students, the researcher 

informed the participants about the purpose of the research, their participation in the 

study was strictly voluntary, and they could choose not to have their reflection papers 

analyzed for the study (Appendix B).   

Reflection papers were required in each course.  After consent forms were 

collected, the researcher distributed the first set of reflection questions (Appendix C). 
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Students were given approximately 15 to 20 minutes of class time to complete their 

reflections.    

A few students were hesitant of participating in the study for fear their opinions 

would not remain confidential and had the potential to affect their grade or relationship 

with the professor of the class.  For this reason, the researcher emphasized to the subjects 

that their confidentiality would be protected.  Berg (2009) argued that while both 

anonymity and confidentiality are similar, they are both very different.   Because the 

researcher knew the students’ names, Berg (2009) said anonymity is “virtually non-

existent” (p. 90); however, the researcher assured the students that anything written in the 

reflection papers would be kept confidential.  It was made clear that each student would 

be given a pseudonym and only the lead researcher, who was not an instructor but was a 

teaching-assistant in the courses, would know the true identity of the provided responses.  

Students earned credit for their participation; the researcher reported to the instructor a 

list of names of those who returned the reflection papers.  

In ACOM 4305, students signed consent forms in class, but reflections were to be 

completed outside of class and emailed to the researcher (Appendix D).  The first 

reflection was due a quarter of the way into the semester, the second mid-way, third 

three-fourths, and the final after the completion of the service-learning assignment.  In 

both classes, students’ reflections were collected by the researcher and analyzed at the 

conclusion of the semester after grades were assigned.   

Should challenges occur during data collection, the researcher should report them 

(Creswell, 2007).  This study faced the challenge of collecting responses from every 

student enrolled in ACOM 3300.  Reflections were collected twice throughout the 
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semester and the dates were clearly marked in the syllabus; however, not every student 

was in attendance on these days.  Students who were absent the days reflection papers 

were completed in class were offered the opportunity to participate in the following class 

days.  A challenge affecting ACOM 4305 was also collecting reflections from every 

student enrolled.  Students answered their reflection questions electronically outside of 

class and were required to email their responses to the researcher.  

Data Analysis 

 In qualitative studies, data are categorized and put in an order to make sense and 

accurately report the findings (Brink, 1991).  Lindolf and Taylor (2002) said the 

“researcher interacts with the data on the page or the computer screen and tries to make 

conceptual sense of these layers upon layers of discourse and social action” (p. 209).  For 

effective data analysis, qualitative researchers inductively search for patterns, themes, 

and holistic features which will lead to a more comprehensive narrative synthesis 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2008).   

Benner (1985) said qualitative data should be coded through three processes: 

open, axial, and selective. The open process, meaning to break down, examine, and 

compare data, occurs before grouping data by category, also known as axial coding. After 

the processes of axial coding, the data can then be selectively coded and put into core 

categories to aid in developing themes for the related research (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; 

Morse & Richards, 2002). For this research, all three types of coding were utilized to find 

themes in data that would contribute to the richness of data.  Berg (2009) illustrated that 

coding is similar to a funnel; the researcher will begin with expansive concepts that are 
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encompassing of all themes—open coding—and then break the themes down into more 

specific categories—axial coding. 

 Lindolf and Taylor (2002) stated the “researcher interacts with the data on the 

page or the computer screen and tries to make conceptual sense of these layers upon 

layers of discourse and social action” (p. 209).  At the completion of the semester, 

reflections were transcribed as quickly as possible; students had separate Word files 

containing each of their reflections and saved using the pseudonym.  The Word files were 

then imported into NVivo 8.0—a qualitative data management software—where 

reflections were stored, managed, and coded.  

The researcher began the data analysis process by open coding all the students’ 

reflections from the Fall 2010 semester of ACOM 3300. The initial open coding process 

was to organize data based on participants’ answers to the questions.  This process helped 

the researcher make sense of the abundance of information.  As the data were coded and 

each student’s reflection read, the researcher wrote reflective notes in an attempt to keep 

clear thoughts.  Following open coding of students’ reflections in this course, axial 

coding (Morse & Richards, 2002) aided the researcher in sorting the data into major 

themes within each qualitative research question.  Following this, the researcher coded 

the Spring 2011 semester of ACOM 3300 and searched for any additional axial and 

selective codes. The selective codes served as themes for the study.  

The researcher then imported student reflections from ACOM 4305 during Fall 

2010 into NVivo 8.0.  As the researcher coded the data, the emerging themes were 

comparative to ACOM 3300, with only one additional theme found.  After the course was 



Texas Tech University, Marie N. Hefley, May 2012 

55 

coded, the final reflections from Spring 2011 were coded; the researcher found no new 

themes emerge from this course.  

Research Rigor 

Any study—qualitative or quantitative—is only as good as the researcher.  This is 

especially true for qualitative research because the researcher is the instrument and 

concern arises for the validity and reliability of the study (Yin, 2003).  While case studies 

can provide rich insight into the phenomenon being studied, the design is also susceptible 

to limitations that could affect the validity of the study.  Guba and Lincoln (1981) found 

situations can be elaborated or understated, having the ability to skew the reader’s 

interpretation of the case findings.  Due to the researcher being the primary instrument, 

the study can be influenced by the subjectivity or bias of the researcher (Merriam, 1998), 

especially if the researcher reports only data that aligns with the researcher’s ideas (Guba 

and Lincoln, 1981).  

To ensure a rigorous study, Lincoln and Guba (1985) said establishing 

trustworthiness is key.  Merriam (1998) said research results are trustworthy “to the 

extent that there has been some accounting for their validity and reliability” (p. 198).  

Trustworthiness is to qualitative research as validity is to quantitative research (Glesne, 

2006). Lincoln and Guba (1985) created a set of terms to better define and apply 

reliability and validity to qualitative research: “credibility in place of internal validity, 

transferability in place of external validity, dependability in place of reliability, and 

confirmability in place of objectivity” (p. 219). Each of these is described below with 

specific details about how they were established in this study. 
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Credibility 

 In qualitative research, the researcher should conduct the research in such a way 

that “the probability that the findings will be found to be credible is enhanced” (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985, p. 296).  Credibility can be established when the participants’ perceptions 

are presented and recorded truthfully by the researcher (Niekerk and Savin-Baden, 2010), 

and align with the researcher’s findings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  Researchers seek 

to establish credibility a variety of ways (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), one being 

triangulations—using multiple data collection methods, data sources, or perspectives 

(Glesne, 2006).  Credibility can also be established through referential adequacy; 

referential adequacy establishes credibility by documenting research to be used a later 

time, allowing researchers to revisit their data for clarification (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  

To achieve credibility in this study, triangulation was achieved through different sources 

and methods.  Different sources providing similar information can verify findings 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and in this research, as students’ reflections were documented, 

perceptions were compared amongst the various participants to verify the findings.  

Additionally, the data were triangulated when the researcher later transcribed the 

reflections. 

Transferability 

 In quantitative research, ensuring external validity is an important part of the 

research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  In qualitative research, external validity 

cannot be specified, but the researcher can provide a thick description so others can make 

the findings applicable to their own situations (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  According to 

Lincoln and Guba (1985), it is “not the naturalists’ task to provide an index of 
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transferability; it is his or her responsibility to provide the data base that makes 

transferability judgments possible on the part of potential appliers” (p. 316).   

 Due to the nature of qualitative research, small, non-random, purposive sampling 

methods are typically utilized, making it difficult to generalize the research findings 

beyond the sample.  Nevertheless, qualitative finds can be transferred and applied to 

other situations, just like quantitative studies (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Merriam (2002) 

said the responsibility of identifying how the findings apply to other situations does not 

lie in the hands of the researcher, but those of the reader.   The researcher should only 

provide a rich description of the findings, achieving transferability (Bloomberg  & Volpe, 

2008).  To achieve transferability in this study, the researcher provided a rich description 

of the findings in Chapter IV. 

Dependability 

 Reliability is to quantitative research as dependability is to qualitative research 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  Dependability is the thought that 

the research will be reliable and can be trusted over time (Niekerk & Savin-Baden, 2010).  

Establishing credibility can be sufficient to establish dependability, yet researchers must 

take an additional step to determine validity too (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Keeping an 

audit trail is one step in the research process than can be proof of the study’s 

dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The audit trail of this study consisted of the 

student’s reflection papers, transcriptions of those papers, and NVivo files of coding.   

Protecting the identities of the research participants is another form of 

dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  In this study, students’ reflection papers were 
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kept locked in a desk drawer and participants are only identified by pseudonyms in the 

transcripts.   

Confirmability   

 Confirmability is the notion that the researcher remained neutral and refrained 

from implying his or her bias in the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985); the findings should be 

the result of the research, not the researcher (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  

Confirmability is like dependability in that audit trails are kept to track data back to the 

original source to confirm the findings of the study.  According to Findley (2007), if 

anyone reviews the audit trail and can confirm that the research findings represent the 

realities of the participants, the confimability will have been achieved.  Confirmability 

was established in this study through an audit trail; the researcher kept all original 

reflections, transcriptions of students’ reflections, and NVivo files of coding to 

established the audit trail. 

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

 “The investigator as a human instrument is limited by being human—that is, 

mistakes are made, opportunities are missed, personal biases interfere.  Human 

instruments are as fallible as any other research instrument” (Merriam, 1998, p. 20).  

Merriam (2002) stated that it is challenging to eliminate researcher biases, but a 

researcher should still identify them; therefore, I must point out my bias in regard to this 

study. 

 As a teaching assistant for both ACOM 3300 and 4305, I somewhat sympathized 

with the students participating in the service-learning experience.  My coursework for my 

undergraduate degree was completed at the same university I was a teaching assistant, 
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and many of my students I had classes with years before and developed friendships 

during this time.  Due to my relationship with the students, I was aware of the daily 

concerns expressed by students in dealing with their clients, the challenges of completing 

the assignments, and their frustrations when lacking a connection between the course 

content and the assignments.   

 As an undergraduate student in agricultural communications at this university, I 

was blessed with the opportunities to intern for four different non-profit commodity 

groups in the agriculture business sector.  My internships were very beneficial as a 

supplement to my classroom education and I learned just as much, if not more, in the 

“real world” settings as I did in the classroom.  My awareness of the comparison of 

service-learning to internships in the literature sparked my interest in this study and 

created a bias about concept.  I believe any opportunity to gain hands-on experience from 

professionals in industry can be vital to a student’s success, including service-learning.   

 Another potential bias that could have impacted this study was that I grew up on a 

ranch where my parents and grandparents still raise cattle.  Since I was a little girl I have 

always had an invested interest in agriculture and agriculture issues.  Even more 

specifically, I enjoy learning different marketing and promotional tactics utilized by 

“organic” and “all-natural” producers, yet feel strongly about the negative image of 

conventional farming portrayed by the competition.  Clients who participated in the 

service-learning courses represented a variety of sectors within agriculture and increased 

my awareness in the possibility of results revealing a link between students’ perceptions 

of the service-learning experience and the sector their clients represented.   
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CHAPTER IV 
 

FINDINGS 
 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings after analyzing students’ reflection papers from 

54 undergraduate enrolled in ACOM 3300 and 25 undergraduates enrolled in ACOM 

4305 researched in this case study.  The purpose of this study was to examine students’ 

perceptions of service-learning in agricultural communications.  The following research 

questions were used to address the research purpose:  

1. What are students’ opinions of the service-learning experience in agricultural 

communications? 

2. How did students describe their interactions with the clients in the service-

learning courses? 

3. What are the students’ opinions of the service-learning course content? 

Research Question One 

Research question one examined the perceptions and opinions of students in 

regard to their service-learning experience.  In ACOM 3300, Communicating Agriculture 

to the Public, each student was required to create a media kit for his or her individual 

client, who was chosen by the student.  In ACOM 4305, Agricultural Communications 

Campaigns, students worked on teams of four or five to develop a campaign for a client 

in agriculture that was pre-selected by the course instructor.  During data analysis, four 

major themes emerged to address this research question: 1) the service-learning 

experience was enjoyable 2) the service-learning experience was rewarding, 3) the 
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service-learning experience taught them practical skills, and 4) students took the service-

learning projects seriously. 

The Service-Learning Experience was Enjoyable 

The majority of students in both classes expressed positive feelings about the 

service-learning experience.  Beth said, “I really enjoyed it,” and Jackie said, “ It has 

been a good experience.”  Dallas said, “I’ve gained a lot of knowledge about what it 

means to communicate on behalf of someone.”  

Overall, participants said working with a client contributed to their enjoyment of 

the project.  Katie said, “It was a good experience, especially because it gave me hands-

on experience actually working with a client.”  Jenna said, “My experience was good 

overall; my client helped me out a lot and was always available.”  Lindsay said: “I 

completely enjoyed all of it.  Taking this class during my internship and using them as 

my client really contributed to my education.”  

Students also said they really enjoyed how they actively participated in the 

service-learning projects.  Josie said: “This project has proven to be a truly hands-on 

learning experience in marketing communications efforts, and that is important.  I have 

valued this learning experience.”  Jenny said: 

I loved how hands-on this class was! I really felt like it was real firm that I 
worked for. It was a huge amount of time and work, but I learned a lot 
through doing this and it seems like something I really would enjoy 
pursuing and achieving in the “real world.” 
 

The Service-Learning Experience Was Rewarding 

The majority of students found at least one aspect, if not more, of the service-

learning experience to be rewarding.  Students said they found great rewards in knowing 
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they were helping the organization and giving back to the community.  Karson said the 

most rewarding part for her was “knowing that I will have something real to give them 

that will help their organization,” and Sydney said she was happy to “give something 

useful to people who have gone out of their way to help me in the past.”  Bailey said, 

“Being able to give them a media kit they can actually use to help spread the word about 

their cause” was gratifying to her.  Josie’s rewards echoed those of the other students:  

The most rewarding part of our project thus far has been working with the 
client and helping make an impact on such a great organization.  Coming 
from an agricultural background, I truly understand the importance of my 
client’s organization.  I genuinely want to help others develop their 
professional skills so that they can prosper within the agriculture industry. 
 

 Belle said her greatest reward was educating her client on the components of a 

media kit and the benefits it can have on an organization: 

I feel like the most rewarding part of working with my client was teaching 
them something.  The owners of the company I chose did not even know 
what a media kit was so I got to teach them about public relations and 
what all a media kit consists of.  I also explained to them how it would 
benefit their company. 
 
Kara also said her greatest rewards was educating her client and the thought of 

making a lasting impact on her client’s business: 

The most rewarding aspect of the class project, so far, has been the fact 
that I am actually helping [my client’s] business.  I have created some 
business cards for her and updated her on the advantages of Internet use, 
so I feel like I have contributed, in a small way, to her overall success. 
 
Some students chose to use family members as clients and found rewards in 

helping and giving back to them.  Austin said his most rewarding part was “being able to 

help my family out.”  Bethany said, “I didn’t really know my dad’s true ambitions with 

our cattle until I started this assignment.”  Beth said:  
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I am working with a family member who operates our family business.  I 
have really enjoyed learning parts of the business that I’ve never known 
before.  I also like showing and proving to them my potential and skills as 
a communicator. 
 
Ben said he would not feel any reward from the service-learning experience 

unless his work is useful to his client.  He said, “It’s always a good feeling knowing you 

are gaining valuable real world experience, but things won’t feel rewarding unless my 

client is actually able to utilize my materials for the benefit of the company.” 

Students also said their rewards came from the valuable real-life experience they 

received.  Lauren said her greatest reward was the experience of interviewing.  She said, 

“It’s nice being able to physically go interview a client who is treating you as an adult.”  

David said his reward was job simulation, “I like that I am getting firsthand experience of 

what it is like to be a PR [public relations] professional.”  Another student, Jessica, said 

she felt rewarded from learning deadline pressure and persistence.  She said: “I have 

learned how to work under pressure and deadlines.  I have also learned how to be 

persistent in order to get what I need.”  

Students’ also gained rewards from the ability to be more educated on the 

background and history of the client’s business.  Garret said his greatest reward was, “just 

learning more background of the company,” and Melissa said hers was, “learning more 

about my client’s company and how it originated.”  Natalie said her reward was “having 

the privilege to probe and ask questions about an interesting business and individual.”  

Rewards for other students included the observation of their client’s pride and 

enjoyment of their work.  Dallas said, “I’ve gained a greater understanding and 
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appreciation for the organization and its goals.”  Glenn said his greatest reward was 

“being able to see someone so passionate about their work.” 

The Service-Learning Experience Taught Them Practical Skills 

Students in ACOM 4305 worked in groups for their assignment and reported the 

group environment was a positive learning experience.  Abby said: “I learned that event 

planning is not for me.  However, I also learned that I liked the campaign aspect.  If I 

were part of a team, I think I would thrive in the environment.”  Josie said working in 

groups gave her a perspective for the future beyond college.  She said, “I liked the idea of 

having to work with partners because it helps prepare us for how it’s going to be in the 

real world.”  Bailey said: 

Besides learning the various elements it takes to complete a successful 
campaign, the most beneficial thing I have taken away from the class so 
far is the ability to identify the need for a group leader and take on the role 
in order for the project to be successful.  This will benefit me in the future 
due to the fact that many positions require a group effort and many of 
those efforts need a designated leader.  This experience is preparing me 
for that type of situation. 
 

 One student said she learned how to better work with others in a group 

environment, due to the instructor’s assignment of group members.  Maddie said: 

The thing I think I have learned most in this class is how to openly 
brainstorm and work successfully in a group.  I did not really get placed 
with people who I would have chosen if given the opportunity to pick my 
own group, but looking back I am glad I did not.  I have learned patience 
and how to voice my opinion in a respectful way as well as take into 
consideration others thoughts and opinions better now that I did before the 
class.  I think this will help me in my career because I am more open to 
sharing my ideas now, and I am better working in groups, which is 
imperative for my career. 
 
Other students said they recognized the importance of research and details 

required to develop a communications campaign.  Sean said he learned “all of the 
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research and target audience details that are essentials for marketing towards a specific 

group.”  Kay said the most valuable lesson learned was the amount of detail required to 

complete a communications campaign: 

I didn’t realize how much research is required to discover your target 
audience and its media habits, and once that information is discovered, 
you still have to create an appealing message.  I also didn’t know how 
much time and effort went into actually putting the event on paper.  There 
are so many details that must be taken into consideration, and a lot can go 
wrong throughout the event.  This knowledge has been very beneficial to 
me, and now I know that I do not want to be an event planner 
permanently.  
 

 Another student said the service-learning project taught her how to listen to others 

ideas and put those ideas into action.  Susan said: 

Listening to people and their ideas has been a very valuable lesson for me 
thus far in the class.  This is important because I’ve learned it’s okay to 
have big ideas.  This class teaches us how to use our ideas.  It is also very 
important to listen to people very thoroughly, especially in this business. 
 
Students also indicated the service-learning experience exposed them to concepts 

that will be beneficial to their future careers.  The majority of students recognized the 

impact of course assignments for job interviews and portfolio materials.  Danielle said 

she enjoyed the planning of ACOM 4305: 

The most rewarding part of this class has been putting an entire event plan 
and marketing plan together.  Both of these are things that I can put in my 
portfolio to show a future employer all that I have accomplished in classes 
at Texas Tech University. 
 
Sadie also said she enjoyed the planning aspects of the agricultural 

communications campaigns course and they have already been beneficial in her career: 

I think putting together an entire marketing campaign plan will help me 
most in my career.  I applied for a job, and they had me put together a 
mock marketing campaign proposal for them and I benefitted a lot from 
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this class.  I want to work in a marketing position, so I will be using these 
kinds of marketing tools on a daily basis.  
 
Other students said the service-learning project pushed them to be more creative.  

Abby said: 

I have always had a hard time thinking outside of the box, and really 
coming up with different ideas that would be usable.  This class is forcing 
me to come up with that creativity that I never had before.  I believe that 
in whatever career I choose to be involved in, I will be better at my job 
because I will constantly be thinking about how I can make my message 
more effective. 
 
Susan shared a similar viewpoint when she said:  

I have learned that you have to plan, re-plan and plan again.  You are 
constantly readapting what you plan, and as an agricultural communicator, 
we are going to have to be re-planning all of the time.  It is important to 
not settle with the first idea that comes to mind.  You really have to spread 
your wings and thing outside of the box.  It’s okay to be creative. 
 
Students also said learning about social media benefits and incorporating the 

lessons into their planning was beneficial for their future careers.  Bailey said: 

The stress of the importance of social media is what will benefit me the 
most in my career.  Companies and organizations need to be active in as 
many forms of social media as possible, since today’s society receives a 
vast amount of information from these outlets.  
 
Maddie said before this experience, she lacked skills in using social media tools, 

and now sees the benefits social media can have on an organization: 

I think the lesson on Twitter and social media will help me most in my 
career.  This is because social media and social marketing are becoming 
more and more prevalent as a marketing tool in companies.  I was never 
very good at using Twitter and other social media sites, so this lesson 
helped tremendously in learning the basics of these social media networks. 
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  Another student said she thought the entire process was beneficial and could not 

identify just one aspect of the course that was more important than another to her future 

career.   Kay said: 

The whole planning process was beneficial to my career.  I cannot 
pinpoint any one part of this class that I benefitted more from than the 
other because all the aspects were so integrated.  I now what it takes to 
plan an event and present it to the client.  I also know, to a certain extent, 
how to write a plans book for the client and what is expected to be 
included. 
 

Students Took the Service-Learning Projects Seriously 

Many students said their enjoyment of the experience was attributed to gaining a 

better understanding of who their clients are and what they do, and the impact they made 

for the betterment of the organization.  Greg said, “It was a great experience because I 

learned more history about our farm.”  Jayme said, “I have enjoyed getting to know more 

about my client and her business.”  Karson said:  

It’s great! I am enjoying this project and have chosen a good, cooperative 
client to work with.  I feel like they are happy to work with me and that 
they are going to get my media kit at the end of the semester. 
 
Jett said he enjoyed the opportunity to attribute to the financial goals of his client:  

So far I have enjoyed planning this event to raise funds for the [client].  It 
has been fun because this is the first event I have ever planned and also I 
know that the money raised is going to a good cause.  The new museum 
will bring great knowledge and enjoyment to many people and I’m glad 
that I can help in raising money for this project.  
 
Students said the service-learning projects increased their awareness of the 

clients’ needs, and they enjoyed aiding the client in making a difference in the 

organizations.  Caitlin said working with her client has been good: “Knowing I am 

helping her makes all this work a little better.”  Cassidy said the experience was “highly 
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positive.”  She went on to add:  “[The client] is only as good as its volunteers.  I feel I am 

making a positive difference by helping the group in this way.”  Garrett said, “I think my 

client is on a good start with his advertising and after this project, I think it will greatly 

benefit him.”  Jeff said: “I’m glad I’m working with [my client].  Everyone has been 

really nice, from the volunteers to the program director, and I’m glad to do the best I can 

to help them.”  Susan said she felt strongly about helping her client because of her family 

ties to the organization:  

I really enjoy working for [my client].  I have a soft spot in my heart for 
the museum because several of my family members have been involved 
with the organization.  It is a really exciting feeling to know that I am 
creating an event that could actually happen.  I feel like our event 
campaign could really benefit the museum, both on a financial and 
promotional scale.  
 

 Sadie said it was an “honor to help earn additional funds for a non-profit  

organization” because the client was a growing organization that was not well-

known: 

So far, I have enjoyed working with the client because it is a non-profit 
organization that we are trying to help.  I feel that it is better than working 
with a huge organization that is already known.  I believe we can help 
make a positive future for the museum. 
 
Although Kay said she enjoyed the service-learning experience, she was 

aware of the pressure to perform for the client:  

Planning an event to raise funds for a company has been a double-bladed 
sword in my opinion.  I am glad that we get to interact with an actual 
client instead of a fictional one, but at the same time, because this is an 
actual company, and its future depends on the success of this event, there 
is a lot of pressure on us to create and plan a successful event.  I am 
looking forward to the challenge and have gained from it so far, but I also 
must realize that more depends on this campaign than my grade.  It is a 
little daunting.  
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Research Question Two 

Research question two sought to examine how students described their 

interactions with their clients.  Three major themes emerged: 1) students appreciated 

being able to work with clients, 2) working with a client had its challenges, and 3) 

effective interaction required adjusting to the client’s preferences.  

Students Appreciated Being Able to Work with Clients 

Overall, students indicated positive opinions of working with a client on their 

service-learning projects.  Kelley said: “I have loved working with my client.  He has 

been very cooperative, informative, and friendly.”  Courtney said, “I thought it was a 

great learning experience and I enjoyed working with my client.”  Glenn said his overall 

experience of working with his client was very good: “[My client] was very easy to work 

with and very helpful throughout the whole process.”  Ann said: “It has been great.  My 

client was very cooperative and helpful with everything.  He was very accommodating 

and willing to meet and help.”  Cade said he liked working with his client because of 

their similarities: “I enjoyed it a lot.  We are a lot alike and I believe that is why we get 

along like we do.”  

Some students said they were uncertain about working with a client early on, but 

enjoyed the interaction.  Natalie said: “I really enjoy my client.  I was hesitant at first, but 

after I spoke more with him he was very helpful.”  Ben said: “I was leery at first, but I 

have actually enjoyed talking with [my client].  She is very down-to-earth and 

understanding of my livestock judging commitments.”  

The majority of students discussed communication with their clients as a positive, 

professional, and educational experience.  Courtney said, “My interactions with my client 
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have been positive, informative, and helpful.”  Dallas said his experience was “pleasant, 

professional, and educational.”  Other students described their client interactions as 

friendly, laid-back, fun, and relaxed.  Kelsey said the interactions with her client began as 

“constructive and professional” but as time went on it “became personal.  I got to know 

the couple very well.”  Other students had a different experience, as they knew their 

clients prior to partnering with them for the service-learning project.  Beth said: “I did 

work with a family member so we were already comfortable working with each other.  

However, I was able to work and communicate with them in a professional manner like 

we never had before.” 

Working with a Client Had Its Challenges 

Although the majority of students said they enjoyed the service-learning 

experience, nearly every one found it a challenge to work with their clients.  Most noted 

trying to make contact with their client as the most difficult aspect.  Sarah chose a client 

who lived more than four hours away and said, “the distance,” was the toughest obstacle 

to overcome.  Cade said “not being able to get ahold of him when needed” was 

challenging.  Greg said his challenge was “finding time away from the farm that we could 

talk.”  

Nicole said contacting her client was the hardest part because “he is very busy and 

it’s hard to find a time that fits his schedule.”  Ryan said it was tough to find a time to 

meet because “she is all over the place all week long and I strip cotton until 10 p.m. so 

it’s very hard to get the info I need.”   

Other students found challenges in not being able to meet face-to-face with their 

clients.  Caitlin said, “Setting times to meet with her was difficult since we were in 
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different cities.”  Kara said, “We both preferred meeting face-to-face, so sometimes 

timing was a problem.”  Ben said his busy schedule did not allow time to meet face-to-

face with his client or call at an appropriate time of the day.  He said, “You can only 

accomplish so much through email.”  David also expressed his challenge was distance 

when he said, “Because they were so far away, it was more difficult to interview over the 

phone.”  Charlie said: “Although it was a very unique and educational experience, I feel 

my client (due to his career) was entirely too busy for me.  I never even got to meet him 

face-to-face.” 

While some students struggled contacting their client, others had the challenge of 

conducting interviews and gathering usable information from their clients.  Bailey said 

her challenge was, “getting interviews done.”  Garrett said, “Sometimes it was hard to 

stay on topic during interviews.”  Finding an interview time was hard for Sydney as well.  

She said, “Between my classes and job and her multiple obligations, finding a time when 

we can sit down and talk has been difficult.”  Jessica said: “The most challenging part has 

been not being able to get in contact with him.  It is very frustrating when I need specific 

information and he will not return calls, e-mails, or voicemails.”  

Getting clients to open up about their lives or business was a challenge students 

said they faced.  Courtney said, “It would take awhile for my client to open up and give 

detailed answers.”  Halie also said, “The most challenging part was getting him to expand 

more about his life.”  Aubrey said this was a challenge for her because her client was 

family.  She said: “Getting good quotes was a challenge!  Because they are family, it’s 

hard to sit them down and get serious answers.”   
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Some students said they struggled to obtain usable content from their client during 

interviews.  Beth said, “My challenge was getting good quotable material that would 

sound good in a publication.”  Belle said:  

The most challenging part of working with my client was the info they 
gave me. They gave me repetitive information and not enough 
information.  It seemed like no matter what kind of questions I asked, they 
always gave me the same answer. 
 
Students also said clients lacked basic business materials that made completing 

assignments more difficult.  Brody said, “They are an up-and-coming business and have 

not established some of the necessary requirements I needed for class.”  Katie said:  

Getting all of the information I needed was tough. The leadership has done 
their best to get me what I need, but it has been tough getting a few things 
to meet the standards of the assignment.  
 
Lauren said she enjoyed the concept of working with a client, but wished she had 

chosen another: 

I feel like the project itself is a good idea because I really did learn a lot 
and gained valuable experience.  I had a somewhat negative experience 
with mine because she thought I was going to make a brochure.  When she 
realized that wasn’t the case, she stopped taking it as seriously.  I don’t 
feel like I’m actually helping her in anyway.  If I were to do it again, I 
would find my own client. 
 
While students struggled to make contact with their clients or obtain necessary 

information from interviews, others said they faced the challenge of trying to meet the 

client’s expectations.  Lauren said her challenge was “not being able to meet all of their 

needs.  My client originally expected me to do one thing for her that wasn’t the same 

goals of the class.”  Lori said her client was “scatter brained and doesn’t understand that I 

have certain assignments that I need to turn in.  She acts like I’m a PR [public relations] 
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representative for her organization and has a list of things she wants me to do.”  Kara 

said:   

The most challenging thing so far has been the fact that [my client] wants 
and needs me to do more than I am able.  She needs a website and better 
promotional material, but I am still in college, and this isn’t my job.  
Sometimes, I think she expects more than I can give. 
 
Other students said they struggled with their interactions with their clients.  

Students described their experiences as quick, to the point, few and far between, non-

existent, and wasted.  Beth said: “my interactions are very ‘question and answer’ like.  I 

just ask the question that I need answered and they answer it — there is some elaboration 

by not a lot.”    

Lauren said she found “face-to-face was easier to relate to my client, but she is 

somewhat difficult to interview — only yes and no answers.”  Jayme said her interactions 

with her client were “typically quick and to the point.  She is always busy and often very 

concise in her conversation.  However, she is always polite and pleasant via phone.”  

Jessica said, “the face-to-face meeting was productive, but I felt as if I was wasting my 

client’s time the entire interview.”  Abby said she enjoyed developing something for the 

client to use, but is unsure if it is what the client is looking for: 

The only problem I have is not having much contact with the client itself.  
I haven’t had any instructions from the client and guidelines were only 
briefly talked about, so I am not sure if I’m even developing something the 
client wants. 
  

Effective Interaction Required Adjusting to the Client’s Preferences  

During the duration of the two communications courses, each conducted two 

separate semesters for five-month periods, students and clients communicated frequently 

through multiple communication channels.  Students and clients communicated three 
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main ways—email, telephone, and face-to-face meetings—that ranged from two times 

each semester to nearly every night.  Ann said, “I was in contact with my client about two 

to four times,” and Austin said, “I talked on the phone with my client almost every night 

and saw them almost every weekend.”  Many students said contact with their clients was 

less for the second media-kit submission than was the first.  Karson said she was in 

contact with her client “at least once a week for the first media kit.  For the second kit I 

didn’t talk to them as much, mainly just for small details and interviews.”   

Not every student had the opportunity to meet face-to-face with their clients so 

they had to use technology to communicate.  Sydney said:  

My client lives ten hours away, so all of my contact has been through email or 
phone.  All of my interviews are done by phone.  I use email mainly to set up 
times for interviews.  We communicate about one to two times per week. 
 
Aubrey also said distance was a factor in not meeting in person with her client; 

communication with her client was “mostly by phone or email since they are three hours 

away.” 

Participants were asked to describe the changes they made in interacting with 

their clients in attempt to improve communication efforts throughout the service-learning 

experience.  Participants said they devoted more time to working with their clients, 

attempted more face-to-face interactions as they saw better results from those 

interactions, to take better notes during interviews, and ask better questions throughout 

the interviews.  To improve his client interactions, Austin said, “I will devote more time 

to working with them.”  Aubrey said, “I will try to visit them more and do more face-to-

face-interactions.”  Karson said: “I feel like the only thing I would like to change is our 

communications strategy.  I wish we could meet more face-to-face.”  Kathryn said: “I 
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would like to have more in person contact with her now that livestock shows are almost 

finished.  Also, I will prepare in advance for our meetings so that all information I need 

from her will be addressed.” 

Other students said they had better responses from clients through phone 

interviews compared to other methods.  Courtney said,  “I started doing more phone 

interviews because I got better responses than emails.”  Glenn said he was going to “try 

and cut down on face-to-face interaction, but still retrieve some amount of information to 

not use as much of my client’s time.” 

Students who had trouble making contact with their clients said they were going 

to be more persistent in trying to make contact with them.  Blake said, “persistence is the 

name of the game,” and Charlie said to, “try calling more and not worry about being a 

pest.”  Jessica said, “if I cannot receive a response from him, I will ask him if there is 

someone else who can help me until he has time.”  Kelsey said: “I was more persistent 

and laid back for my second interviews.  I had more ideas in mind the second go-round.”  

Brenda said, “since they are busy, I will try to contact them a little sooner.”  Drew said he 

was, “going to make sure and get the information I need ahead of time.” 

Other students said they focused on improving the quality of their interviews.  

Bailey said, “ I just took better interview notes.”  Belle said: “I will probably try to work 

on my questions because I can’t seem to get the information I am looking for.  Ever.” 

Brenna said she improved by, “Asking better questions while interviewing and to be 

more organized.”  Kambry said she would “remember to ask for vivid details.” 
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Research Question Three 

Research question three sought to examine students’ perceptions and opinions of 

the course content in regard to the service-learning projects for both ACOM 3300 and 

ACOM 4305.  The following themes emerged: 1) content was beneficial to the service-

learning experience, 2) the campaign planning process was difficult, 3) instructors could 

make some improvements, and 4) suggestions for fellow students. 

Content was Beneficial to the Service-Learning Experience 

Overall, students found at least one aspect, if not more, of the course concepts to 

be beneficial in their service-learning experience.  Many students enjoyed all concepts of 

the class and could not pick just one.  Jayme said: “everything I needed to know for this 

project was covered in great detail in class.  I learned a lot!”  Aubrey echoed this when 

she said, “I used everything I learned in class!”  Kara said: “Overall, I felt very prepared 

for each assignment.  I knew what information to focus on, as well as the format.”  

Maddie said: 

All of the course material relating to the client was most helpful.  We have 
discussed everything from analyzing our audience to strategically planning 
a successful event.  I just wish we would learn a little more about planning 
an event for a non-profit organization that does not have a very big budget. 
 
Other students responded about their appreciation for the course material related 

to the media kit assignment.  Courtney said: “ The major concepts I have learned are how 

to put a media kit together.  I had no idea what it was or how it was used prior to the class 

and it has been very helpful information.”  Jessica said the media-kit assignment 

improved her communication skills.  She said: “The notes and examples that we went 

over in class helped me complete my kit overall.  I fell that it made me a better writer.”  
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Kelsey benefited by learning new formatting styles: “It helped to simply go over the 

format to use when designing different media kit elements.  It helped to know what 

factors and details were most valuable to include.” 

 The majority of students said learning formatting, grammar, style, and 

professional writing techniques were the most beneficial to them.  Cade said his greatest 

benefits were: “Mainly writing techniques such as leads and nut graphs.  Having the 

examples were very helpful as well.”  Glenn said, “all of the concepts really, being a first 

semester agricultural communications student, I got a crash course in media writing.”  

Halie learned more about the different components of a media-kit.  She said, “I learned 

how to write an op-ed, media talking points, and to write a feature story.”  Jayme echoed 

this when she said her benefit was learning different writing styles: “Knowing the 

difference between an op-ed and a feature story and how to write them in two separate 

writing styles was beneficial.  Also, learning to be concise, while still making my point.”  

Karson benefited from the news release lessons.  She said: “ I have learned how to write a 

news release before this class.  I think that has been my favorite thing so far.”  Kathryn 

said she learned “how to grab the reader’s attention.”  Lori said: “I think this class helped 

me refine my writing, basic grammar and structure improved.  This was the first class 

that gave me a realistic view of my future job requirements.” 

 Many students said information regarding interviewing — tips, questions to ask, 

and practicing—were most beneficial.  Garrett said he learned “how to ask beneficial 

questions and write them in a paper.”  Jessica said, “Learning how to properly interview 

someone helped me greatly the two times that I was able to interview my client.”   Kelley 

enjoyed all course concepts, but interviewing the most.  She said, “All concepts have 
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certainly helped – interviewing has been a big one.”  Lauren learned how to apply the 

information gained from the interviews into the class assignments.  She said: 

“Interviewing someone and asking the right questions was the biggest thing.  Then 

putting that into a news release and feature story was rewarding.”  Morgan said she was 

able to refine her interviewing skills: “I have learned a lot about interviewing.  That has 

been one of my weaknesses and I look forward to practicing it more.”  Charlie said he 

learned how to develop course assignments although he was given very little information 

in his interviews.  He said: “Basically be resourceful.  Sometimes you have to use what 

very little you have to produce a lot.  The samples in the course pack were by far the most 

insightful for those who never wrote these kinds of things.”  Garrett said he learned to 

make interviews more inviting: “To not try and make the interviews formal if the are in a 

non-formal environment, and make them casual and laid back.” 

 The majority students of in ACOM 4305 said the most valuable thing they learned 

in class was content regarding campaign preparation to help them plan a successful event.  

Bailey said: 

The component that will benefit me the most moving forward from the 
course is the ability to take all the different aspects of a marketing 
campaign and putting them all together in order to create an event that is 
unified in such a way that will make it successful for the client.  
 
Danielle said the campaign preparation component of the class would be 

beneficial to her in the future: 

I think learning to put a marketing plan together from start to finish was 
the most beneficial part of this class.  This will be something that can 
possibly help me get a marketing job, and I can be fully prepared to take 
on these tasks. 
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Abby said she recognized how the course content directly related to the service-

learning project: 

The course content has helped me prepare the campaign and learn about 
different aspects of the campaign development process.  It is evident that 
the course content has attempted to directly relate to the class project.  
 
Jessie said the most beneficial course content was learning more about the target 

audience.  He said: 

I have learned that knowing your audience in depth is very important 
when developing a campaign strategy.  Without sufficient knowledge of 
the audience’s interests, demographics and interests, it is hard to attract 
with them and win their vote of approval.  To get an audiences’ attention, 
you much let them know you understand and appreciate their needs and 
wants.  Research is important when considering your audience.  
 

The Campaign Planning Process was Difficult 

 Although students said they enjoyed the service-learning experience, students in 

ACOM 4305 said different components of the campaign planning process was difficult, 

in relation to the course content.  Students said they had trouble working with team 

members, preparing a project requiring a budget yet not given one to work with, and the 

stress of having to develop a real life campaign.  Danielle said: “Working in a group has 

been the most challenging part of this class.  Not all obligations were delegated equally 

and not everyone showed up to meetings.  This required a lot more work on some parts 

and was extremely frustrating.”  For Sadie, the most difficult part of the planning process 

was working as a team: 

In many instances we did not agree on certain parts of the campaign, and 
deciding whose idea we should use was sometimes very difficult.  
Bringing in three different opinions is sometimes very hard, and I know I 
ended up settling on ideas I was not fond of because I wanted to avoid an 
argument.   
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Jett said trying to get started was tough: 

One of the most difficult parts of planning this campaign was actually 
getting started.  It required lots of brainstorming within the group in order 
to figure out how we wanted this campaign to turn out.  Once we decided 
on the theme and our slogan for the campaign, things became easier and 
began to fall in to place.  
 
Having to deal with budget issues concerned Maddie the most: 

I think the most difficult part of planning the campaign is working with 
the budget.  I know personally our group has had many great ideas, but 
money plays a huge role in a lot of them.  The very low budget we have 
planning this campaign brings about the issue of getting a lot of things 
donated.  This can be very hard to do in an economy like this one.  
Funding plays a huge role in the success of this event, and I think a 
majority of the groups in the class are banking on getting a lot of things 
donated or raising a lot of money off ticket sales.  
 
Jessie said the real-world aspect of working with industry professionals was the 

most difficult:  

The most difficult part of the campaign is how to effectively handle it as a 
real life campaign as we contact businesses and individuals for quotes and 
advice.  It is easy to put off contacting and communicating with outside 
sources.  However, it is important to take care of interviews, phone calls, 
and meetings in a timely manner. 
 
Trying to discern if enough research was conducted on the target audience was 

the most difficult for Kay: 

I feel like we have a fairly strong campaign thus far.  I feel like we have a 
good take on who our target audience is, but I am not sure we did enough 
research to truly understand how to effectively reach them.  I feel like we 
have a good idea about what would attract them to the event, but I am not 
sure how exactly the advertisements need to be designed or placed.  Being 
my first campaign, I feel that we are doing well, but I am not sure that is 
professional-grade yet. 
 

 Abby said lacking time to devote to the project was difficult to the planning 

process: 
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The most difficult part of the campaign is the time availability.  
Unfortunately, this class is not the only one my partner and I are taking.  
Also, because we only have a few months in a semester, everything has to 
be done in less time than I believe it would have to be done otherwise.  
This unfortunately cannot be helped, but it does make the campaign 
development process very difficult.  It also hinders some of the great ideas 
we have had from becoming a reality, because we simply don’t have the 
time to carry some of the ideas out.   
 

Instructors Could Make Some Improvements  

 Students were asked specifically what improvements should be made to 

the overall course content to improve their service-learning experience and assignments.  

Many students said “nothing should be changed” and “all material was covered very well 

and expectations were clear.”  Students were also asked their opinions on improvement 

the instructor could make to the course.  Many students said there was nothing the 

instructor could improve on and that “she prepared us well.”  Other students said 

improvements could have been made in regards to communicating with their clients, 

interviewing, writing concepts, and media-kit components.   

However, the majority of students said more content should be added, and more 

instruction could be given about dealing with clients to better understand how to schedule 

interviews, tips on dealing with uncooperative clients, and to encourage students to 

choose clients outside of their family.  Dallas said, “It might be beneficial to discuss how 

to fully explain the purpose of the course, and help students work out a specific plan for 

meetings they have with clients.”  Jeff said more information about working 

professionally with his client would have been beneficial.  He said, “I guess some of the 

diplomacy aspects – how to glean information without sounding too pushy, what to 

expect, contact-wise, from a client.”  Jessica said the instructor should have discussed 
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working with difficult clients: “It would have been helpful to have suggestions for what 

to do if your client does not respond or cooperate.”  Nicole said the instructor should 

“warn against working with family.”  

Other students reported content that should be added to aid students in better 

communication with their clients overall.  Sydney said, “ Address from the first day of 

class what the kit/client relationship will entail, and emphasize finding a client who is 

willing to work with them on a regular basis.”  Aubrey said, “Maybe warn us how much 

we will be contacting our client!”  Katie said specific additional points should be 

stressed: “I would just stress the importance in creating a good, friendly relationship with 

clients from the beginning.”  Macy reiterated this when she said, “Just constantly stress 

how important it is for students to meet with the client.”   

Lauren said more emphasis should be placed on the process of picking their own 

clients: “Possibly have a list of ideas, businesses, people, things like that.”  Lori said, “It 

might have been helpful if [instructor for ACOM 3300] had given us more ideas for good 

clients.  I might have chosen something else but couldn’t think of any options.”  Meredith 

said it would have been helpful to include a class discussion regarding peer-picked 

clients.  She said, “It would have been helpful to learn more about everyone’s clients and 

maybe see their ideas.”  

Other students said they would have preferred clients assigned by the professor.  

Belle said, “It might be more helpful if she previously chose clients and assigned them to 

us in class, rather than us choose our own clients.” 

Some of students said their greatest need in regard to course content dealt with the 

service-learning projects.  In ACOM 3300, students said the course needed more 



Texas Tech University, Marie N. Hefley, May 2012 

83 

examples of everything that goes into the media kit.  Kelsey said, “More accurate 

examples within the course packet would help.”  Many said they would have liked more 

information about op-eds, feature stories, biographies, news releases, backgrounders, and 

fact sheets.  Meredith said the instructor should: “Spend a great deal of time discussing 

and learning how to develop an op-ed and feature story.  I know the majority of the class 

had difficulties writing them.”  Cade said, “I kind of noticed that a few people in class 

talked about having to be pretty repetitive throughout the whole media kit.” 

Students said general formatting guidelines were needed, as well as the timeliness 

of assignment expectations.  Caitlin said, “Knowing more about the assignment 

expectations a little sooner would have been helpful so I could have known what 

questions to ask my client sooner, instead of doing the interview the weekend before.”  

Kara said she wanted to know more about “format specifically.  Also, the general rules, 

such as conjunctions and use of opinions.” 

In ACOM 4305, students said they would have preferred examples of previously 

created campaigns as a guideline for their service-learning assignment.  Abby said: 

I felt really lost sometimes because I had never developed my own 
campaign before.  I did not know where to start or how to end.  I feel like 
some examples of campaigns would have helped me.  I felt like I did not 
know what I was doing most of the time; therefore, I needed to know how 
other professionals had done it – especially in the agricultural industry.  
Some hard copies of someone else’s plan book would have been nice to 
have just to get a ballpark idea of what I was supposed to do. 
 
Other students said the course needed more information taught about campaign 

marketing.  Jessie said: 

I would have benefited from going over marketing more extensively.  I 
feel like I do not know enough to make sound decisions when planning 
marketing strategies in the professional world.  If we would have maybe 
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done a pretend scenario in which we had to come up with strategies in 
class, then really discuss why you would do it a certain way or why an 
idea was bad, I would be more comfortable.  I just feel like I’m guessing 
when it comes down to making marketing plans in my own service-
learning project. 
 
Others expressed the need for additional course content related to working with 

the media and how to incorporate it into their service-learning project.  Kay said: 

I wish we had covered dealing with the media and the media timeline a 
little more in class.  One of the guest speakers referenced her media 
timeline, but I don’t feel like it was thoroughly covered in lecture.  I would 
have liked to know what Lubbock’s media habits are, such as when certain 
demographics watch television and what type of programs they watch.  I 
feel like this information would have better prepared us for selecting our 
media outlets.  I would have also liked to know more about dealing with 
the media, such as asking for pricing information from the different media 
outlets and who best to talk to from the different stations.  It can be a little 
tricky getting information from the news stations since we are not 
legitimate customers, and [instructor’s] experience in the media would 
have been a valuable lecture, in my opinion. 
 
Students said more content regarding radio and television advertising needed to 

be included as it will be beneficial to their careers.  Susan said: 

I wish we would have spent more time on advertising, more specifically 
television advertising.  I realize we didn’t spend much time on it in class 
because it really isn’t cost effective for our campaign; however, I would 
have liked to learn more about it because I feel it could be really useful in 
my career.  There is a lot to learn about television advertising, such as day-
parts, costs, spots, how many times you run the add, etc.  I wish we could 
have covered that just a little more.  
 
A few students said the instructor should include more interviewing lectures and 

early planning so students do not have to conduct so many interviews.  Caitlin said, 

“Allow us to know more about the assignments, so when we go to interview we can go 

once and not have to keep going back.”  Courtney said, “I thought everything was great, 
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but maybe work a little more on interviewing.”  Cassidy said, “More practice taking 

quotes during the interviews might be helpful.”   

Other students felt the responsibility relied on the students, not the instructor, to 

benefit from the experience.  Kelley said, “I don’t think it’s up to [instructor for ACOM 

3300] to do so.  I think students need to learn through experience how to interact and do 

business with people.”  Lindsay said, “I think she did a great job!  This has been my 

favorite class I’ve taken.  I love how she taught the material, but taught and related 

everything to agriculture.  I would suggest this class to anyone!” 

Suggestions for Fellow Students 

 Students provided their opinions and suggestions for students who would be 

working with clients on a service-learning project in the future.  Suggestions included to 

be polite and professional to their clients, plan ahead and get assignments and interviews 

done early, to be comfortable with the client and not be nervous, to go into interviews 

prepared and ask many questions, and to choose clients who are willing to work with 

you.  Jayme said: “Keep in constant contact with them and be polite every time you speak 

and write to them.  Say thank you… a lot!”  Kambry said, “I would tell them to always be 

polite; although you’re doing them a favor, they’re still currently running their business 

without you.”  Lauren suggested to: “Be professional.  I know it’s just for a class but 

make them think you truly value their time.  Be appreciative and smile.”  

Not only did students say to be polite and professional, but comfortable as well. 

Halie said, “Don’t be nervous about contacting your client because they will be willing to 

help you, if they understand what you’re doing.”  Jeff said: “Be polite, but be sure to tell 

a little bit about yourself.  It makes both you and the client more comfortable.”  
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Students said it was important to contact the client early and be patient if the 

client is busy.  Beth said:  

Be casual.  Plan ahead.  Give clients plenty of time before you have to have their 
information.  They are busy too and you don’t know their schedules and could 
easily be gone if you were to call the day before a paper is due to get your 
information.   
 
Jackie said: “Plan ahead!  Don’t wait until the last minute to interview.”  Sarah 

said, “DON’T procrastinate.”  Blake suggested not waiting until the last minute to contact 

the client: “Don’t expect your client to always be available.  Contact soon and 

frequently.”  David said, “Be patient because they might not always answer your calls.” 

Students said it was important to prepare for interviews ahead of time and not be 

afraid to ask to many questions.  Caitlin said: “Be prepared before you go to the 

interview.  Know the information you need.”  Dallas said to, “Ask lots of questions.”  

Glenn said to be respectful: “To do what you say you’re going to do.  Be on time and 

respect your client’s resources.”  Kelsey said to gather as much information from 

interviews as possible: “Don’t be afraid to keep asking questions in interviews.  Consider 

all media kit elements and what info will be needed to fulfill each assignment’s 

requirements.  Get as much detail in every interview you conduct.”  Garrett reiterated this 

when he said, “Get extra information whether you think you will need it or not.” 

Another suggestion students had was to choose a client the student is interested in, 

yet is as willing to work with the student.  Kathryn said, “ Make sure you choose a client 

who is willing to work with you.”  Natalie said to explain to the client what they will gain 

from the service too: “perhaps better explain to clients that this experience will benefit 

them as well.”  Other students suggested choosing a client the student may already know, 
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and who shares similar interests.  Cade said, “Try to pick someone you have known for a 

little while if possible,” and Eric said, “Chose a client that you are interested in.”   

Another students suggested ways of communication with the client that was most 

beneficial for them.  Courtney said: “Don’t email interview questions.  Use the phone or 

face-to-face.”  Jessica said to be bolder in communicating with the client: “Be more 

demanding.  Your client may be busy, but your grade depends on your interaction.  Don’t 

be afraid to be pushy!” 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, & RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses conclusions and implications for each research question. 

Recommendations for future research and practice are also provided. The purpose of this 

study was to examine students’ perceptions of service-learning in agricultural 

communications.  The following research questions guided the qualitative portion of the 

study: 

1. What are students’ opinions of the service-learning experience in agricultural 

communications? 

2. How did students describe their interactions with the clients in the service-

learning courses? 

3. What are the students’ opinions of the service-learning course content? 

Conclusions and Implications 

Research Question One 

Research question one examined the perceptions and opinions of students in 

regard to their service-learning experience.  Through the process of reflection, four major 

themes emerged to address this research question: 1) the service-learning experience was 

enjoyable 2) the service-learning experience was rewarding, 3) the service-learning 

experience taught them practical skills, and 4) students took the service-learning projects 

seriously.  $
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The Service-Learning Experience was Enjoyable 

 The majority of students expressed a positive opinion about the service-learning 

project. They said it was a good experience and beneficial to their communication skills.  

Students did report that although the experience was time consuming, they still enjoyed 

the client component of the project because of the hands-on experience they gained.  

Results from studies by Keleman et al. (2011), Astin et al. (2000), Klink and Athaide, 

(2004) and Jones et al. (2008) also found that students reported service-learning courses 

were worthwhile and appreciated the hands-on communication skills they gained. 

The Service-Learning Experience was Rewarding  

Student gains from the service-learning experience were positive and diverse.  

One of the most frequently mentioned rewards students reported was the benefit the 

clients would receive from the service-learning projects.  More specifically, students 

understood that the work they did with the service-learning projects could be instrumental 

in changing the outlook of their client’s organization, should they choose to implement 

the project.  Some students even supported their clients with marketing tools that were 

not required assignments in the courses.  Klink and Athaide (2004) also reported 

students’ felt their service-learning experience was rewarding because they “actually 

made a difference” (p. 151) for their clients with their work.  Astin et al. (2000) and Jones 

et al. (2008) said students reported feeling good about helping others. 

 A few students mentioned that they would not find the service-learning 

experience rewarding if their work is not beneficial for their clients.  This is a clear 

demonstration of reciprocity in service-learning, which Sandy and Holland (2006) said is 

a crucial component of service-learning.  To be an effective partnership, each partner 
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must have a need that can be addressed through the curriculum, and the partners work 

together with the goal of shaping each other to obtain their fullest potential and 

accomplish the goals of each (Campus Compact, 2003).  If students from this study are 

producing work for the client that reflects the curriculum but is not suitable for the clients 

needs, then students’ goals of benefiting the client cannot be met.  

Other students said the service-learning project was worthwhile because of the 

valuable, real-life experience they received, specifically refining their interviewing skills, 

experiencing job simulation of public relations professionals, and working under pressure 

and deadlines.  Students who chose family members as clients for their service-learning 

projects also gained valuable experience for the future, while being able to give back to 

someone who has helped them in the past.  By working with real-life clients through the 

service-learning project, students gained a deeper understanding of the agricultural 

communications industry and the skills required for the workplace. Often, many students 

only receive these benefits if they complete an internship outside of the classroom.  This 

service-learning project was a great benefit to all students, regardless of their prior 

internship experience.  Keleman et al. (2011) also found incorporating service-learning 

into the agriculture curriculum to be beneficial for students’ development in preparation 

for the real-world while building their confidence for the future.  

 Gaining insight into the spirit that drives and motivates their client was beneficial 

to students because they gained a greater understanding and appreciation for 

organizations and their goals.  Klein and Lawver (2007) found that students, who were 

more aware of their client’s needs and motivations, gained a deeper understanding and 

appreciation for their clients and their work.   
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The Service-Learning Experience Taught Them Practical Skills 

Robinson and Torres (2007) reported that service-learning projects are an 

excellent form of experiential learning that encourages students to apply their leadership 

knowledge and skills.  To complete the service-learning project, students in ACOM 4305 

worked in groups, which was a positive learning experience.  Students said they learned 

how to be respectful of each other’s opinions, improve their leadership skills, and work in 

a group environment.  In another analysis of student reflections, Maiga and Westrom 

(2006) found the group setting improved students’ communication and leadership skills 

and enhanced their ability to work as a team. 

Other students recognized the positive impact service-learning can have on their 

career.  Preparing marketing and communications campaigns provided actual experience 

for job interviews and portfolio materials, and required students to think more creatively 

and “outside the box.”  Students in Klink and Athaide’s (2004) study said they enjoyed 

their service-learning experience because it contributed to their learning by allowing 

them to “apply marketing techniques to a real world situation” (p. 151).  Astin et al.  

(2000) found students believed they had made a difference, learned from their service 

experience, and by participating in the service-learning activity, their ideas of service 

were extended beyond the classroom.  

Students Took the Service-Learning Projects Seriously  

With respect to the importance of the number of hours of service, Mabry (1998), 

found a positive relationship between students’ civic values and hours engaged in 

community service, suggesting that greater exposure to community members and issues 
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is necessary for students to construct an adequate understanding of their impact on the 

community and reasons to commit themselves to future service.   

Students from this study acknowledged the service-learning experience gave them 

a heightened sense of awareness of the struggles their clients face, and the service they 

provided to their client’s organization was the best part of their service-learning 

experience.  This might imply that working with clients helps students better understand 

the issues that impact community organizations, and is consistent with Klink and Athaide 

(2004) who found students felt they “actually made a difference” (p.151) with their work.  

Brady et al. (2005) also found that students gained a deeper understanding of their 

clients’ struggles through the service-learning experience.  

Research Question Two 

Research question two sought to examine how students described their 

interactions with their clients.  Three major themes emerged: 1) students appreciated 

being able to work with clients, 2) working with a client had its challenges, and 3) 

effective interaction required adjusting to the client’s preferences.  

Students Appreciated Being Able to Work with Clients 

 The findings of this study suggest that, in general, working with clients was a 

positive experience for students.  Students said they enjoyed working with their clients 

because they were easy to work with and very helpful throughout the entire process.  

Some students were hesitant early on about working with a client for their projects, but 

after several interactions, they gained confidence and enjoyed the experience.  This 

finding is in agreement with Keleman et al. (2011) who found that service-learning 

fostered a real-world experience for students, which aids in building confidence.  
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Working with a Client Had Its Challenges 

Although working with clients was a positive experience for students, they did 

mention several obstacles they had to overcome. Many students said it was difficult to 

make initial contact and maintain consistency in the interactions throughout the semester, 

which resulted in frustrations from the students.  Results from this study support the 

findings of Vaught et al. (2011), which found a clear lack of communication early on in 

student-client partnerships and the crucial need to improve upon this in future 

partnerships.    

Face-to-face interactions with their clients were very beneficial, but students said 

it was difficult to find times to meet due to distance and busy schedules. Those who did 

meet with their clients struggled to obtain useable, quality information from their 

interviews.  Clients were reserved and failed to expand upon information pertaining to 

their lives and businesses, or were repetitive in the information they gave.  Other clients 

were family members and students struggled to keep them on topic.   

An additional challenge some students faced was using newly established 

businesses that lacked basic materials required for assignments, forcing additional work 

on the students.  Keleman et al. (2011) found similar results—the workload of the 

service-learning project required a lot of time outside of class and students suggested the 

course should be worth more credit hours. 

A small number of students said they enjoyed the concept of working with a 

client, but if they had the opportunity to do it over, they would have picked a different 

client.  These students said the clients had expectations of what items should be complete, 

and when they discovered it was not what they wanted, some lost interest in the project.  
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In the Vaught et al. (2011) study that examined clients’ perceptions of the ACOM 3300 

course, clients reported a “clear lack of communication in the beginning of the 

partnership” (p. 109) and implied students were not clear about the service-learning 

project at the beginning of the partnership, leading to miscommunication about the 

benefit of the project to their organization (Vaught et al., 2011).  Service-learning 

scholars emphasize that clear expectations and a mutual understanding of goals is an 

important step when establishing partnerships (Bringle & Hatcher, 2002; Vernon & 

Ward, 1999; Mattessich & Monsey, 1992; Keleman et al., 2011; Sand & Holland, 2006) 

because sustainability in the partnership is dependent on a sense of reciprocity associated 

to the exchange of knowledge (Campus Compact, 2003).   

Effective Interaction Required Adjusting to the Client’s Preferences 

Most students described their interactions with clients as positive, professional, 

educational, laid-back, fun, and friendly.  Students who did not know their clients prior to 

the experience said relationships grew to become more personal as time progressed.  

Students who knew their clients prior to the service-learning project had already 

established rapport and were able to maintain professional working relationships.  

 Some students struggled to communicate with their client and said interactions 

were quick, wasted, very few, and at times non-existent.  Students said it was hard to 

relate to their clients and get enough detailed information; this led to student insecurities 

in feeling inadequate to meet the client’s expectations.  Students who were having trouble 

contacting their clients for information said they had to be more persistent in getting a 

response and made the effort to contact them even sooner than before.  This implies 

students recognized the importance of communicating with their client for the success of 
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their project, as well as providing the client with tangible materials that could be 

integrated into their current communication strategy.  Students also understood the busy 

schedule of communications professionals, and knew it was respectful to contact them 

early to allow the client adequate response time, as not to negatively impact the quality of 

the project. 

  Bringle and Hatcher (2002) said student-client relationships are successful when 

the interaction is frequent and diverse.  Students and clients in this study communicated 

more often in the beginning of the partnerships, and maintained some contact throughout 

the semester using a variety of communication channels.  Throughout the duration of 

each course (a five-month period), communication frequency ranged from contact every 

night, to only two times the entire semester.  This implies some students lacked the 

communication skills necessary to communicate with their client, the motivation to 

interact with them frequently, and could lead to challenges in completing their service-

learning projects later on.  Students used email, telephone, and face-to-face interaction to 

contact clients.  Klink and Athaide (2004) required students to spend 10 hours minimum 

of face-to-face contact with the client throughout the semester, weekly communication 

via telephone, email, or face-to-face meetings, and reported a gain in valuable 

communication skills, an awareness of social responsibility, and an experience that 

allowed them to apply classroom techniques to a real world situation. 

To improve the service-learning experience, students said they had to modify their 

interactions with clients.  Students devoted more time to working with their clients, 

attempting more face-to-face interactions because they had better results from those 

interactions, took more thorough notes during interactions, and asked better questions 
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during the interviews.  A few students had better responses from phone interviews with 

clients and incorporated them more into their interactions. 

Research Question Three 

 Research question three analyzed students’ perceptions and opinions of the 

service-learning course content and four major themes emerged: 1) content was 

beneficial to the service-learning experience, 2) the campaign planning process was 

difficult, 3) instructors could make some improvements, and 4) suggestions for fellow 

students. 

Content was Beneficial to the Service-Learning Experience 

Students found at least one aspect, if not more, of the course concepts to be 

beneficial in their service-learning experience.  Many students said that all concepts were 

comprehensive of the course and they felt prepared to complete the service-learning 

projects. Others said they improved their writing skills, formatting and organization of 

written work, and learned how to grab the reader’s attention with their writing.  Other 

students said information regarding interviewing — tips, questions to ask, and practicing 

— were most beneficial.  This implies the service-learning component of the course 

greatly impacted the way students processed the information they were learning in the 

classroom, and the project was effective in students applying course concepts.  Brady et 

al. (2005) and Klein and Lawver (2007) also found that full integration of service into the 

curriculum greatly enhanced the subject matter being taught, and played an important 

role in the undergraduate learning experience.   
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The Campaign Planning Process was Difficult 

Students said they had trouble working with team members, preparing a project 

requiring a budget when one was not provided, and the stress of having to develop a real- 

life campaign.  Similar to the ACOM 4305 curriculum, Keleman et al. (2011) also 

implemented service-learning into an agricultural communications course where students 

were divided into teams of three or four members and were required to develop a 

communications campaign for an agriculture client.  Students in the Keleman et al. 

(2011) study faced challenges, but the researchers found students’ written and oral 

communication skills were improved, as well as leadership, professional development, 

and teamwork skills.  Maiga and Westrom (2006) also found through students’ 

reflections that service-learning improved their leadership skills and enhanced their 

ability to work as a team.  Robinson and Torres (2007) reported that the service-learning 

experience increased students’ leadership skills, students remained committed to their 

team members throughout the project, and remained considerate of team members’ 

feelings and ideas.  

Instructors Could Make Some Improvements 

In addition to being asked about improvements to the course content, students 

were also asked their opinions on improvement the instructor could make to the course.  

Many students said there was nothing the instructor could improve on and that they were 

well prepared.   Other students said more content should be added to the courses about 

dealing with clients to better understand how to schedule interviews, dealing with 

uncooperative clients, and encouraging students to choose clients outside of their family. 

Literature in service-learning expresses how unique partnerships are and their importance 
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on a positive experience.  Jacoby (2003) said partnerships are “complex, interdependent, 

fluid, dynamic, and delicate” (p. xviii).  Torres (2000) said partnerships require effective 

communication between everyone involved: 

Collaboration among a diverse group of stakeholders (in service learning) 
is a clear example of ‘the whole being great than the sum of its parts.  It 
requires a special tripartite partnership among students, faculty, and the 
community solidified by strong, trusting relationships. (p. 13) 
 
Bringle and Hatcher (2002) stated the intent of the client cannot be to simply 

serve as connection between the service and the experience, but to develop a relationship 

with the student because the partnership is crucial to the success of the project.  A well-

defined and sustainable relationship must be reciprocal, a crucial factor of service-

learning (Mattessich and Monsey, 1992; Campus Compact, 2003).  While d’Arlach et al. 

(2009) recommended empowering the community partners to speak up and give their 

opinion, the success of the course cannot be dependent on the effort of the client.  

Students are equally responsible in the development of the partnership and the instructor 

should place more emphasis in the development of the students’ relationships with their 

clients. 

Maiga and Westrom (2006) noted that faculty members who teach service-

learning courses face several obstacles such as time constraints in organizing the course 

syllabus, contacting clients, and preparing students for the process, which could be the 

case for the instructors of ACOM 3300 and ACOM 4305.  However, Robinson and 

Torres (2007) studied the integration of service-learning in agriculture courses and said 

the best practices for teaching specific concepts and theories are often through service-

learning activities.  Other researchers found students in their service-learning programs 
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needed additional instruction regarding the course concepts relating to the projects 

(McDonald & Mercer, 2005; Brady, et al., 2005). 

Suggestions for Fellow Students  

 Upon completion of the courses, students provided their opinions and suggestions 

for students who would be working with clients on a service-learning project in the 

future.  Suggestions included to be polite and professional to their clients, plan ahead to 

get assignments and interviews done early, be comfortable with the client and not be 

nervous, go into interviews prepared and ask many questions, and choose clients who are 

willing to work with students.  Students said it was important to contact the client early, 

be patient if the client is busy, and stressed the importance of preparing for interviews 

ahead of time.  Vaught et al. (2011) reported that the clients from the ACOM 3300 

service-learning project said students had strong writing skills and were good 

communicators but needed to work on the timeliness of their communication.  This 

implies students learned from their early mistakes with their clients, as well as applying 

communication skills as a communications professional, not just a student.   

Discussion 

Connections to Kolb’s (1984) model 

 While few studies have explored the integration of service-learning into 

agricultural communications curriculum, even fewer studies have tested the application 

of Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning in this field.  Kolb’s (1984) model of 

experiential learning provides a powerful theoretical and practical framework for service-

learning efforts across many educational disciples (Petkus, 2000; Mottner, 2010; 

Robinson & Torres, 2007), and proves to be applicable to agricultural communications as 
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well.  The cyclical nature of the model enabled a connection to form between the direct 

learning experience and the abstract generalization, with reflection as the linking 

function. 

Kolb’s (1984) theory emphasizes the central role experience plays in the learning 

process, and the importance of reflection to grasp the experience.  When applying Kolb’s 

(1984) model to this study, each stage in the cycle is specifically applicable to each 

aspect of the students’ experiences.  Using the data collected in this study, Figure 5.1 

depicts Kolb’s model of experiential education as applied to service-learning in 

agricultural communications.    

 

Figure 5.1. Model of service-learning as experiential education in agricultural 
communications 
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When students from ACOM 3300 and ACOM 4305 engaged in volunteer service 

by creating communication materials for a client, they participated in concrete 

experience.  Reflective observation occurred when students participated in reflection 

activities that required them to express their opinions and perceptions of the overall 

service-learning experience, their interactions with the clients, and the content of the 

course.  These reflections could be in the required written reflections or more informal 

discussions in class.  In the stage of abstract conceptualization, students merged their 

reflections with the service experience and course concepts to gain a deeper 

understanding of how the concepts directly related to their service-learning projects.  

Active experimentation occurred when students edited and revised communication 

materials to meet the client’s needs, and when they applied the course concepts and skills 

gained from the service-learning project(s) in future experiences. 

Connections to Furco’s (1996) model 

The conclusions reached from the analysis of students’ reflections of service-

learning in agricultural communications identified many benefits of incorporating this 

pedagogy in the agricultural communications curriculum.  Additionally, Vaught et al. 

(2011) found the partnerships were also beneficial for the clients in ACOM 3300, and the 

clients were “overwhelmingly satisfied with the service-learning partnership experience” 

(p. 109).  Based upon Furco’s (1996) model (Figure 5.2) of experiential education 

programs and the results from this study, a true service-learning experience was created 

in these agricultural communications courses by emphasizing reciprocity between the 

student and the client (Kretchmar, 2001).  Furco’s (1996) model emphasizes equal 

benefits to the recipients and providers and well as the focus of the service-learning 
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experience be on both service and learning without one getting more weight than the 

other.  The results of this study and Vaught et al. (2011) support that this balance was 

achieved because students acknowledged they were gaining valuable skills and learning 

important concepts while providing a service to the clients.  The clients supported this 

conclusion (Vaught et al., 2011) and both groups recognized the importance of the 

interaction and partnership.  

 

Figure 5.2. Furco’s (1996) model of service-learning 

Many students studying agricultural communications seek internships to gain a 

deeper understanding of careers within the industry, to improve their communications 

skills, and apply skills learned in the classroom in a real-life setting (Keleman et al., 

2011).  While Furco’s (1996) model shows internships can provide excellent experience 

for the traditional college student, more real-world experience is necessary to afford them 

the competitive edge in the job market (Keleman et al., 2011).  To better understand the 

benefits of service-learning for agricultural communications students, the focus of the 

research was placed on the right side Furco’s (1996) model.  The research sought to 
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understand the benefit to the provider of the service—the students—while placing greater 

emphasis on what they learned from the experience through the service they performed.  

By allowing both elements—service and learning—to be integrated into the curriculum, 

an educational experience was provided to students while also meeting the needs of the 

community (Cooper, 1996a; Kretchmar, 2001).  Academic service-learning benefits 

students with the necessary real-world experiences they need, fills the void often left 

from traditional coursework, and has proven to be an effective pedagogy in agricultural 

communications curriculum.  

Connecting the Student and the Partner in Service-Learning 

While this study sought to examine the opinions and perceptions of students who 

completed service-learning projects in two agricultural communications courses—

ACOM 3300 and ACOM 4305—Vaught et al. (2011) studied the individuals’ satisfaction 

when serving as clients in ACOM 3300.  From the combined results of these studies, it is 

clear the service-learning experience was benefit to both the clients and the students, 

emphasizing the reciprocal exchange.   

Although the project was beneficial overall, both students and clients reported a 

lack of communication in the beginning of the partnership.  Students said they were 

nervous and unsure of the best approach in communication, as this was the first 

professional interaction many of them faced.  Clients reported they did not know the 

goals of the student in completing the project, although the students were clear about the 

products they would be producing (Vaught et al., 2011).  Researchers have found that the 

initial clarification of goals is crucial to the success of service-learning projects (Bringle 

& Hatcher, 2002; Keleman et al., 2011; Sandy & Holland, 2006).  In order to improve the 
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success of the service-learning project for both the student and client, taking steps to 

improve initial communication in future partnerships is essential. 

  Vaught et al. (2011) found that clients reported enjoyment in working with the 

students and expressed their desire to provide students with an opportunity to learn in a 

real-world setting.  Some clients even wanted to learn themselves (Vaught et al., 2011).  

Students in this study said they gained a deeper understanding of the work their clients 

were doing and the responsibility they had in creating a project that could be instrumental 

in changing the outlook of their client’s organization.  The results of these combined 

studies illustrates the positive aspect this service-learning project had for both the 

students and the clients, creating reciprocity and meeting valuable needs on both sides 

that could not be meet with curriculum or volunteer activities alone.   

Recommendations for Research 

This case study researched perceptions of students who completed service-

learning projects in two agricultural communications course at a southwestern university.  

Through this research, insight was gained on the effectiveness of incorporating service-

learning into the agricultural communications coursework.  Students in this study were 

consistent in their opinions of the course; the service-learning project was a positive and 

valuable learning experience for all.  Students acknowledged the progressive impact 

working with a client had on their written and verbal communication skills.  They also 

gained a deeper understanding of the agricultural communications course concepts and an 

appreciation of the enduring effects of experiencing a “real-world” situation on their 

future careers.  Kelemen et al. (2011) determined service-learning was an effective 
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pedagogy in an agricultural communications course and further research should be 

conducted to seek additional benefits of participation.  The same is true for this study.  

 While students’ overall had positive opinions of working with clients to complete 

the service-learning projects, they reported a large variation in the number of times they 

interacted, as well as the consistency of communication within the interactions.  Bringle 

and Hatcher (2002) said that student-client relationships are successful when the 

interaction is frequent and diverse.  Future research should determine if the frequency and 

quality of communication between students and clients influences both parties’ 

satisfaction with the service-learning experience.  

 Additional research should explore the students’ satisfaction of one-on-one 

partnerships versus a group of students all using one client.  In this study, students in 

ACOM 3300 built one-on-one relationships with their clients, independent of other 

students in the class.  In ACOM 4305, groups of four or five students together built a 

relationship with one client.  Further research could be conducted to determine if students 

had greater level of satisfaction in interactions with their client as working independently 

or collectively.  This research would be insightful for instructors in the development of a 

service-learning course to determine the best method for building relationships that will 

be of value to the students and their success with the experience. 

 Additionally, further research could be done to determine the overall differences 

and similarities between the two courses by interviewing students who participated in 

both service-learning experiences.  Although the large number of students in ACOM 

3300 prevented the instructor from hand-picking clients for each student, interviews and 

focus groups with students who participated in both could be conducted to gain a deeper 
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insight into students’ perceptions of working with their clients: their preferences for pre-

selected clients or not, their enjoyment of one service-learning experience other the other, 

how interactions differed between the two courses and why, and how the course content 

directly related to the projects in each class.  

While there are a variety of reflection activities used in service-learning 

curriculum encouraging students to connect the service to the course content, and to gain 

insight into their perceptions of the project, little research has been conducted on what is 

the best method.  Eyler et al. (1996) developed a guidebook of reflective activities and 

techniques that have been effective, and Bringle and Hatcher (1999) offered additional 

guidelines for developing a reflection activity, but little has been done in the development 

of quantitative instrument.  Research could be conducted on how to best develop this 

instrument to gain more information from students about their service-learning 

experiences.  

Experiential learning theory should be further tested in regard to its application in 

agricultural communications curriculum.  Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning 

portrays two related models of grasping experience—concrete experience and abstract 

conceptualizations—and two related models of transforming experience—reflective 

observation and active experimentation.  The application of Kolb’s (1984) experiential 

education theory in agricultural communications should be further explored to determine 

its effectiveness and how each of the four phases in the model can be utilized in service-

learning.  Campus Compact (2003) said the experiential learning cycle is centered around 

the student, which allows them to use their different skill sets to develop and utilize those 

skills.  As the mission of higher education is becoming more outward focused and 
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encouraging engagement in service activities with the community, the structure of Kolb’s 

theory allows it to be valid in the framework of the course design (Maynard et al., 2011).  

Using Kolb’s theory as a framework would allow researchers to further evaluate students’ 

skill development in agricultural communications courses.  

An important feature of experiential learning is the distinct learning styles 

associated with each stage of the cycle (Healey & Jenkins, 2000).  Kolb and Kolb (2005) 

found four styles: “diverging, assimilating, converging, and accommodating” (p. 196).  

Kolb (1984) said learners must be able to accommodate each learning style in separate 

learning situations to reflect on their experience to be able to integrate their observations 

into theory, in order to apply the theories to application.  This means each style is 

important in influencing students’ satisfactions with the service-learning experience.  To 

better understand students’ assessment of the experience, researchers could conduct a 

learning styles assessment to determine what relationship, if any, there is between 

learning styles and students’ enjoyment the service-learning experience.  This 

corresponds with Kolb and Wolfe’s (1981) findings that learning style assessments 

“usually provide an interesting self-examination and discussion that recognize the 

uniqueness, complexity and variability in individual approaches to learning” (p. 290).   

Researchers could measure student’s learning styles by means of Kolb’s (1985) 

Learning Style Inventory (LSI)–—a self-description questionnaire comprised of nine sets 

of four words that requires respondents to rank the words within each set according to 

how well they characterize their learning orientation (Kolb, 1985).  Other disciplines 

including psychology, nursing, and marketing have integrated Kolb’s (1985) inventory as 

a means to categorize student’s learning styles with great success (Willcoxson & Prosser, 
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2011; DeCoux, 1990; Loo, 2002), and the same should be done in agricultural 

communications.  

Recommendations for Practice 

Students indicated several things that could be improved for future service-

learning projects in agricultural communications.  The first recommendation for practice 

is to ensure that project goals are clearly identified by both parties at the beginning of the 

partnership (Bringle & Hatcher, 2002; Vernon & Ward, 1999’ Mattessich & Monsey, 

1992; Keleman et al., 2011; Sandy & Holland, 2006, Vaught et al., 2011).  

The instructor should place more emphasis on communication with the client and 

how to problem solve in difficult communication situations.  The instructor also needs to 

include the benefits and difficulties of choosing clients the students already know 

compared to those they do not.  

Students expressed their concerns about the requirements for their projects.  To 

help guide students throughout the project, instructors should include complete examples 

of media kits and communication campaigns so students have an idea of what they should 

be preparing.  

Instructors should also spend more time in class on interviewing and client 

interactions than formatting and grammar lessons, and introduce all components of the 

service-learning project early in the semester to allow for a more complete client 

interview in the beginning.  Students’ greatest struggle was in their communication with 

the client and Vaught et al. (2011) said the biggest implication from the study on clients’ 

opinions of the ACOM 3300 class was a “clear lack of communication” (p. 109) between 

the student and client.  Vaught et al. (2011) said “such an important aspect of a beneficial 
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student-client relationship is obviously lacking.  Taking steps to improve communication 

is future partnerships is essential” (p. 109).   

Instructors in the agricultural communications discipline should continue to place 

emphasis on agricultural communications curriculum and how the project relates to the 

agriculture industry.  Astin et al. (2000) found the “single most important factor 

associated with a positive service-learning experience” (p. iii) was the student’s level of 

interest in the subject.  While many students chose clients who were organizations within 

agriculture, some did not.  Instructors should require students to pick clients who work 

within the subject area of the curriculum to aid students in having a positive service-

learning experience overall.   

According to Kolb’s (1984) model, reflection is a critical part of the success of 

experiential learning.  Research in service-learning (Eyler 2001; Bringle and Hatcher, 

1995; Campus Compact, 2003) found reflection activities to be one of the key 

components linking service experience to the learning objectives of undergraduate 

courses.  In agricultural communications, Keleman et al. (2011) found reflection 

exercises incorporated throughout the duration of the course allowed students to reflect 

upon the context of the assignments involved the service-learning project.  Reflection in 

service-learning is vital in the student’s process of understanding fully how the project 

relates to the course content, and instructors should keep reflection papers a required 

component of their curriculum.  

While maintaining reflection in the classroom is critical to the success of students’ 

learning, instructors should also create an environment that will foster honest feedback in 

the reflection process.  Whether the reflection exercise is offered as course credit, or 
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simply a class activity, it should be made clear to students the importance of an honest 

answer and that there are no “wrong answers.”  Additionally, if students have a close 

relationship to the instructor or teaching assistant, it should be emphasized that the 

responses will not be evaluated until after grades are posted.  Without honest responses 

from students, the knowledge gained from the experience may be distorted, and any 

research sought could be an inaccurate representation of the students’ perceptions.  

The results of this study have demonstrated that service-learning is an effective 

pedagogy in agricultural communications because it connects the fundamental concepts 

taught inside the classroom to real-world situations.  This pedagogy offers an opportunity 

to improve students’ communication skills and help them develop a desire to continue 

serving the community.  Prior students have found that university graduates are not being 

fully equipped with the hands-on skills needed for employment, yet this study illustrates 

service-learning is an effective way to bridge the gap and give students an opportunity to 

apply their skills beyond the classroom.  When combined with the findings of Vaught et 

al. (2011), reciprocity occurred between the students and the clients, signifying that 

instructors in agricultural communications should seriously consider incorporating 

service-learning into their curriculum to enhance student learning and community 

engagement.  Instructors in ACOM 3300 and 4305 should continue to use service-

learning as a key component of student learning in their classrooms, and instructors at 

other universities across the nation should evaluate the powerful benefits to students by 

structuring their own curriculum around a service-learning project.   

 $
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Reflection Questions for Paper 1: 
 
1. So far, what are your opinions and feelings of working with your client? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What has been the most rewarding part of working with your client? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What has been the most challenging part of working with your client? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. How often have you been in contact with your client? (Include if it was face-to-face, 

email or phone) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. How would you describe your interactions with your client? 
 
 
 
 
 
6. What, if anything, are you going to do differently to work with your client during the 

remainder of the semester? 
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7. What are the major concepts you have learned in class that have helped you complete 

the first media kit? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. What concepts or lessons would have been helpful in completing the first media kit 

that were not addressed in the course? #
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Reflection Questions for Paper 2: 
 
1. Overall, what are your opinions and feelings of working with your client this 

semester? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What was the most rewarding part of working with your client? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What was the most challenging part of working with your client? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. How often were you in contact with your client? (Include if it was face-to-face, email 

or phone) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. In reference to working with your client, did you do anything differently after 

submitting the first media kit? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. How would you describe your interactions with your client? 
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7. What are the major concepts you learned in class that helped you complete the final 

media kit? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. What suggestions would you give to other students to make their interaction with 

clients successful? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9. What concepts or lessons would have been helpful that were not addressed in the 

course? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10. What suggestions do you have for Dr. Meyers’ to improve the course with specific 

attention to the student-client relationship? 
 
 
 
 
 
11. How, if at all, does this media kit assignment help you with your future career plans 

and goals? 
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REFLECTIONS QUESTIONS FOR ACOM 4305 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Texas Tech University, Marie N. Hefley, May 2012 

132 

Reflection questions for ACOM 4305 
 

1. Where do you foresee potential issues or pitfalls with the event your team 
planned? 

 
 

2. As the event planner, how would you handle it should one of those pitfalls 
actually happen? 
 
 

3. What element of event planning do you wish we would have spent more time on 
in class? Why? 
 
 

4. Describe your feelings about planning an event to raise funds for the client. 
 
 

5. Realistically, how much revenue do you think your plan will generate for the 
client? Explain how you camp up with the number. 
 
 

6. Analyze how the course content relates (or doesn’t relate) to the client/your 
campaign.  
 
 

7. What are your thoughts on your team’s tactics to promote this event? 
 
 

8. Based on what you know about IMC, what do you personally think about this 
plan? Do you like it? Will it be effective? Do you have any concerns about it? 

 
 

9. If anything were to go wrong with your campaign, and hopefully it won’t, what 
do you think it will be? 

 
 

10. So far, what have you learned in this class that you think will benefit you most in 
your career? Why? 

 
 

11. Explain your feelings about the client and the impact this campaign will have on 
them. 
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12. What element of IMC do you wish we would have spent more time on in class? 
Why? 

13. Now that your campaign is completely planned, what do you like the most about 
your plan? Why? 

 
 

14. What element of your campaign concerns you the most? Why? 
 
 

15. Based on what you know about integrated marketing communications, do you 
think this campaign will meet its objectives? Why or why not? 

 
 

16. What was the most difficult part of planning this campaign? Explain. 
 
 

17. What did you learn in this class that will benefit your career the most? Explain. 
 
 

18. Describe your interaction with your client. Do you feel like your contributions 
helped them? 

 
 

19. What elements of marketing and event planning do you wish we would have 
spent more time on in class? 
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Consent#Form#to#use#Reflection#Papers#in#Research 
#
As#a#student#in#ACOM#3300,#you#will#write#two#reflection#papers#to#document#
your#experience#working#with#your#client#to#complete#the#media#kit#assignment.#
Dr.#Meyers#will#provide#a#list#of#questions#to#answer#that#will#guide#your#papers.#
#
This#activity#is#part#of#the#courseCs#normal#expectations.#You#will#receive#10#
points#for#each#reflection#paper.#These#responses#will#also#help#make#
improvements#for#future#semesters#of#the#course.#
#
Dr.#Meyers#would#like#to#analyze#your#reflection#paper#as#a#part#of#a#research#
study#she#is#conducting.##Although#the#reflection#papers#are#a#course#
requirement,#you#have#the#right#to#determine#if#your#papers#can#be#used#for#
subsequent#data#analysis.##
#
Marie#Hefley#will#collect#the#permission#forms.#Dr.#Meyers#will#not#know#until#
after#final#grades#have#posted#if#you#decided#to#allow#or#not#allow#further#
analysis#of#your#reflection#papers,#so#your#decision#has#no#influence#on#your#
grade#in#the#course.#
#
If#you#allow#your#work#to#be#submitted#into#the#study,#a#graduate#student#will#
give#you#a#pseudonym#to#further#protect#your#identity,#and#from#that#point,#your#
name#will#never#be#associated#with#your#comments.#
#
If#you#have#any#questions,#please#contact#Dr.#Meyers#(courtney.meyers@ttu.edu)#
by#phone#at#742P2816.##
#
For#questions#about#your#rights#as#a#subject#or#about#injuries#caused#by#this#
research,#contact#the#TTU#Institutional#Review#Board#for#the#Protection#of#
Human#Subjects,#Office#of#Research#Services,#Texas#Tech#University,#Lubbock,#
TX.#Or#call#(806)#742P3884.#
#
I#agree#that#my#reflection#papers#can#be#used#for#additional#data#analysis.#

€ Yes#
€ No#

Print#Your#Name:#________________________________________#
Signature:#_____________________________________________#
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Consent#Form#to#use#Reflection#Papers#in#Research#
#
As#a#student#in#ACOM#4305,#you#will#write#two#reflection#papers#to#document#
your#experience#working#with#your#client#to#complete#the#media#kit#assignment.#
Dr.#Meyers#will#provide#a#list#of#questions#to#answer#that#will#guide#your#papers.#
#
This#activity#is#part#of#the#courseCs#normal#expectations.#You#will#receive#10#
points#for#each#reflection#paper.#These#responses#will#also#help#make#
improvements#for#future#semesters#of#the#course.#
#
Dr.#Irlbeck#would#like#to#analyze#your#reflection#paper#as#a#part#of#a#research#
study#she#is#conducting.##Although#the#reflection#papers#are#a#course#
requirement,#you#have#the#right#to#determine#if#your#papers#can#be#used#for#
subsequent#data#analysis.##
#
Marie#Hefley#will#collect#the#permission#forms.#Dr.#Irlbeck#will#not#know#until#
after#final#grades#have#posted#if#you#decided#to#allow#or#not#allow#further#
analysis#of#your#reflection#papers,#so#your#decision#has#no#influence#on#your#
grade#in#the#course.#
#
If#you#allow#your#work#to#be#submitted#into#the#study,#a#graduate#student#will#
give#you#a#pseudonym#to#further#protect#your#identity,#and#from#that#point,#your#
name#will#never#be#associated#with#your#comments.#
#
If#you#have#any#questions,#please#contact#Dr.#Irlbeck#(erica.irlbeck@ttu.edu)#by#
phone#at#742P2816.##
#
For#questions#about#your#rights#as#a#subject#or#about#injuries#caused#by#this#
research,#contact#the#TTU#Institutional#Review#Board#for#the#Protection#of#
Human#Subjects,#Office#of#Research#Services,#Texas#Tech#University,#Lubbock,#
TX.#Or#call#(806)#742P3884.#
#
I#agree#that#my#reflection#papers#can#be#used#for#additional#data#analysis.#

€ Yes#
€ No#

Print#Your#Name:#________________________________________#
Signature:#____________________________________________#


