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Through his service learning assignment, Rudy learns (o pose new
questions about his old habits of thought. He learns the important
difference between an opinion passionately held and a problem that
needs to be solved. He learns to think and reflect critically.

Reading, Writing, and Reflection

David D. Cooper

«What really irked me about Betty’s decision,” Rudy writes in his journal, “was
that it should have been an editorial decision based on layout, design balance,
etc. Instead, it was based on a phony rationale. The incident had an adverse
effect on my outlook towards service at the Center.” Rudy explains:

When Betty and 1 discussed the final edits for the newsletter, she also explained
to me that there was to be 2 change in the layout: [U.S.] Senator [Spencer] Abra-
ham would not have his picture included in his story {about renaissance zones
in Michigan}. Another individual, Flint Mayor Woodrow Stanley, had just sent
a photo of himself to accompany his article. Mayor Stanley happens to be Black.
Since Newt Gingrich’s photo was already running with his story lon the Earmn-
ing by Learning program Gingrich founded for inner-city youngsters, it would
be “more balanced” il we ran 2 photo of the Black gentleman and withheld Abra-
ham’s, providing an element of diversity. ... 1am simply tired of hearing we
shouldsshoutd not do something based on the color of a person's skin. This type
of action does nothing to advance the fight against discrimination. 1t is a way for
those in charge to give the appearance of a diversified newsletter. . ... This one
incident affected my outlook on the service 1 was doing,

Aspartofa required service learning component for his general educa-
tion writing class, Rudy chose an assignment as newsletter assistant at his uni-
versity’s outreach office for economic development and urban affairs, where he
works closely with Betty, editing articles that appear in the Center’s monthly
newsletter. The community placements chosen for students in Rudy's class
were carefully selected as good sites for “real time” writing projects that address
tangible and responsive audiences and link writing in a field of the student’s
choosing—in Rudy’s case, public administration—with formal classroom-
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ased writing activities and instruction. In addition to writing for an agency,

studen i i '

furthertiviirg requlred to keep a written journal record that functions both as

{urther w n“g practice and, more important, as opportunities for students to
ritically and systematically on their service experiences.

In his j i
next journal entry, Rudy relates an incident that has no ostensible

bearing on diversity polic
instead to write about Bett
and the character of her commitment.

As we were leaving the Center last Tuesday so that Betty could give me a rid
home, the family that lives next door to the Center arrived home They vsz i
obviously an economically disadvantaged family, since they lived iﬁ a lesi affl .
ent part of the city. As Betty was getting in the car, the little girl from next do:l;
cbglled her name and came racing over. Immediately Betty gave the little girl a
big hug, and asked about her day at school, etc. This scene may have had noth-
ing to do with my work, and it may have been just a minor event in the grand
sF:heme of things, but it touched me. Here was a woman that was so cori a:
swngte and caring, and here was a little girl who respected and appreciateszh?
relationship so much. It really gave me a bit of insight into Betty’s nature If
bgcame clear why she was working at the Center. She was inherently a per ‘
w1Fh a great deal of love to give. That’s simply a part of her make-u );ndp‘t s
evidenced by this scene. One could tell that Betty truly believed t1131'aL nolhi\:lags

not even a pOOl economic Si[ua i i i )4 g g

ton COuld hlnde[ [hlS oun l’ll’s
) ' 'u[u]e A]ld
[ [hl“k I tel[ [he same. |

Ev i i
vy “mzn Ll;oughh Cl;udy t'akes pains to point out that the scene in the drive-
hy resog/anc\e/e foi hr}othln.g tg do with my [actual] work,” it still has power-
Is attitude toward service and the legiti '

! : A egitimacy of his

se -
Corvvelrce Iefarhmt;g assignment at the Center. Indirectly, even covertly, Ruydy's dis-
y of the depth and authenticity of Betty’s commitment to economic jus-

1 e ’
] . ’ t

y s editori Isi '
and politically motivated. ! wldeciion & partsan

Structuring Critical Reflection: The Critical -
Incident Journal  Hhe Critieal

The i :

mciedJ:nlir'nals tlllat Rudy and his classmates kept are modeled on the critical

e gf(:;srr;a format dew;ed by Stanton (1995). The “critical incident” tech-

rom more traditional journal narratives i
! : _ es in several ways. Primar-
ily, as Stanton explains to ‘ Jescriptiv
, students, “Rather than [providi ipti
record of daily life, a critical incident j : providing] a descriptive
, incident journal includes detailed i

freorc o ’ etailed analysis of onl

thos c1dR(;rtl;S wl;llch ghange yOU Or your perspective on your service experi)-/

e .lé .n.w | edrt an simply dgscrlbing and interpreting an incident and the
p olved,” Stanton continues, “this reflective technique enables [youl

y. At the prompting of his teacher, Rudy chooses
y herself, seeking some insight into her personality

to use the incident and its impact as a means for self-monitoring and personal
exploration” (p. 59). In addition to identifying an event and describing its rel-
evant details, the critical incident journal format requires students to pursue
the three rhetorical steps of description, analysis, and reflection.

Step 1. Describe your role in the incident. What did you do? How did you
react? How did others react? )

Step 2. Analyze the incident. How well or how poorly did you understand
the situation? Was your reaction—or the reaction of others—well informed or
based on misinformation? How did you handle it? What would you do differ-
ently next time?

Step 3. What impact did the incident have on you? Why do you view it as
scritical”? How has the incident influenced your feelings about working at your
placement site? What have you learned? How has your perspective on your-
self or others been changed and/or reinforced? Where do you go from here?

When responding to his first journal entry, Rudy’s teacher notes that he
describes the incident surrounding Betty’s photo layout decision with preci-
sion and good detail, but his reaction to it, she suggests, may be more emotive
(“What really irked me .. .") than critically reflective. She encourages him
either to revisit the incident in another entry or select a new incident to write
about with special attention to fleshing out Step 3. Rudy’s teacher also wisely
defers direct comment on Rudy’s conclusion that the episode over the picture
layout evidences a phony diversity policy. Nor does she broach the issue of
Rudy’s boilerplate conservatism, a political alignment he had proudly and skill-
fully underscored in earlier journal entries as though itching to provoke her
own liberalism. Instead, she focuses on the way Rudy “bookends” his journal
entry with references to unarticulated changes in attitude. She encourages
Rudy to spell out the exact changes in his outlook toward service brought
about by the incident. In an effort to redirect his antagonism, she also urges
him to write about another incident at the Center that either confirms or per-
haps confounds his strong belief that Bettys editorial decision grew out of a
bogus rationale for racial diversity.

With the help of the critical incident format, Rudy’s teacher provides new
conditions and ramifications that seek to redirect Rudy’s natural powers of
curiosity into investigations that are more intellectually responsible and more
critically engaged. In doing so, she seizes on the rival interpretations that open
Rudy’ first passage to critical scrutiny—what John Dewey (1933) called “the
strife of alternative interpretations” (p. 121). It may not be enough, she sug-
gests, to be “simply tired of hearing” about racial diversity. She persists in pos-
ing questions that push Rudy to think in new ways, to reflect critically, and to
question his own perceptions of what he considers a critical incident at the
Center. Why, for example, should one choose pictures for a newsletter based
on typographic considerations alone? Do race-based editorial decisions over
layout send important and defensible messages to readers in support of diver-
sity? Which of these competing interpretations has the rightful claim? What
implications, she hints, might that “rightful claim” have for Betty’ integrity?
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Transforming Values Through Reflection

Thg narrative development between Rudy’s two journal entries—from static
}nd1gnauon to dynamic reaffirmation, from annoyance to rectitude—capture
in fact, what Dewey considered as the primary function of reflective thI?)u hi?
to transform a situation in which there is experienced . . . conflict [or] chi ‘
:;gbance oésomg sort, into a situation that is clear, cohererﬁ, settled harmlg:
valulfg"‘{1'9363?;1361(38111;?5@“(15 up, in short, with an appreciation of new
s important to point out that Rudy continues to write favorably about
articles and opinions advancing the conservative agenda. “The key to turnin
around the urban disadvantaged,” he later writes, “lies in progra%s that rog
motf rggged'individua]ism, rather than encouraging people to expect a h.fnd:
out.” His curiosity and powers of inquiry shift, however, to the moral integrity
of ;hose who act on behalf of policy and away from the validity or politicalgvia}-
bility of the policies themselves. Rudy’ political conservatism begins to expand
imd take on a communitarian ring—once again illustrating Dewey’s belief that
all reflective thinking is a process of detecting relations” (1933, p. 77). For
gxample, Rudy writes that “one can show their [sic] compassior; b)./ forﬁin
ideas . . . such as [about how] people help themselves,” and that urban renewj

policies must “provide a greater good: helping the community as a whole.” His -

new interests in moral consensus and the common good, moreover, reveal the
]lslenjlz o? so[;ial abtt]iFude; that naturally grow out of refle’ctive thouéht and, as
urther believe indi ’
respor):sible i, , are indispensable to the nurture of democracy and
“The clear consciousness of a communal life, in all its implications,”
according to Dewey, “constitutes the idea of democracy” (Robertson 199é
p. 341). That clarifying consciousness can be seen in Rudy’s willing;iess o
reeval'uate his beliefs in light of Betty’s different attitude about photo layout
and dlversity, Rudy’ reconsideration of public policy in terms of the c};m-
mL},mLy as a whole, and ultimately (what he may have been most “touched
by” when the child raced over to embrace Betty) his realization that one:
own good cannot be easily separated from the good of others. ’
In many respects, Rudy’ experience at the Center encapsulates a tension
among service learning educators and practitioners that is best resolved
through the use of structured critical reflection exercises and techniques like
the vcntlcal incident journal. Should Rudy’ teacher, to put it bluntl sqet out to
red}rect, indeed redress, his political and social conservatism? Oyr is Rudy’s
spcml consciousness incidental to the academic work going on a't the interse};-
tion of hls assignment at the Center and his enrollment in a writing class at his
university? What is the proper character, in other words, of her intervention?
Should the goal of a service-learning-infused curriculum ’be the preparation of
;tudents like Rudy for social action skills? Or should the goal be to develo
mtellectual' competence and working knowledge in service of students’ coursez
ol academic study? To track Rudy’s learning curve along separate social and
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cognitive spectra may beg, however, the wrong questions. Rudy’s case may sug-
gest that solving social problems vis-a-vis active community involvement and
engaging intellectual processes may be more complementary than polarized.
Rudy simultaneously learns to apply critical intelligence to his political beliefs
while he engages in a practice of building democratic awareness and demo-
cratic community at the Center. He submits his political beliefs to the stimu-
lus of critical reflection, not to a political litmus. He learns to formulate new
questions about old habits of thought. He learns the important difference
hetween an opinion passionately felt and powerfully held and a problem that
needs to be solved and for which answers must be sought. He undergoes what
Kolb (1984) describes as “learning [that] transforms . . . jmpulses, feelings, and
desires . . . into higher-order purposeful action” (p. 22). If anything, ideology
loses its exclusive and unchallenged grip on Rudy’s political conservatism. His
passion for rugged individualism now carries an ethical valence that transforms
it into a more socially responsive conservatism: a conservatism, it could be
said, with an articulate moral philosophy.

In the development of his narrative reflections, Rudy discovers that a val-
uation he previously held no longer works well for him. He could no longer
satisfactorily dismiss Betty’s editorial decision as politically motivated and, as
such, rooted shallowly in ideological ground. He begins instead to experiment
with alternative modes of valuation based on ethical and moral criteria and
then to test those criteria experimentally to find out whether a life, as well as
social policy, can be guided more satisfactorily according to them. Rudy is
clearly more moved by the Betty who elicits the child’s tender affections than
he is by the Betty who makes an editorial decision based on racial balance.
Given his teachers encouragement to rethink his beliefs through the encounter
with someone who believes differently, Rudy learns more about diversity—its
complexity, its interpersonal ramitications, its socioethical consequences, its
rootedness in the common good—than he could have in weeks of reading and

classroom discussion alone.

Experiential Roots of Reflective Thinking

In a word, Rudy undergoes what several generations of modern educational
theorists, beginning with Dewey and cresting in the more recent work of Kolb,
refer to formally as an experiential learning cycle that is driven, in large part,
by the adaptive learning modality of reflective observation. Arguing for the
reflexive nature of learning processes, Kolb (1984) acknowledges the dynamic
spiral character of knowledge formation and its anchorage in a student’s con-
crete, lived experience. Rudy’ service learning assignment at the Center pro-
vides a good case for what Dewey and Kolb view as the “situatedness ol
reflective thinking” (Dewey, 1933, p. 99) that is both the indispensable agent
and the object of knowledge formation. Follow the thread of an idea or “the
stuff of knowledge far enough,” Dewey writes, “and you will find some situation
that is directly experienced, something undergone, done, enjoyed, or suffered,
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and not just thought of. Reflection is occasioned by the character of this pri-
mary situation. [t does not merely grow out of it” (1933, p. 99) P

N Reﬂec[ive thinking is not only an organic component in the ieaming cycle
it is 51multaneously the very ground from which knowledge and belief s Zin ,
Rhe.ﬂec-tlve thinking, in short, is both process and product. As such, reflle)ctivge~
I» 1nl§1ng has become a key subject in the massive literature of experiential
earning theory and, more recently, the operational linchpin of contemporary

service learning pedagogy (Boud, Keogh, and Wal ; Ki i
mer Jog G beaEogy gh, alker, 1984, King and Kitch-

Theoretical Foundations of Reflective Thinking

Dewey (1933) presents one of the most durable cases, as Kolb (1984) acknowl-
e‘dges, for the critical primacy of structured reflective thinking in the educa-
tive process. Together with other significant works, Dewey (1916, 1938) left
an.m.tellectual legacy that best articulates that educative process tixrou h the
guldlng principles of experiential learning, including the cultivatioi and
expression of a student’ individuality, the transformation of the classroom into
a venue for free and independent activity, inquiry, and thought, and the impor-
tance of learning through experience. Growing out of his abiéling faith inpthe
scientific method and experimentalism and his deep dedication to radical
:l“e/ren:)]f;:l({:y as.ths n;f)dhel for progressive education, Dewey argues that reflec-
ing is both the '
e properflgy ConSidered.means and end that should be cultivated by educa-
De\yey defines reflective thinking succinctly as “active, persistent and care-
ful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of
the grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends”
(1933, p. 9). Extending his definition into the sphere of pedagogical practice
Dewey argues that reflective thought results from “careful and extensive stud ’
. purposeful widening of the area of observation [under study] fand] rez-,
soning out the conclusions of alternative conceptions to see what Would fol-
low In case one or the other were adopted for belief” (1933, p- 8). For Dewe
retlective thinking is essential to the pragmatic application of the scientific at[iy:
tgde and outlook to human life and education. It therefore encompasses cog-
nitive processes such as the logical management of an orderly chain of ideaé ‘tgo
a comrollmg purpose and end, social or democratic functions called upon when
pubhAc conflicts demand resolution through common problem solving and
efffect&ve public. discourse, and the ethical skills that Dewey adopts as the grgound
?esgeo relz;tl;\i/]ei[;nnkmg. open-mindedness, whole-heartedness, and intellectual
”Re'ﬂective thinking is always inaugurated by what Dewey calls a “forked-
rqad situation in which a student faces an ambiguous dilemma that confronts
hxm or her with the reliability and the worth of a previously held belief. “Dif-
ficulty or obstruction,” Dewey continues, “in the way of reaching a belief Erin s
us...toa pause. In the suspense of uncertainty|} . . . demand for the soh%—
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tion of a perplexity is the steadying and guiding factor in the entire process of
reflection” (1933, p. 14). Kolb synthesizes Dewey’s point into one of the cen-
tral premises of current experiential learning theory. “The process of learning,”
Kolb (1984) states, “requires the resolution of conflicts between dialectically
opposed modes of adaptation to the world” (p. 29). Kolb is quick to add that
“reflective observation abilities” are indispensable agents in that experience of
adaptation.

Dewey takes pains to break down that process of engaging a dilemma into
multiple aspects or “terminals” of reflective activity that span three progressive
stages: problematization, hypothesis formation, and testing of the hypothesis.
“Reflective thinking,” Dewey summarizes, “involves (1) a state of doubt, hesi-
tation, perplexity, mental difficulty, in which thinking originates, and (2) an
act of searching, hunting, inquiring, to find material that will resolve the doubt,
settle and dispose of the perplexity” (1933, p. 12). The movement from doubt
to the disposition of a perplexity is engendered, first and foremost, by what
Dewey insists are the critical conditions under which students must work and
learn: “the provision of a real situation that arouses inquiry, suggestion, rea-
soning, testing, etc.” (p. 283). This emphasis on the situatedness of reflective
observation and its centrality to the learning process leads to a statement of
Kolb’s that has become a widely quoted catch phrase of the contemporary
experiential learning movement: “Learning is the process whereby knowledge
is created through the transformation of experience” (1984, p. 38).

Practicing Critical Reflection

Among the many successful efforts to render Dewey and Kolb’s theories of
reflective thinking into practical classroom application (Silcox, 1993; Gold-
smith, 1995), Eyler, Giles, and Schmiede’s 1996 A Practitioner’s Guide to Reflec-
tion in Service-Learning stands out as particularly illuminating and incisive.
They succeed in putting theory into practice, but, more important, their guide
to reflection activities and techniques grows out of hundreds of structured
interviews with ‘students across the country enrolled in service learning
courses. “The experiences of the students we encountered through this study,”
the authors write, emphasize “that reflection is the glue that holds service and
learning together to provide [optimal] educative experiences” (p. 16).

The authors’ research indicates that there are four principal criteria for
successful application of reflective thinking to students’ service learning expe-
riences. They compress these criteria into “the 4 C’s of reflection.” “Over the
course of this study,” they conclude, “certain themes have reappeared repeat-
edly as critical factors in effective reflective activity. The best reflection is Con-
tinuous in time frame, Connected to the ‘big picture’ information provided by
academic pursuits, Challenging to assumptions and complacency, and Contex-
tualized in terms of design and setting” (p. 21).

In using their interview data to structure reflection guidelines, Eyler, Giles,
and Schmiede stress that reflection activities must flex according to various
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student learning styles. After all, students “learn to learn” in different ways
Therefore, faculty and coordinators involved with service learning should ic}l/e;
ally offer a variety of reflection activities that accommodate differences across
the range of student learning styles, which Eyler, Giles, and Schmiede ic;emif

as activists, reflectors, theorists, and pragmatists. In addi;ion the authors offerz
'Reﬂecuon Activity Matrix” that reminds service-minded educators just how
integral critical reflection is to other learning activities and modalitiejs

From Expectation to Experience

As service learning practitioners themselves, Eyler, Giles, and Schimiede real-
ize that the most important element in effective reflection is also the most dif-
hcult»and problematic for teachers to implement successfully: the challenge of
pushlqg students to think critically and to engage issues in 'a more‘critifall
reflective way. Challenging reflection involves a hard balancing act A teachey
must be willing to intervene, pose tough questions, and propose oftén uncomf
{ortable points O.f view for a student’s consideration. A teacher must also be
ready to back off and give support in order to nurture the independence and
autonomy that are the lifeblood of experiential learning processes. Revisitin
Rudys'serwce learning experience may suggest that achieving this: balance i%
not §t1‘}ctly a matter of adopting frameworks and guidelines or followin rules
bgt it is more a question of taking what service learning practitionersgreco i
nize as the path to critical learning: “Learning is best conceived as a roce%s
... grounded in experience, not in terms of outcomes,” as Kolb puts itpand “a
process . . . continuously modified by experience” (1984, pp. 26-27) In other
words, a good teacher is prepared to set his or her students upon a jéume to
knowledge, and then be willing to go along for the ride. ’

' Returning to Rudy’s service learning assignment at the Center much to
his owx"l‘credit he sets out to inquire into the meaning of what he l,earns and
What dlfference it may have to his conservative beliefs. That search for mean-
ing begins in Dewey’s “forked-road” situation and it follows, as predicted b
K_o\br a trajectory of transformation. On the one hand Bett),l’s editorial deci>j
sion 1r‘1‘1tially demonstrates to Rudy that diversity is on{y a matter of “appear-
ances. Therefore, he is inclined to dismiss Betty’ actions as arbitrary. But given
the interpersonal realities Rudy faces in his actual working relationéhip at the
Center (becguse his learning process is situated and grounded in lived experi-
ence), does it follow, as logically perhaps it must, that Betty is an arbitrary per-
son? Should he not respect her? ’ T
. Rudy’s teacher occasions the ambiguity by inviting Rudy to probe into the
1mp11§at10ns that Betty’s layout decision has for changes in his attitudes about
Worqug at the Center. He must squarely lace the antagonism he writes about
in his _}ournal over this incident against the great enthusiasm he has when
Eetgrnmg to work at the Center—for Rudy continues to speak about how

sumglatmg“ his service has been and how he is “gaining a better under-
standing of the nuts and bolts of editing a newsletter . . . while also looking at
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Michigan’ distressed communities and ways to revitalize them.” Rudyss teacher
also positions Rudy in such a way that he has to confront and work through
some unstated assumptions he might be making, Is Betly an enforcer of ortho-
doxy? And what about the Mayor of Flint? Were it not for the color of his skin,
would he deserve his picture on the newsletter cover? Paraphrasing Dewey,
Rudy’s teacher seizes on the real possibilities the incident harbors for Rudy to
examine his assumptions more carefully and extensively, to widen the area of
his inquiry into a cherished belief, and to follow his reasoning all the way to
conclusions and alternatives he had not before considered due to the narrow
depth of field compassed by his initial dismissal of Betty’s decision as biased
and unfair. Rudy’s teacher problematizes his strongly held belief that diversity
is a matter of “appearances” alone and “does nothing to advance the fight
against discrimination.” She provides impetus to Rudy’s formation of a hypoth-
esis concerning whether Betty’s diversity policy is only skin-deep. Rudy tests
the hypothesis. He probes into the reliability of a belief that once seemed sO
indisputable and obvious, and he finds it wanting in light of his discovery of
Betty's real passion for community.

Rudy’s learning occurs right at the place Kolb (1984) describes as “the
interplay between expectation and experience,” an interplay mediated by
reflective thinking. Dewey (1933) reminds us that, like Rudy, we all have the
tendency to believe that which is in harmony with desire. We take that to be
Lrue which we should like to have so, and contrary ideas have difficulty gain-
ing lodgment. We draw weak conclusions as We fail to examine and test our
ideas because of personal attitudes. When we generalize, we tend to make
sweeping assertions based on only a few cases. Observation also reveals the
powerful force wielded by social influences that have actually nothing to do
with the truth or falsity of what is asserted and denied. As such, Kolb wisely
concludes, “If the education process begins by bringing out the learner’s beliefs
and theories, examining them and testing them, and then integrating the new,
more refined ideas into the person’s belief systems, the learning process,” as in
Rudy’ case, “will be facilitated” (1984, p. 27).
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Participatory action research has emerged as a popular form of service
learning in distressed urban and rural communities. The successful
development of a community-owned farmers’ market in East St. Louis,
Mlinois, illustrates the principles, methods, and challenges of this
approach to social science and community action.

Participatory Action Research as
Service Learning

Kenneth M. Reardon

Public and private colleges and universities have been subjected to a steady
stream of criticism throughout the 1990s, both for a lack of research that
addresses our major environmental, economic, and social problems and for a
{ailure to prepare graduates fully to meet the challenges of socially responsible
citizenship.

Increasing numbers of colleges and universities are responding by encour-
aging faculty to incorporate community service learning in their teaching and
research. By doing so, students have the opportunity to acquire important new
knowledge, skills, and civic competencies while providing services to dis-
tressed urban and rural communities. Several major universities, including
Providence College, Portland State University, and Rutgers University, have
gone so far as to make participation in service learning a requirement for bac-
calaureate graduation.

The establishment of ongoing university-community partnerships is one
means through which educational institutions have attempted to enrich stu-
dents educational experiences and encourage faculty to conduct research rel-
evant to the community. Although faculty, students, and administrators have
a growing interest in partnerships with communities, community residents and
leaders have not always shared this enthusiasm. Too many past projects with
universities have generally provided more resources {or the campus than the
local community, a situation perceived as evidence of an unequal partnership.
When university research into the causes of social problems does not also
address potential solutions, it is viewed by the community as meeting cam-
pus research goals without responding to community needs. The professional-
expert research model, which restricts community input, still dominates most
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