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Service-learning experiences have the potential to improve participants’ attitudes and values toward those 
whom they serve, but if the experience is poorly designed or poorly implemented, it runs the risk of rein-
forcing stereotypes and deficit perspectives of the intended beneficiaries of service. This study examines 
the extent to which Contact Theory predicts the efficacy of service-learning courses in promoting positive 
attitude change among participants. Contact Theory stipulates the conditions under which attitude change 
toward an “out-group” becomes possible. Comparing pre-test and post-test scores for 220 students en-
rolled in service-learning courses in two different institutions, we find that courses that reflect more tenets 
of Contact Theory are more effective than those less aligned with Contact Theory in reducing students’ 
overall colorblindness and improving their awareness of blatant racial issues.

Many who practice service-learning have the 
goal of affecting participants’ attitudes and values, 
and research suggests that service-learning has the 
potential to impact learners in ways other forms of 
teaching may not (Delve, Mintz, & Stewart, 1990; 
Holsapple, 2012). Service-learning has been found 
to be associated with a host of positive outcomes, 
including greater sensitivity and empathy (Bernacki 
& Jaeger, 2008; Wilson, 2001); increased commit-
ments to social justice (Eppler, Ironsmith, Dingle, 
& Erickson, 2011; Fenzel & Dean, 2011; Simons, 
Blank, Fehr, Barnes, Georganas, & Manapuram, 
2012); improved cultural competence or multi-
cultural skills (Einfeld & Collins, 2008; Meaney, 
Bohler, Kopf, Hernandez, & Scott, 2008); and ste-
reotype reduction (Conner, 2010a; Meaney et al., 
2008; Wright, Calabrese, & Henry, 2009). Howev-
er, previous research also cautions that when poorly 
implemented, service-learning may result in unan-
ticipated outcomes, such as increased prejudice and 
bias on the part of learners toward the very groups 
intended to benefit from their service (Erickson & 
O’Connor, 2000; Erickson & Santmire, 2001; Hol-
lis, 2004; Jones, 2002; Kendall, 1990; Sperling, 
2007). Those attempting to implement service-
learning in their classrooms may actually do more 
harm than good if they engage students in service-
learning experiences that afford casual contact; 
that is, contact between groups that is short-term, 
superficial, and lacking deep mutual engagement 
(Erickson & O’Connor, 2000; Erickson & Santmi-
er, 2001; Houshmand, Spanierman, Beer, Poteat, & 
Lawson, 2014). According to Allport (1984), “Such 

evidence as we have clearly indicates that such con-
tact does not dispel prejudice; it seems more likely 
to increase it” (p. 263).

Changing attitudes and beliefs involves substan-
tial reflection on one’s values as well as the acqui-
sition of new knowledge and skills (Holsapple, 
2012). Lasting attitude changes are very difficult 
to achieve, and even if the service experience is 
carefully designed and well implemented, change 
may not occur for participants. Although numer-
ous studies have examined the effects of service-
learning experiences on participants and uncovered 
some of the design features that seem to promote 
desired outcomes, such as the amount of time par-
ticipants are engaged in service and the number of 
structured opportunities for reflection, the field of 
service-learning could benefit from more rigorous, 
large-scale studies that investigate the conditions 
under which desirable attitude change among par-
ticipants does transpire. This study responds to that 
need.

Literature Review

How Participation in Service-Learning Affects 
College Students

Two recent literature reviews have affirmed the 
host of positive outcomes associated with service-
learning experiences. In their meta-analysis of 
62 studies in which service-learning participants 
were compared to control students, Celio, Durlak, 
and Dymnicki (2011) found significant gains for 
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service-learning participants in five areas: attitudes 
toward self; attitudes toward learning; academic 
performance; civic engagement; and social skills. 
Holsapple (2012) examined 55 studies that ex-
plored students’ reports of the effects of service-
learning courses, and found that 32 of the studies 
documented findings related to students’ confron-
tation of stereotypes they held about the diverse 
populations with whom they worked. This stereo-
type reduction was typically facilitated by the de-
velopment of positive relationships with the served 
populations. Another key theme – increased knowl-
edge about the served population – was found in 
28 of the studies. Students reported greater aware-
ness of cultural backgrounds, marginalization, and 
differences among individuals of a specific popu-
lation. Additionally, students who participated in 
service-learning reported an enhanced appreciation 
of cultural diversity upon completion of the course, 
particularly among participants who worked with 
international and immigrant populations and K-12 
school students.

Service-learning courses have demonstrated 
positive effects on students’ prejudices, under-
standing of social problems, and commitment to 
social change. These effects are strengthened when 
developed in the context of high-quality instruc-
tional methods and strong, supportive relationships 
with site-supervisors (Batchelder & Root, 1994). 
Indeed, a study conducted by Chang, Anagnost-
opoulos, and Omae (2010) sought to examine the 
effects of service-learning site characteristics, such 
as the quality of supervision students received, the 
type of organizations with which they worked, and 
the type of academic instruction they received, 
along with the degree of rigor of the reflection in 
which they were expected to engage. The partic-
ular course under examination, a multicultural 
service-learning course, was designed to facilitate 
interdependent partnerships and collaboration as 
well as critical thinking about social injustices. The 
study focused on 18 sections of this course, which 
engaged 212 students in 22 different service sites. 
After one semester, Chang et al. found that students 
who reported receiving more support from their site 
supervisors also reported a greater awareness of 
their personal biases and a reduction in previously 
held stereotypes toward low-income youth of color. 
Similarly, students who participated in courses with 
instructors who facilitated intense discussions sur-
rounding the students’ service-learning experienc-
es and issues related to social inequities reported 
an increased consciousness of their prejudices and 
previously held stereotypes, a greater comprehen-
sion of cultural diversity and systemic inequities, 
and a dedication to working with disadvantaged 

populations in the future. In addition, the results 
indicate that forging positive relationships between 
the university and service sites as well as between 
the participants in the service-learning course and 
the populations with whom they serve are integral 
components of effective service-learning pedago-
gy. In addition to these pedagogical factors, Chang 
et al. found that white students became more aware 
of their biases over the course of the semester than 
did students of color. While the results of this study 
are informative, a major limitation is that the data 
were only collected from students at one university. 
Further studies are needed to replicate these find-
ings to determine whether the results may be gener-
alized to other populations of students participating 
in service-learning courses.

Forming interdependent relationships between 
individuals participating in service and the indi-
viduals with whom they are engaging is widely 
understood as crucial to effective service-learning 
(see review by Murphy & Rasch, 2008). Without 
the formation of interdependent relationships and 
guided reflection, service-learning experiences 
may strengthen perceptions of privilege and rein-
force stereotypes, just as some programs that at-
tempt to reduce the stigma of a particular group end 
up reinforcing it (Hinshaw & Stier, 2008). Housh-
mand et al. (2014) illustrate the potential harmful 
effects of service-learning experiences in their 
study of a service-learning course in which students 
were expected to collaborate with community part-
ners from East St. Louis, a nearby predominantly 
African-American community, with nearly half of 
the population living below the poverty line. While 
students did not receive any direct instruction relat-
ed to cultural diversity or whiteness, some course 
readings addressed multiculturalism, and students 
participated in some activities to increase their 
awareness of the community’s cultural background, 
such as taking tours of the city to learn more about 
its history. Students made three site visits, each 
lasting two days, and engaged in various activities 
during these site visits, including conducting site 
analyses, holding individual meetings with com-
munity members, attending community meetings, 
and participating in service activities within the 
community. Houshmand et al. found, that upon 
completing the course, students confirmed the neg-
ative misconceptions they held regarding East St. 
Louis and its community members, students’ ex-
perience as the “minority” in East St. Louis caused 
them discomfort as they perceived their appearance 
brought them extra unsolicited attention, and stu-
dents attributed community problems to the fault of 
the residents of East St. Louis.

As evidenced by Chang et al. (2010) and Housh-
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mand et al. (2014), certain factors may facilitate or 
hinder the success of service-learning in influenc-
ing positive attitude change among participants. 
To gain a deeper understanding of how students’ 
attitudinal changes occur as well as their personal 
views on their experience working at their service-
learning sites, researchers have analyzed in-depth 
student reflective writing, journal entries, interview 
data, and focus group transcripts (e.g., Baldwin, Bu-
chanan, & Rudisill, 2007; Boyle-Baise & Kilbaine, 
2000; Endres & Gould, 2009; d’Arlach, Sánchez, 
& Feuer, 2009; Greene, 1998; Hollis, 2004; Nenga, 
2011; Simons, Fehr, Hogerwerff, Blank, Georga-
nas, & Russell, 2011). Deely (2010) conducted a 
study to fill the gap in research on the effects of 
service-learning from the students’ perspective. 
Analyses of the data revealed several themes indi-
cating students’ positive and negative development 
throughout the service-learning experience. Asked 
to identify salient contextual and learning environ-
ment features, students indicated that their critical 
thinking skills were enhanced through coursework, 
community service, dialogue with small groups, 
analysis of readings, and journal writing. More-
over, students reported that having small class sizes 
made open dialogues easier and more comfortable, 
which facilitated honest discussions regarding per-
sonal experiences.

Limitations of Existing Research

As noted by Holsapple (2012), though quali-
tative measures provide insight into students’ ex-
periences and beliefs regarding social justice, an 
overemphasis on reflective measures in service-
learning research makes it difficult to evaluate in 
a quantifiable, statistically rigorous way the effects 
of participation in service-learning for different 
students. Specifically, reliance on reflective writing 
strategies as the sole means of data collection may 
limit the validity of the findings, as such measures 
may influence the nature of participants’ responses, 
leading the responders to be vulnerable to response 
bias or responses driven by emotion (Hobbs, 2007). 
Additionally, research that has assessed the degree 
of reflection in student journals across an array of 
disciplines in higher education has found minimal, 
if any, consistency across methodological strategies 
for evaluating students’ reflective writing (Dyment 
& O’Connell, 2011).

Similarly, research conducted by instructors of 
service-learning courses may lead students to re-
spond in a particular way. Students who completed 
reflective writing prompts as part of a course assign-
ment (e.g., Endres & Gould, 2009) may respond 
differently than if they had be given an anonymous 

survey that was not viewed as a course requirement 
(e.g., d’Arlach et al., 2009). While qualitative mea-
sures provide researchers with meaningful insight 
into students’ experiences in service-learning, 
sense-making, and views of social injustices before 
and after their participation in the course, supple-
mental quantitative measures, administered by re-
searchers not associated with the course, may serve 
to limit response bias and enhance validity. Indeed, 
a hybrid or mixed methods approach may offer the 
most promising research design, as exclusively 
quantitative studies run the risk of overlooking or 
over-simplifying the complex ways in which partic-
ipants make meaning from their experiences (Snow 
& Reeb, 2013).

In addition to the methodological limitations de-
scribed above, studies of service-learning have been 
critiqued for their lack of theoretical frameworks 
to guide the research (Whitley, 2014). Without a 
guiding theory, it may be difficult to understand the 
exact mechanisms that contribute to or hinder the 
social and academic effects of service-learning. In-
deed, a strong theoretical framework has been iden-
tified as “the most critical part of the research plan” 
(Ennis, 1999, p. 132) as it provides boundaries and 
guidelines to help develop the methods and inter-
pret the results of the study. Without a conceptual 
focus, it may be difficult for researchers to pinpoint 
which components of the service-learning experi-
ence were most impactful for students (Moely, Mc-
Farland, Miron, Mercer, & Ilustre, 2002).

This study responds to the call for service-
learning research that demonstrates empirical and 
methodological rigor and builds from a strong the-
oretical base in its investigation of the conditions 
under which service-learning courses facilitate au-
thentic and desirable attitude change among partic-
ipants. For more than 60 years, Gordon Allport’s 
(1954) Contact Theory (CT) has been used by so-
cial psychologists to inform the design of strategies 
aimed at changing attitudes through human contact 
as well as evaluate the effectiveness of these strate-
gies; however, few studies of service-learning have 
drawn on CT (for exceptions, see Conner 2010a; 
Murphy & Rasch, 2008). Using CT to frame an 
analysis of the effects of service-learning courses 
at two institutions of higher education, this inves-
tigation examines to what extent service-learning 
courses promote changes in learners’ attitudes and 
which design features of the service-learning expe-
rience are most associated with such changes.

Theoretical Framework

Contact Theory, also called the contact hypoth-
esis, was introduced and developed by social psy-
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chologists to understand and evaluate the various 
conditions under which face-to-face contact would 
promote greater personal and social understand-
ing between members of different groups (Allport, 
1954; Amir, 1969; Cook, 1985). At its core, CT 
traces the minimum necessary conditions through 
which favorable experiences with individual mem-
bers of an out-group may be transmitted or gener-
alized to one’s group-related attitudes (Pettigrew, 
1988; Rothbart, 1996). The five main conditions 
of CT as outlined by Allport (1954) in his classic 
book, The Nature of Prejudice, include equal status 
contact; pursuit of common goals; intergroup coop-
eration; support of authorities, custom, or law; and 
sustained, long-term contact.

Since Allport first introduced his theory, re-
searchers have extended and elaborated upon this 
original formulation. This new research has high-
lighted two additional factors that play an import-
ant role in facilitating attitude change for partici-
pants. These factors include instructional designs 
that attend to participants’ affect, particularly 
students’ anxiety about entering an unfamiliar 
environment and working with individuals with 
whom they lack previous experience (Pettigrew & 
Tropp, 2000; 2005), and designs that ask partici-
pants to reflect on their identity and values (Celio, 
Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011; Fenzel & Dean, 2011; 
Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000; Kenworthy, Turner, 
Hewstone, & Voci, 2005; Simons et al., 2011). 
Research using CT suggests that these seven fea-
tures of the learning environment represent the 
minimum conditions under which attitude change 
becomes possible. Although a meta-analysis (Pet-
tigrew & Tropp, 2006) across 713 independent 
samples raises some question about the necessity 
of these conditions, it does find “those samples 
that experienced carefully structured contact sit-
uations designed to meet Allport’s optimal condi-
tions achieved a markedly higher mean effect size 
than did other samples” in terms of prejudice re-
duction (p. 766).

In addition to prejudice reduction, CT has been 
profitably applied in research on stigma reduction. 
Anti-stigma programs involving direct contact be-
tween the general public and individuals with men-
tal illnesses have been found to produce lasting 
changes in both behaviors and attitudes when the 
conditions of CT are met (Corrigan & O’Shaugh-
nessy, 2007). Interventions that comport with the 
conditions of CT also have been found to reduce 
stigma and myths about homelessness and pro-
mote positive attitudes and greater empathy toward 
people experiencing homelessness (Snow & Reeb, 
2013). Although CT has been effectively utilized 
in the study of anti-stigma programs, very limited 

work considers how CT might be applied to the 
context of service-learning.

To illustrate how CT might be used to inform the 
design of a service-learning course, we offer two 
hypothetical examples of courses that show differ-
ent degrees of alignment with the tenets of Contact 
Theory. For the sake of the examples, we presume 
that both courses are offered at the same institution, 
and that this institution demonstrates strong sup-
port for service-learning, thereby meeting Allport’s 
condition of support by authorities or institutional 
support.

“Understanding Poverty in America” is a large, 
lecture-based course in which students sign up to 
volunteer for one five-hour shift at a soup kitchen. 
The instructor does not provide an introduction or 
orientation to the soup kitchen for the students; in-
stead, she gives them a handout with instructions 
about where to go, what to wear, and how to help 
the staff. In addition, students are expected to par-
ticipate in a class “Day of Service” by volunteering 
to help with administrative tasks at a local homeless 
shelter or a welfare agency. The students are asked to 
draw on these experiences in their final exam; how-
ever, class time is devoted to lecture, and there is no 
opportunity during the semester to discuss or write 
about these experiences in greater depth. This course 
does not satisfy any of the following conditions of 
CT: equal status contact; pursuit of common goals; 
inter-group cooperation; long-term or sustained 
contact; or efforts to address participants’ affective 
states. The course meets CT’s condition of opportu-
nities for personal reflection at a very low level.

“Urban Youth and Their Institutions” is a small, 
discussion-based course in which students spend 
two hours each week over the course of a semester 
at an under-resourced public high school where the 
college and high school students partner to devel-
op design proposals for the vacant lot across the 
street from the school. As they are members of the 
community, the high school students possess local 
knowledge useful to completing this assignment, 
and the instructor is careful to draw attention to 
their expertise. Prior to their first meeting with the 
high school students, the college students are given 
an orientation by the course instructor and the high 
school principal who take them on a tour of the 
high school and spend time answering their ques-
tions. The high school students also meet with the 
university course instructor and the principal ahead 
of time to learn about the project and to have their 
questions answered. The service-learning course 
requires the college students to respond each week 
to prompts that engage them in personal reflection 
that synthesize the course readings and their ser-
vice experiences, and the instructor sets aside class 
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time for the students to discuss and make mean-
ing about their experiences at the high school. In 
its design, this course satisfies the following con-
ditions of CT: equal status contact; pursuit of com-
mon goals; inter-group cooperation; long-term or 
sustained contact; opportunities for personal reflec-
tion; and efforts to address participants’ affective 
states. These two hypothetical examples of college 
courses illustrate how service-learning courses may 
demonstrate either high or low alignment with ba-
sic CT tenets.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

Based on extant research, we developed linked 
hypotheses for each of our three research questions. 
First, we asked if students enrolled in service-
learning courses demonstrate significant change 
in their attitudes toward racial minority groups, 
specifically with regard to colorblindness? Color-
blindness is a viewpoint that holds that race and 
racial categories are no longer salient, and there-
fore these categories should be ignored and every-
one should be seen as an individual (Richeson & 
Nussbaum, 2004). We expected to see a statistically 
significant decline in overall colorblindness across 
the sample of students enrolled in service-learning 
courses; however, we also expected that the extent 
of change would vary across courses, with some 
courses showing strong mean levels of change and 
some showing no or little mean change. Second, we 
asked to what extent individual student characteris-
tics might explain their degree of change in color-
blindness. Here, we expected that students of color 
would experience less change than white students. 
We did not expect to see differences based on any 
other individual characteristics, such as class year 
or gender. Third, we asked to what extent a course’s 
alignment with CT predicts students’ degree of 
change in colorblindness. We hypothesize that 
the more a course is aligned with Contact Theory, 
the greater the change in colorblindness students 
would demonstrate, becoming less colorblind and 
more aware. We expected that each tenet of Contact 
Theory would be associated with positive attitude 
change, with no one tenet exerting a stronger or 
weaker influence than any other.

Method

Research Design 

This study is designed to investigate the utility 
of CT in predicting attitude change among service-
learning participants. The study uses a pre- and 
post-test design. Other data sources included an 

instructor assessment of the course and course ar-
tifacts, such as syllabi and handouts, which were 
used to evaluate each course’s alignment with CT, 
as explained below.

Participants 

Participants included instructors and students in 
all service-learning courses (N=13) offered during 
the spring semester at two mid-sized, private insti-
tutions of higher education, one located on the east 
coast (n=7) and one in the midwest (n=6). In one 
of the institutions, many of the students involved 
in service-learning courses also lived in a sopho-
more service-learning community, which required 
participation in at least one service-learning course 
a semester and involvement in a weekly reflective 
discussion group comprised of students across 
different courses and facilitated by a trained staff 
member. The 13 service-learning courses involved 
in this study spanned a range of disciplines from the 
humanities to social sciences, including Theology, 
Ethics, Sociology, Education, and Political Science. 
Class sizes ranged from nine students to 32 stu-
dents. The service arrangement in each course also 
varied, with some instructors requiring students to 
serve together at the same site and other instruc-
tors offering students a range of pre-approved sites 
at which students could complete service hours. 
These sites included public schools and commu-
nity centers, where college students mentor and 
tutor younger students; prisons and adult literacy 
centers, where college students work with adults to 
develop their reading and writing skills; and home-
less shelters, where students prepared and served 
meals to temporary residents.

Of the 243 students in all 13 courses, a total of 
220 students completed both surveys, for a 91% re-
sponse rate. Fifty-five percent of the sample attend-
ed the east coast university and 45% attended the 
midwest college. Eighty-one percent of the sample 
reported that they were engaged in service-learning 
for their course. Students enrolled in the courses 
who were exempted by their instructors from ful-
filling the service-learning requirements were in-
cluded in the study, and this gave us a chance to 
examine whether or not their results differed from 
those engaged in service. The demographic make-
up of the participants was as follows: 34% were 
males, 66% were females; 74% identified as white, 
7% as Black or African-American, 11% as Asian 
or Pacific Islander, 6% as Latino/a or Hispanic, 
and 2% as mixed ethnicity or other; and 50% were 
sophomores, 38% were seniors, 4% were juniors, 
and 8% were Master’s students; the sample did not 
include any first-year students.
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Procedure 

After securing IRB approval for the study at both 
institutions, a two-pronged recruitment process was 
used to engage participants. First, the directors of 
service-learning at each university contacted in-
structors who used service-learning in their cours-
es and invited them to participate in the study. The 
invitation letter and consent forms explained that 
the study would examine students’ attitude change 
over the course of the semester. It otherwise ensured 
that the instructors were blind as to the focus of the 
study. Participation entailed completing a short 
survey about their course and agreeing to allow a 
researcher to come into their class to explain the 
study, distribute consent forms, and administer a 
baseline and follow-up survey. The baseline survey 
was administered during the first or second week 
of each course. Rather than putting their names on 
the surveys, students were instructed in the pro-
cess of inventing a unique identifying number. The 
researcher returned during the last week of each 
course to administer and collect the post-surveys. 
Both the researcher and the survey instructions en-
couraged students to be as open and honest as they 
could be, assuring them that “there are no right or 
wrong answers.” Because the course instructors did 
not see the student survey, they were not influenced 
by its content in how they taught the course. And 
because the instructors did not see the students’ re-
sponses, and because the students’ names did not 
appear on the surveys, any pressure students might 
have felt to respond in socially desirable ways was 
mitigated.

Measures 

In addition to demographic questions, the survey 
included the Color-Blind Racial Attitudes Scale 
(CoBRAS), which measures social attitudes toward 
racial and ethnic minorities (Neville, Lilly, Duran, 
Lee, & Browne, 2000). CoBRAS has been used ex-
tensively in studies of higher education (e.g., Lew-
is, Neville, & Spanierman, 2012; Worthington, Na-
varro, Loewy, & Hart, 2008), and validation studies 
have found that higher scores on each of the three 
CoBRAS factors and the total score are related to 
greater racial and gender intolerance, racial preju-
dice, and belief that the world is just (Neville, Lilly, 
Duran, Lee, & Browne, 2000). The scale consists of 
20 items loading onto three factors: Unawareness 
of Racial Privilege, Unawareness of Institutional 
Discrimination, and Unawareness of Blatant Racial 
Issues. Representative items that load onto the Un-
awareness of Racial Privilege factor read: “Every-
one who works hard, no matter what race they are, 

has an equal chance to become rich;” and “Race 
plays a major role in the type of social services 
(such as type of health care or day care) that people 
receive in the U.S.” The latter item is reverse-coded. 
Sample items for the Unawareness of Institutional 
Discrimination factor are: “It is important that peo-
ple begin to think of themselves as American and 
not African American, Mexican American or Ital-
ian American” and “White people in the U.S. are 
discriminated against because of the color of their 
skin.” Sample items for the Unawareness of Blatant 
Racial Issues are: “Racism may have been a prob-
lem in the past, but it is not an important problem 
today” and “Talking about racial issues causes un-
necessary tension.” Each factor also includes more 
than one reverse-scored item. Reliability analyses 
for the current study yielded Cronbach’s alphas on 
the pre- and post-surveys ranging from .71 to .85. 
Change in these three factors and in overall color-
blindness scores from pre- to post-surveys consti-
tute the dependent variables of this study.

Analytic Approach 

To assess the degree to which each course sat-
isfied the seven tenets of Contact Theory, we re-
lied on an instructor survey, course artifacts, and 
follow-up instructor interviews. Each course in-
structor completed a survey that contained sev-
eral questions about the design of the course and 
its approach to service-learning. These questions 
mapped onto the CT tenets by asking about the ex-
tent to which the instructor experienced institution-
al support for the service; designed service experi-
ences that were spread out and sustained over the 
course of the semester; attempted to reduce status 
disparities between the server and the served; de-
signed the experience around shared goals for the 
server and the served; encouraged intergroup coop-
eration between the server and the served; attempt-
ed to address participants’ anxiety and concerns 
about service; and attempted to rouse a sense of 
personal identity among students in the course. In 
addition, syllabi and relevant course handouts were 
coded by two researchers at each institution (the 
co-principal investigators and their trained gradu-
ate students) for the extent to which these artifacts 
reflected these seven tenets of CT. In coding these 
documents, we used a protocol (see Appendix A) to 
determine the extent to which each condition of CT 
each course met. We then compared instructor sur-
vey data with our ratings, and used decision rules 
and in some cases instructor interviews to reconcile 
any discrepancies. Following the collection of all 
survey data, we interviewed six of the course in-
structors as a means of member-checking.
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For each course, pre- and post-surveys were 
matched according to the unique identifying num-
bers students had created. Pre- or post-surveys 
without a match were dropped from the analysis. 
Other missing data were handled through a process 
of listwise deletion. Data were analyzed using in-
ferential statistical tests, including paired t-tests for 
comparing pre- and post-scores; independent t-tests 
for comparing post-scores by groups, such as gen-
der and service participation; two-way ANOVAs; 
and hierarchical linear regressions.

Results

To address our first research question, we com-
pared the pre- and post-test scores of all students 
and found statistically significant declines in over-
all colorblindness, t(202) = 3.71, p < .000, as well 
as on two of the three factors for all participants: 
unawareness of racial privilege, t(202) = 2.70, p < 
.01, and unawareness of blatant racial issues, t(202) 
= 2.98, p < .01. In addition, as we expected, we 
found that mean change scores varied considerably 
across courses (See Table 1).

Before turning to our second research question 
about how differences in degree of change from 
pre-post were related to students’ individual char-
acteristics, we first examined whether there were 
any significant baseline differences in pre-test 
scores based on student characteristics. While there 
were no significant differences by year in school, 
white students were significantly more colorblind 
than students of color in the pre-test, posting sig-
nificantly higher levels of unawareness on each fac-
tor and on overall colorblindness, t(213) = -3.48, p 
< .001. White students showed greater unawareness 

of racial privilege, t(135) = -1.96, p < .05, unaware-
ness of institutional discrimination, t(213) = -4.58, 
p < .000, and unawareness of blatant racial issues, 
t(213) = -2.24, p < .05 than their non-white counter-
parts at the baseline. Males were also significantly 
more colorblind than females at the baseline, on 
overall colorblindness, t(213) = 2.61, p < .01, on 
unawareness of institutional discrimination, t(213) 
= 2.61, p < .01, and on unawareness of blatant racial 
issues, t(213) = 3.47, p < .001. Finally, those stu-
dents who did not plan to do service for the course 
were significantly more colorblind than their coun-
terparts who did intend to do service at the base-
line, on overall colorblindness, t(212) = -1.95, p < 
.05, on unawareness of institutional discrimination, 
t(212) = -2.15, p < .05, and on unawareness of ra-
cial privilege, t(212) = -2.24, p < .05.

We then considered differences in the degree of 
change pre-post by these same characteristics. We 
found no statistically significant differences based 
on students’ year in school or race and ethnicity. 
Males showed significantly more change than fe-
males on unawareness of blatant racial issues, 
t(201) = 2.5, p < .01 and on overall colorblindness, 
t(201) = 2.18, p < .05. Two-way repeated measure 
ANOVA tests, using pre- and post-tests and com-
paring those engaged in service for the course to 
those exempt from service, showed a significant 
main effect for time (pre- to post-test) on color-
blindness, F(1, 202) = 7.836, p = .006, ƞ² = .038 
(See Table 2). Both those students who did service 
for the course and those exempt from service de-
clined in overall colorblindness over the course of 
the semester; however, the interaction between ser-
vice participation and time was not significant.

Turning to our third research question and the re-

Table 1
Trends in Mean Change Scores across Courses

 

Number of courses with 
negative change (students 
become less aware/more 

blind) Range
Number of courses  

with no change

Number of courses with 
positive change (students 
become more aware/less 

blind) Range

Unawareness of Racial Privilege 3 1 9
–.14 to –.26 .06 to .58

Unawareness of Blatant Racial 
Issues

3 0 10

–.01 to –.17 .10 to .35

Unawareness of Institutional 
Discrimination

5 0 8

–.02 to –.17 .04 to .49

Overall Colorblindness 2 0 11
 –.02 to –.11  .04 to .33
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gression analyses, we found that when we controlled 
for demographic factors and pre-test scores, courses 
with higher alignment with CT conditions did pre-
dict lower levels of overall colorblindness on the 
post-test, consistent with our hypothesis. In addition, 
we found higher alignment with CT conditions to be 
associated with lower levels of unawareness of bla-
tant racial issues on post-tests (See Table 3). Not do-
ing service in the course was associated with higher 
levels of unawareness of institutional discrimination 
on the post-test, and being part of a service-learning 
community was associated with lower levels of col-
orblindness and lower levels of unawareness of bla-
tant racial issues on the post-test.

Finally, analyzing each tenet of CT separately 
and controlling for gender, students’ racial minori-
ty status, and whether or not he/she participated in 
service, we found that certain tenets of CT appear to 
play more important roles in colorblindness reduc-
tion than others. Specifically, cooperation between 
students and those with whom they served and in-
stitutional support for the service each generates 
significant associations with the degree of change 
in students’ CoBRAS results from pre to post-test. 
Whether or not the course encouraged cooperation 
between students and those with whom they served 
is significantly associated with change in unaware-
ness of institutional discrimination, B = .32 t(201) = 
2.72, p < .01 and change in overall colorblindness, 

B = .236 t(201) = 1.99, p < .05, even when all other 
CT tenets are included in the model (See Table 4). 
Furthermore, when added independently through a 
stepwise regression, cooperation explained a signif-
icant portion of the variance in change in institu-
tional discrimination scores, R2 = .05, F(10, 191) 
= 1.97, p < .05. A second CT tenet, the level of 
institutional support for the service activity, is sig-
nificantly associated with change in unawareness of 
blatant racial issues, B = .25 t(201) = 1.71, p < .01 
and when added independently through a step-wise 
regression, institutional support explained a signif-
icant portion of the variance in change in blatant 
racial issues scores, R2 = .05, F(10, 191) = 2.15, p 
< .05. For the three outcome variables mentioned 
above (unawareness of institutional discrimination, 
unawareness of blatant racial issues, and overall 
colorblindness), gender was also a significant pre-
dictor; being female was consistently associated 
with less pre-post change than being male.

Discussion

Our findings affirmed some of our study’s hy-
potheses, while challenging others. First, as expect-
ed, we found that on average, students who were 
enrolled in service-learning courses, regardless of 
whether or not they were actually engaged in the 
service activity, demonstrated improved attitudes, 

Table 2
Mean Level of Colorblindness by Time and Service Participation

 
Engaged in Service  

for Course Mean S.D.

Colorblindness Pre-test Yes 2.84 .68
No 3.09 .80

Colorblindness Post-test Yes 2.74 .69
 No 3.00 .87

Table 3 
Regression Results for Overall Colorblindness and Each Factor on Post-Test

Colorblindness Un RP Un ID Un BRI
 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient

Gender (0=male) –.07 –.02 –.05 –.12
Year –.05 .08 –.03 .07
Service (0= yes) .05 –.08 .18* .02
Service-Learning Community
  (0 = yes) .20* .14 .11 .27**
Race and Ethnicity (0=non-white) .07 .02 .13 .02
Pre-test .70**** .77**** .38**** .48****
Course Contact Theory –.17* –.10 –.09 –.25**
F 16.23**** 21.55**** 3.87*** 6.03****
Adjusted R² .51 .59 .17 .26

Note. * p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01; ****, p < .001. Un RP indicates Unawareness of Racial Privilege; Un ID indicates Unawareness of 
Institutional Discrimination; Un BRI indicates Unawareness of Blatant Racial Issues.
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showing declines in colorblindness over the course 
of the semester. Nonetheless, as we predicted, some 
courses were more effective at promoting positive 
attitude change than others. Though limited to 
a small number of cases, certain courses indeed 
appeared to do more harm than good by imped-
ing positive attitude change and reinforcing or in-
creasing students’ average colorblindness over the 
course of the semester.

With respect to our second set of hypotheses 
regarding individual differences, we were not sur-
prised to find that students of color demonstrated 
significantly less colorblindness than white stu-
dents at the outset of the study; however, we were 
surprised to find that white students did not experi-
ence more change over the course of the semester 
on our dependent variable than students of color. 
Also contrary to our expectations, we found sig-
nificant results by gender. Male students came into 
the courses with higher levels of unawareness than 
their female classmates. They then experienced sig-
nificantly greater change in their levels of unaware-
ness over the course of the semester, such that by 
the end of the course, their scores were statistically 
indistinguishable from those of the females; in their 
end-of-term levels of awareness, males had caught 
up to the females. This result suggests that service-
learning can have a particularly profound effect on 
male students’ attitudes, helping to make men more 
aware of institutional discrimination and blatant ra-
cial issues.

In terms of what might explain different courses’ 
effectiveness facilitating attitude change, the results 
from this study show that courses that align with 
more CT tenets are more successful than courses 
that do not reflect as many of the guiding CT prin-
ciples in promoting attitudinal change among stu-

dents. This result was consistent with our hypothe-
sis that greater alignment would be associated with 
greater positive change. However, where we ex-
pected all CT tenets to matter equally, the results of 
our study draw attention to two in particular as most 
strongly associated with attitude change: promot-
ing cooperation between students and those with 
whom they serve and receiving or communicating 
institutional support for the service. These findings 
generate important implications for the design of 
service-learning experiences, and suggest concrete 
ways in which instructors can be aided in fostering 
attitude change for their students. Inter-group coop-
eration has long been considered a hallmark of ef-
fective service-learning. It is widely understood as 
an important component of reciprocal relationships, 
which are considered the gold-standard in service-
learning (Anderson & Hill, 2001; Bailis, 2000; 
Conner, 2010b; Donahue, Bowyer & Rosenberg, 
2003; Jacoby, 2003). Comparatively less attention 
has been paid to the importance of institutional sup-
port in the service-learning literature. Nonetheless, 
institutional support has emerged as an important 
condition in effective anti-stigma programs (Hin-
shaw & Stier, 2008). Our findings underscore the 
salience of institutional support. Higher levels of 
institutional support may signal to students that 
the work they are doing for the course is important 
and valued by others beyond the professor and the 
beneficiaries of service. Further research is needed 
to understand how these messages of institutional 
support might influence students and the nature 
of their interactions with the service recipients; it 
does, however, seem possible that higher levels of 
institutional support could establish a foundation of 
institutional relationships upon which stronger in-
terpersonal relationships can then be built.

Table 4
Regression Results for Change in Colorblindness and Each Factor between Pre-Test and Post-Test

Colorblindness Un RP Un ID Un BRI
Change Score Change Score Change Score Change Score

 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient

Gender (0=male) –.176** –.014 –.15** –.191***
Race and Ethnicity (0=non-white) .089 .043 .029 .112
Service (0= yes) .005 .049 –.051 .003
Institutional Support .095 –.17 .172 .250*
Spread Out .163 .064 .286 –.059
Reduce Status Disparity –.084 .106 –.305 .026
Common Goals –.175 –.157 –.034 –.131
Cooperative Work .236** .116 .319*** –.015
Concerns Addressed –.286 –.069 –.418 –.062
Reflection on Identity .221 .03 .213 .206
F 1.55 .81 1.97** 2.15**
Adjusted R² .027 .009 .046 .054

Note. *p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01; ****, p < .001. Un RP indicates Unawareness of Racial Privilege; Un ID indicates Unawareness of Insti-
tutional Discrimination; Un BRI indicates Unawareness of Blatant Racial Issues.
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Our finding about the importance of institutional 
support also aligns with our finding of the modest 
but significant association between being a member 
of a “service-learning community” and post-test 
colorblindness and unawareness of blatant racial 
issues scores. Even after controlling for pre-test 
scores, we found that those students who live with 
other students in a service-learning community are 
more likely to show lower levels of colorblindness 
and greater awareness of blatant racial issues on the 
post-test than their peers who do not live in such a 
community. A service-learning community may be 
one way an institution communicates its support for 
student engagement in service-learning. In addi-
tion, students in a service-learning community may 
have more informal opportunities to discuss, reflect 
on, and make sense of their service experiences and 
more occasions to hear from speakers who chal-
lenge them to think about issues of race and class 
than those who do not live in such a community. Of 
course, self-selection may also play a role in ex-
plaining the effects found among members of such 
a community.

Of the three factors that make up colorblindness, 
students’ unawareness of their racial privilege pre-
sented a bit of a puzzle in our results. We found 
that students’ levels of unawareness dropped sig-
nificantly between pre- and post-surveys, meaning 
that they became more aware of their privilege over 
the course of the semester. This result is consistent 
with results found in other studies investigating the 
connection between service-learning and changes 
in students’ awareness of white privilege (Fenzel & 
Dean, 2011; Simons et al., 2012). However, where 
these previous studies could link this outcome to 
particular course features, such as personal identity 
reflection activities, we found no significant associ-
ations between this factor of CoBRAS and CT that 
could help explain declines in unawareness of racial 
privilege. Other contextual conditions and learning 
design features than those specified by CT may be 
responsible for these changes among our study par-
ticipants, and future research is needed to resolve 
this inconsistency in the literature. Future research 
could also productively explore classroom-based 
orientation and content differences, which may 
have shaped our results, but which we did not con-
sider in this study.

As with any study, the results should be viewed 
in light of the study’s limitations. First, although we 
were careful to check the instructor’s assessment of 
the course’s alignment with CT against our own 
coding of course artifacts before ascribing a value 
for each tenet in our database, our ascriptions could 
have been strengthened had we either used raters 
who were blind to the purpose of the study and who 

achieved a strong, consistent inter-rater reliability 
score or had we engaged in further triangulation, 
including interviews with students and service-
site coordinators and observational data that could 
corroborate (or help us to refine) our ascriptions of 
value. Furthermore, for simplicity of analysis, we 
used dummy variables for each CT tenet; however, 
future research could use more graduated assess-
ments of alignment. In addition, given the structure 
of our design, with students nested in courses, and 
courses nested in separate institutions of higher ed-
ucation, structural equation modeling might have 
been a useful analytic tool. Finally, it is worth not-
ing that although we had a fairly robust sample in 
terms of its size, the sample was not very diverse, 
and our technique of grouping together students of 
color might have masked some finer-grained differ-
ences that would have emerged had we been able 
to compare students of different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds.

Despite these limitations, this study marks an 
advance in the field of service-learning, which has 
come under criticism for its lack of empirical and 
methodological rigor (Hironimus-Wendt & Lovell-
Troy, 1999; Sperling, 2007). We build on a small 
but growing body of research that applies quanti-
tative methods to the study of service-learning out-
comes for students (Astin & Sax, 1998; Bernacki 
& Jaeger, 2008; Borden, 2007; Bowman, Bran-
denberger, Mick, & Smeddley, 2010; Eppler et al., 
2011; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Fenzel & Dean, 2011; 
Hamilton & Fenzel, 1988; Simons et al., 2012). In 
addition to using previously validated measures, 
such as CoBRAS (Neville et al., 2000) to address 
threats to internal validity, we designed the study 
to include student participants in multiple courses 
at two different institutions, thereby responding 
to concerns about external validity leveled at re-
searchers who study students in only one course 
or at one institution of higher education (Sperling, 
2007). Finally, by using CT as the theoretical basis 
for this study, we respond to the critique that much 
service-learning research has been conducted with-
out strong theoretical frameworks.

Contact Theory has been studied for over half 
a century. It cannot be considered new; however, 
this research suggests that the application of the 
theory to the service-learning field may offer new 
insights into the question of when service-learning 
works to facilitate positive attitude change among 
student participants. It is, after all, not only service-
learning research, but also service-learning practice 
that has lacked a robust theoretical undergirding. 
Though Allport might have predicted the findings 
of this study sixty years ago, his words serve as a 
helpful reminder to those who design and imple-
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ment service-learning with the goal of effecting at-
titude change among their students:

Prejudice may be reduced by equal status con-
tact between majority and minority groups 
in the pursuit of common goals. The effect is 
greatly enhanced if this contact is sanctioned 
by institutional supports, and provided it is of a 
sort that leads to the perception of common in-
terests and common humanity between mem-
bers of the two groups. (1954, p. 231)
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Appendix A
Service-Learning Study – Investigator Rating Sheet
Unique Course Number: ______________________________________

Directions: After reading the course syllabus and course materials related to the service-learning activities 
within this course, rate the degree to which you find evidence that the course reflects the following charac-
teristics.

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6
Strongly� Strongly
Disagree � Agree

1. _____ The institution with which they are partnering supports the goals for this course.
2. _____ �It is evident students are required to spread out their service hours across the entire 

academic term and/or are discouraged them from doing all of their hours in a short 
period of time.

3. _____ �The service-learning activities are designed in such a way as to reduce status dispari-
ties between students and the service recipients with whom they work.

4. _____ Students and the service recipients with whom they work will pursue common goals.
5. _____ Students will work cooperatively with the people they serve.
6. _____ �Students’ concerns about aspects of their service placement that might make them 

anxious are or will be addressed.
7. _____ �Students are asked to reflect on their own values and identity as part of the service 

project. 
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First-Year Student Motivations for Service-Learning:  
An Application of the Volunteer Functions Inventory

	 Andrew J. Pearl	 Robert K. Christensen
	 University of North Georgia	 Brigham Young University

This study extends a line of research focused on motivational factors that contribute to first-year students’ 
reasons for engaging in service-learning. Among first-year students, altruistically-motivated students 
(Christensen, Stritch, Kellough, & Brewer, 2015) and minority students (Pearl & Christensen, 2016) were 
not only more knowledgeable of service-learning upon entering college but they were also more interested 
in enrolling in service-learning. The present study employs the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) (Clary 
et al., 1998) to explore the extent to which student traits are correlated with various motivations to enroll 
in service-learning courses. We examine student responses to the VFI survey instrument using multiple 
analysis of variance (MANOVA). Our findings establish a foundation that better accounts for students’ 
“inputs” in order to better understand various service-learning outcomes. We discuss the implications of 
our findings as they relate to higher education administrators and instructors in order to close the gap be-
tween service-learning interest and enrollment, and to provide students with service-learning experiences 
that satisfy their motivations and help them achieve their goals.

A majority of service-learning research has fo-
cused on outcomes with relatively less attention 
paid to students’ traits and motivations as anteced-
ents of service-learning. The present study extends 
a line of research focused specifically on moti-
vational factors that contribute to new students’ 
reasons for engaging in service-learning. Among 
first-year students, altruistically-motivated students 
(Christensen, Stritch, Kellough, & Brewer, 2015) 
and minority students (Pearl & Christensen, 2016) 
were not only more knowledgeable of service-
learning upon entering college, but they were also 
more interested in enrolling in service-learning. 
The present study continues this line of exploratory 
motivations-as-antecedents research by employing 
the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI, Clary et 
al., 1998) to begin to better understand the extent 
to which student traits are correlated with various 
motivations to participate in service-learning. The 
VFI is a statistically-validated and widely-used in-
strument originally designed to understand the mo-
tivations for general volunteering behavior and the 
dimensions of those motivations. Bringle, Phillips, 
and Hudson (2004) recommended the VFI as a po-
tential tool to investigate service-learning students’ 
motivations. We take up that invitation in this paper.

“Inputs” that Support Service- 
Learning Outcomes

Service-learning’s many benefits have long been 
documented in the literature through empirical re-

search, case studies, program evaluations, and an-
ecdotal evidence. Eyler, Giles, Stenson, and Gray 
(2001) provide a detailed, annotated bibliography 
of student outcomes as they relate to students’ per-
sonal, social, learning, and career development, as 
well as their relationships to their higher education 
institutions. In general, the literature summarized 
by Eyler and her colleagues indicate overall posi-
tive outcomes for students in these varied develop-
mental areas. The degree to which students expe-
rience positive gains in these areas has been found 
to be connected to the learning goals identified by 
instructors, specifically how critical reflection ac-
tivities are framed and utilized in the course (Ein-
feld & Collins, 2008).

More recently, Clayton, Bringle, and Hatcher 
(2012) edited a volume intended to advance the 
research on service-learning outcomes by identify-
ing and suggesting theoretical bases through which 
continued studies could be conducted. Contributors 
provided detail on theoretical perspectives as they 
relate to students’ cognitive outcomes (Fitch, Stein-
ke, & Hudson, 2012), academic learning outcomes 
(Jameson, Clayton, & Ash, 2012), civic learning 
(Battistoni, 2012), personal development outcomes 
(Brandenberger, 2012), and intercultural compe-
tence (Deardorff & Edwards, 2012).

Along with more purposeful inclusion of theo-
retical frameworks, investigators have also sought 
to gain a more nuanced understanding of the causal 
paths that specify how service-learning might af-
fect student outcomes. For example, empirical re-
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search has been conducted to investigate the impact 
of individual course characteristics on student out-
comes (Matthews, Pearl, & Wilder, 2014; Moely & 
Ilustre, 2014). Other empirical evidence suggests 
that students from diverse backgrounds may expe-
rience service-learning courses and the associated 
outcomes differently (e.g., Chesler & Vasques Scal-
era, 2000; Coles, 1999; Green, 2001; Mitchell & 
Donahue, 2009).

While a majority of the literature has focused 
on the environments and outcomes of service-
learning participation, less attention has been 
given to the “input” part of the equation in As-
tin’s (2012) Input-Environment-Output (I-E-O) 
model. We argue that factors such as students’ 
traits and motivations are prime candidates to 
better articulate the “input” landscape. For ex-
ample, race, gender, socio-economic status, mo-
tivation, and previous experiences with volun-
tary behavior (to name just a few) are too often 
considered control variables – if considered at 
all – rather than a central focus of research. We 
propose that a purposeful investigation of student 
inputs, including student traits and motivations, 
is necessary. What, for example, drives students 
to consider enrolling in service-learning courses? 
We then can begin to understand more about why 
particular outcomes occur.

Considering students’ “inputs” is an important 
step because this information could help service-
learning instructors and administrators take a more 
targeted approach for the recruitment of students 
to participate in service-learning and community 
engagement. This, in turn, could create more op-
portunity for a broader audience to take advantage 
of service-learning’s many potential benefits and 
provide more insight than simply observing stu-
dent growth after some process that occurs in a 
nebulous “black box.” Causality is a difficult stan-
dard to meet, and some believe that it may be im-
possible to do in a service-learning context (Bu-
tin, 2006), but the more we understand about the 
inputs, including student traits and motivations, 
the better we will be able to connect educational 
processes to student outcomes. That is the purpose 
of this exploratory study: to explicitly investigate 
(a) student race and gender, (b) a variety of moti-
vational dimensions, and (c) their relationships as 
potentially significant service-learning inputs. We 
offer brief reviews of literature relevant to these 
inputs and then describe our data, methods, and 
findings. We conclude with a discussion that out-
lines implications of our findings as well as direc-
tions for future research.

Individual Traits and Volunteering:  
Race and Gender

Scholars who study general volunteering (out-
side of the service-learning context) document that 
women and minorities give time and resources dif-
ferently than men and Whites. For example, wom-
en may generally volunteer more than men (Einolf, 
2011) but in different domains and rates (see Musik 
& Wilson, 2008). The findings concerning race and 
volunteering are somewhat similar in that Whites 
may generally donate (e.g., Van Slyke, Ashley, & 
Johnson, 2007) or volunteer (e.g., Rotolo, Wilson, 
& Hughes, 2010) more than minorities, but there 
is also evidence that context, solicitation, and in-
centive mechanisms matter differently to White 
volunteers compared to minority volunteers (see 
Laurence, 2009; Van Slyke et al.). Our read of this 
volunteering literature is that gender and race dif-
ferences are nuanced and may be contingent upon 
motivations, resources, incentives, and solicitation.

Voluntary behavior is influenced by an integra-
tion of multiple forms of capital (Wilson & Mu-
sick, 1997). Empirical research has demonstrated 
that individuals with greater levels of human and 
social capital are more likely to volunteer (Brown 
& Lankford, 1992; Bryant, Jeon-Slaughter, Kang, 
& Tax, 2003; Mesch, Rooney, Steinberg, & Den-
ton, 2006; Smith, 2002), and the inverse is also true 
– lesser levels of human and social capital have 
been given as reasons for not volunteering (Musick, 
Wilson, & Bynum, 2000). Human capital theory 
would suggest that differences in volunteering and 
charitable giving between racial and ethnic groups 
is attributable to differing resources (Mesch et al.); 
nevertheless, empirical research has suggested that 
Black volunteers may be more likely to volunteer in 
general (Van Slyke & Escholz, 2002).

Fewer studies have explored these patterns 
in service-learning, but some recent scholarship 
suggests that among freshmen students at a large 
public land-grant institution in the southeast, mi-
nority students were not only more knowledgeable 
about service-learning entering college, but they 
were also more interested in enrolling in service-
learning (Christensen et al., 2015). However, na-
tional trends suggest that there remains a significant 
gap in service-learning enrollment – the majority of 
students taking service-learning courses are White 
(Jacoby, 2015).

What then causes this disparity between knowl-
edge of and interest in service-learning and actual 
service-learning enrollment? Butin (2006) warned 
against the dangers of service-learning becoming 
a pedagogy designed to provide an experience pri-
marily for the “Whitest of the White” students, and 
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stressed the importance of taking a critical exam-
ination of service-learning and purposefully work-
ing toward finding a way to make service-learning 
accessible to all students, not just those who fit the 
traditional (and outdated) mold of what it means 
to be a college student. As with the broader vol-
unteer literature, a more nuanced understanding is 
warranted to better understand surface-level trends.

In a qualitative analysis of open-ended student 
responses, Pearl and Christensen (2016) found that 
minority students report that they may be interested 
in fulfilling different needs through participation in 
service-learning than White students. In particular, 
minority students indicate that they are more driv-
en by the public service aspect of service-learning 
than its academic aspects, suggesting that the gaps 
in participation rates in service-learning courses 
may, at least in part, be due to the fact that minority 
students can fulfill these motivations through other 
voluntary activities. Further, the academic compo-
nent of service-learning may, in fact, be perceived 
as a barrier to service-learning participation if the 
primary goal of the student is to provide service to 
the community. Pearl and Christensen (2016) em-
phasize the importance of initiating conversations 
related to the differing motivations of students, in-
cluding how those may relate to gender or race, in 
order to provide experiences that meet their needs 
and goals.

The Volunteer Functions Inventory

Grounded in the classical theoretical foundations 
of functionalism (i.e., Katz, 1960; Smith, Bruner, 
& White, 1956), Clary et al. (1998) developed the 
Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) based on the 
belief that people may choose to engage in the same 
voluntary activity for different reasons. Simply put, 
different individuals may be fulfilling different psy-
chological functions by engaging in the same activ-
ity. Through a series of six investigations, Clary et 
al. tested the validity and reliability of six motiva-
tional dimensions or “functions” for volunteering: 
values, enhancement, understanding, protective, 
social, and career.

The values function allows individuals to pub-
licly express their values and demonstrate that they 
have “altruistic and humanitarian concerns for oth-
ers” (Clary et al., 1998, p. 1517). Through the un-
derstanding function, individuals have the opportu-
nity to learn new knowledge, skills, and abilities, as 
well as have the chance to experience and exercise 
their existing knowledge, skills, and abilities. The 
social function relies on the individual’s relation-
ships with others, providing volunteers with the 
opportunity to socialize with their family and/or 

friends and improve those relationships, meet new 
friends, and be viewed favorably by others, espe-
cially the social groups with which they associate. 
The career function suggests that volunteers may 
engage in service to develop, enhance, or maintain 
their career-related skills in pursuit of their chosen 
profession. The protective function is one which 
individuals pursue to protect the ego; for example, 
volunteering to reduce one’s guilt for being more 
fortunate than others or to work through person-
al problems. Finally, the enhancement function, 
which also deals with the individual’s ego, seeks to 
build the ego through motivational processes cen-
tering on positive development.

Considering motivational differences by gender, 
female volunteers generally score higher on the 
VFI than male volunteers (Fletcher & Major, 2004; 
Okun, Barr, & Herzog, 1998), although in a sample 
of medical students, men and women demonstrated 
similar patterns of the relative importance of the six 
VFI functions (Fletcher & Major). Einolf (2011) 
found that although women may be more interest-
ed in volunteering and more motivated to engage 
in prosocial behavior, the resource, skills/educa-
tion, and social capital advantages of men in many 
ways offset participatory differences. The litera-
ture also contains several examples of VFI inves-
tigations among older adults (i.e., Brayley, Obst, 
White, Lewis, Warburton, & Spencer, 2014; Okun 
& Schultz, 2003), but a specific focus on race (and 
to some degree gender) thus far has been under-
studied. Lai, Ren, Wu, and Hung (2013) found that 
among the six functions of the VFI there was only a 
significant difference in the enhancement function 
between actual and potential Chinese volunteers, 
leading the authors to suggest at least a marginal 
impact of national identity on voluntary behavior. 
This may indicate that other elements of identity – 
such as race and gender – may also have an impact 
on voluntary behavior.

Utilizing the VFI, the motivation to volunteer 
has been associated with other prosocial behaviors 
– in this case, organ donation – among a sample of 
Black individuals (Terrell, Mosley, Terrell, & Nick-
erson, 2004). Differing levels of motivation, based 
on VFI scores, have been shown to be associated 
with variations in frequency of volunteering (Alli-
son, Okun, & Dutridge, 2002), in particular with the 
values function. Satisfaction with volunteering ex-
periences has been found to be positively correlated 
with fulfillment of five of the six VFI functions, the 
career function being the exception (Finkelstein, 
2008). Finkelstein also found that strongly-held 
motives were more likely to be fulfilled through an 
individual’s volunteering. Subsequent testing of the 
VFI instrument has explored the utility of five func-
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tions (excluding the career function) and even three 
functions (combining the enhancement and protec-
tive functions and excluding the career and under-
standing functions) (Brayley et al., 2014). The re-
search of Brayley et al. further supported previous 
research that found that the values function was a 
much greater predictor of sustained voluntary be-
havior than the social function.

Stukas, Clary, and Snyder (1999) further consid-
ered the utility of the VFI, extending its application 
to service-learning in higher education, particularly 
the potential functional motivations for students, 
institutions, and the communities being served. 
And Bringle et al. (2004) further recommended the 
VFI as a valuable tool to investigate students’ moti-
vations as they relate to service-learning.

Citing Olney and Grande (1995), Stukas et al. 
(1999) discussed the values function, observing 
that students often do not have the experience to 
have fully developed values and attitudes toward 
social responsibility. Instead, Stukas et al. review 
the literature that suggests that service-learning can 
develop prosocial values, although these positive 
outcomes are largely mediated by the quality of the 
student’s service.

Related to the understanding function, Stukas 
et al. (1999) review the many ways students un-
derstand more about the world, particularly their 
academic gains, as well as their understanding of 
themselves and the communities in which they live. 
The quality of student understanding is largely reli-
ant on the relevance of the service experience to the 
academic course content, and is facilitated through 
critical reflection.

Considering the social function, Stukas et al. 
(1999) suggest that students may elect to enroll 
in service-learning because they believe that they 
are expected to do so by the social groups with 
which they associate, including their families, 
peers, community leaders, and their institutions. 
Further, Stukas et al. cite the research that sug-
gests that the relationships between students and 
instructors may be positively impacted through 
service-learning.

Because students are often still in the process 
of determining their future vocations, Stukas et al. 
(1999) observe that the career function generally 
comes into play for students as they gauge their 
potential fit in a particular major or career path, 
provided that the service activity has a clear con-
nection to the development of knowledge and/or 
skills needed for a future profession. Stukas and 
colleagues also make reference to research indicat-
ing that service-learning can help students develop 
intrinsic work values and understand the impor-
tance of their future careers and work lives.

Stukas et al. (1999) believe that the protective 
function is relevant to students engaging in service-
learning because students may enroll in service-
learning to protect themselves from other stresses, 
reduce feelings of isolation, or improve attendance 
and behavior. These researchers also cite multiple 
examples of how service-learning can help stu-
dents feel more engaged in the college experience, 
including the potential to improve attendance and 
reduce disciplinary problems.

Stukas et al. (1999) propose that the enhance-
ment function is relevant to students enrolled in 
service-learning because these experiences can de-
velop responsibility and autonomy in students as 
they are given opportunities to make meaningful 
choices, thereby building their self-esteem and self-
efficacy. These researchers acknowledge that per-
sonal and situational factors may moderate these 
self-enhancement outcomes.

Some previous research involving college stu-
dents has suggested that appealing to individuals’ 
motivations is more likely to lead to successful re-
cruitment of students to get involved in civic en-
gagement initiatives, although the protective and 
social functions may be the weakest appeals of the 
six VFI functions (Schatteman, 2014).

Building from the above theoretical and con-
ceptual frameworks, this exploratory study seeks 
to add to the extant literature by addressing the 
following two research questions. First, are there 
significant motivational differences for service-
learning among male and female students? Our hy-
pothesis is that, based on previous research utiliz-
ing the VFI among volunteers, female students will 
express greater levels of motivation to participate in 
service-learning. Second, are there significant mo-
tivational differences for service-learning among 
White students and minority students? Our hypoth-
esis is that, based on previous research of voluntary 
behavior (Mesch et al., 2006; Van Slyke & Escholz, 
2002), minority students will express greater levels 
of motivation to participate in service-learning than 
White students.

Method

To explore service-learning inputs of student 
traits (gender/race) and motivations (volunteer 
functions), we employ a quantitative analytic 
method. We examine student responses to a survey 
adapted from the original Clary et al. (1998) VFI. 
The student self-reported data are then analyzed us-
ing multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA). All 
analyses were conducted with SPSS.
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Survey Instrument and Sampling Strategy

We employed a purposive sampling strategy to 
intentionally include first-year students from mul-
tiple semesters, partnering with the institution’s 
Office of Institutional Diversity (OID), Center for 
Student Organizations (CSO), and two sections of 
American Government, an introductory political 
science course that fulfills a general education re-
quirement (the course was not a service-learning 
course). We sent a cover letter template and links to 
a Qualtrics survey instrument to the individuals re-
sponsible for managing the distribution lists for the 
above groups; therefore, we do not have access to 
the full list of students who received the invitation 
to participate. Therefore, we are unable to report a 
reliable response rate. Students were incentivized 
to participate in the survey by entering them into a 
random drawing for a gift card, and the study was 
approved by the university’s Institutional Review 
Board (IRB).

Minor modifications were made in the wording of 
the VFI survey instrument. For example, “service-
learning” replaced “volunteering” throughout. A 
question was included at the beginning of the sur-
vey asking if students were currently enrolled in or 
had previously taken service-learning at the insti-
tution, leading them to differently-worded versions 
of the survey. The original VFI instrument utiliz-
es a seven-point Likert scale; however, based on 
previous research that found no reduction in scale 
reliability and validity, our instrument utilizes a 
five-point Likert scale (Manud, 2014), where 1 = 
Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree 
nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, and 5 = Strongly Agree. 
We also asked students to indicate whether or not 
they would be more likely to enroll in a service-
learning course or a traditionally taught course. De-
mographic information was collected related to stu-
dents’ race, gender, age, and socioeconomic status. 
Finally, to verify that we were surveying freshmen 
we asked students to indicate the number of semes-
ters they had completed as well as their voluntary 
and charitable activities outside of their course-
work. To provide guidance for students who were 

not previously familiar with service-learning, we 
provided a simple, introductory definition (see the 
Appendix to view the wording for each of the VFI 
items, both for the students who were either cur-
rently enrolled in or had previously taken service-
learning courses as well as the students who had 
no previous experience with service-learning). The 
descriptive statistics for the student responses are 
also provided in Appendix A.

Analytic Methods

Data were analyzed using multiple analysis 
of variance (MANOVA), a statistical technique 
used to test for differences in means between two 
or more groups, examining multiple dependent 
variables (e.g., multiple functions/dimensions of 
service-learning motivations). Huberty and Peto-
skey (2000) identify multiple perspectives on the 
purpose for conducting a MANOVA, and indicate 
the preferred purpose is to better understand the ef-
fect of at least one independent (or grouping) vari-
able on the outcome variables, a recommendation 
we follow in this study. In this study, we examined 
six outcome variables to correspond to the six func-
tions of the VFI (protective, values, career, social, 
understanding, and enhancement). As a means of 
data reduction, composite variables were derived 
for each of the six functions of the VFI using fac-
tor analysis prior to analysis. Using Chronbach’s 
α, we analyzed the reliability of the six composite 
variables. As shown in Table 1, acceptable or good 
levels were met for each of the composite variables 
(Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).

Two variables were selected as grouping vari-
ables: students’ self-reported race and students 
self-reported gender. In our sample of 130 students, 
only a small number (n = 58) identified themselves 
in various racial minority groups; therefore, respon-
dents were re-coded to be either White or Racial 
Minority. Those included in the Racial Minority 
group identified themselves in the survey as either 
Hispanic/Latino, American Indian/Alaska Native, 
Asian, Black/African-American, Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander, and/or Multiracial. We fully acknowledge 

Table 1
Internal Reliability

VFI Function Chronbach’s α (previous SL) Chronbach’s α (no previous SL)

Career 0.766 0.801
Social 0.834 0.778
Values 0.883 0.832
Enhancement 0.822 0.826
Protective 0.790 0.780
Understanding 0.871 0.856
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that this is an overly reductive view of race; howev-
er, this was necessary for the purposes of our anal-
yses given our sample size.

Through qualitative analysis, Pearl and Chris-
tensen (2016) found that minority students may be 
interested in fulfilling different needs by enrolling 
in service-learning than White students. Conse-
quently, the first model we ran includes only race 
as a grouping variable, the second model includes 
gender as a single grouping variable, the third mod-
el includes both race and gender as grouping vari-
ables, and the final model adds the interaction of 
race and gender as a grouping variable.

Results

In the following section, we discuss the MANO-
VA findings. As a means of providing guidance for 
the interpretation of our findings, we will be pre-
senting the results of the multivariate tests and the 
tests of between-subjects effects. First, the multi-
variate tests address whether or not the grouping 
variables (i.e., race, gender) included in each model 
have a statistically significant effect for all of the 
dependent variables (VFI functions), considered as 
a group. The statistics reported for the multivariate 

test include the Wilks’ λ value, the results of the F 
test for significance, the relevant degrees of free-
dom, the p value (significance), the partial η2 (as 
an estimate of effect size), and the observed power. 
The tests of between-subjects effects shows the uni-
variate ANOVA results for the grouping variables in 
the respective models on each of the outcome vari-
ables, considered individually. The statistics report-
ed for the tests of between-subjects effects include 
the sum of squares (Type III), degrees of freedom, 
mean square, results of the F test for significance, 
the p value (significance), the partial η2 (as an esti-
mate of effect size), and the observed power.

Because our sample of students included those 
who were either currently enrolled in, or had previ-
ously enrolled in, service-learning courses, as well 
as those who had no prior experience with service-
learning, we ran a MANOVA model to test whether 
or not previous experience with service-learning 
was associated with differences in student respons-
es to the VFI items in the survey. In our sample, 39 
students indicated that they had previously taken a 
service-learning course and 91 did not. As shown in 
Table 2, there was no statistically significant differ-
ence that emerged in students’ motivations based 
on whether or not the student had previously tak-

Table 2
MANOVA Findings: Prior Service-Learning Experience as the Grouping Variable

Multivariate Test

  Wilks’ λ F df Sig. Partial η2
Observed 

Power   

Prior ser-
vice-learning 
experience

.976 
 

.508 
 

(6, 123) 
 

.801 
 

.024 
 

.199 
 

  
 

  
 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects

 VFI Function
Type III Sum 
of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. Partial η2

Observed 
Power

Prior ser-
vice-learning 
experience

Protective function .253 1 .253 .244 .622 .002 .078
Values function .178 1 .178 .142 .707 .001 .066
Career function .223 1 .223 .184 .669 .001 .071
Social function .493 1 .493 .428 .514 .003 .100
Understanding function .241 1 .241 .204 .653 .002 .073
Enhancement function .361 1 .361 .324 .570 .003 .087

Error Protective function 132.457 128 1.035
Values function 160.566 128 1.254
Career function 155.333 128 1.214
Social function 147.385 128 1.151
Understanding function 151.353 128 1.182
Enhancement function 142.528 128 1.113

Total Protective function 132.710 129
Values function 160.743 129
Career function 155.556 129
Social function 147.878 129
Understanding function 151.594 129

 Enhancement function 142.888 129      
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Table 3
Descriptive Statistics

Grouping Variables  

Race n
White 72
Minority 58
Gender
Female 104
Male 26     

VFI Functions Race Gender Mean Std. Dev. n

Protective function White Female –.1002 (3.2264) 1.03018 58
Male –.4205 (2.9971) .94573 14
Total –.1625 (3.1789) 1.01590 72

Minority Female .3241 (3.4450) 1.00163 46
Male –.2940 (3.0750) .76970 12
Total .1962 (3.353) .98498 58

Total Female .0875 (3.3214) 1.03464 104
Male –.3621 (3.0348) .85434 26
Total –.0024 (3.2575) 1.01428 130

Values function White Female –.0982 (4.3031) 1.09629 58
Male –.2633 (4.2235) 1.09966 14
Total –.1303 (4.2866) 1.09115 72

Minority Female .3205 (4.4880) .90902 46
Male –.9467 (3.6313) 1.43341 12
Total .0583 (4.2803) 1.14759 58

Total Female .0870 (4.3835) 1.03430 104
Male –.5787 (3.9364) 1.28590 26
Total –.0462 (4.2838) 1.11628 130

Career function White Female –.1255 (3.8285) 1.05014 58
Male –.4405 (3.6824) 1.01420 14
Total –.1867 (3.7982) 1.04376 72

Minority Female .4220 (4.1560) 1.00079 46
Male –.8420 (3.3781) 1.13039 12
Total .1605 (3.9674) 1.14196 58

Total Female .1167 (3.9709) 1.05949 104
Male –.6258 (3.5348) 1.06712 26
Total –.0318 (3.8736) 1.09812 130

Social function White Female –.0846 (3.1138) 1.05962 58
Male –.3879 (3.1235) 1.23936 14
Total –.1436 (3.1159) 1.09419 72

Minority Female .2506 (3.3760) 1.05495 46
Male –.1428 (3.1219) .86215 12
Total .1692 (3.3144) 1.02367 58

Total Female .0637 (3.2278) 1.06563 104
Male –.2748 (3.1227) 1.06832 26
Total –.0040 (3.2044) 1.07067 130

Understanding function White Female –.1442 (4.1592) 1.03927 58
Male –.3686 (4.0235) 1.01411 14
Total –.1879 (4.1311) 1.03122 72

Minority Female .3454 (4.4120) .95483 46
Male –.9136 (3.7281) 1.26453 12
Total .0849 (4.2462) 1.13711 58

Total Female .0723 (4.2691) 1.02749 104
Male –.6202 (3.8803) 1.14679 26
Total –.0662 (4.1824) 1.08404 130

Enhancement function White Female –.0886 (3.7900) 1.09431 58
Male –.5060 (3.5735) .90707 14
Total –.1698 (3.7451) 1.06757 72

Minority Female .2922 (3.9700) .97187 46
Male –.5293 (3.5406) .96784 12
Total .1222 (3.8659) 1.01937 58

Total Female .0798 (3.8683) 1.05427 104
Male –.5167 (3.5576) .91659 26

  Total –.0395 (3.7990) 1.05245 130

Note: The means shown above were derived after the factor analyses were run to reduce the variables to the six VFI func-
tions. In parentheses, we have also included the Likert means to assist with interpretation.
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en a service-learning course. This was true for the 
complete MANOVA model as well as the individu-
al univariate models for each outcome variable con-
sidered separately. Therefore, all student responses 
were combined for subsequent analyses.

Our final sample included 130 usable student 
responses. The descriptive statistics for the group-
ing variables and the VFI functions (after the factor 
analyses were conducted) are shown in Table 3. We 
note that, for the descriptive statistics of the VFI 
functions, it is inappropriate to interpret negative 
values as necessarily implying negative impacts; 
rather, these values are useful for comparing be-
tween groups. Consistently throughout the findings, 
females reported greater levels than men on each of 
the VFI functions, and minority students reported 
greater levels than White students on each of the 
VFI functions. Whether or not these differences are 
statistically significant are indicated and described 
below and in Tables 4, 5, 6, and 7.

In Table 4, we present the findings from the first 
of the four MANOVA models, which examines 
race as the single grouping variable. The results of 
the multivariate tests were not statistically signifi-
cant, F(6,123) = 0.863, p = 0.524. When examined 
individually through the tests of between-subjects 

effects, race did have statistically significant effect 
on three of the VFI functions: protective, career, 
and social.

Table 5 shows the findings of the second MANO-
VA model, which examines gender as the single 
grouping variable. The results of the multivariate 
tests in this model were statistically significant, 
F(6,123) = 2.105, p = 0.057. When examined in-
dividually through the between-subjects effects, 
gender had a statistically significant effect on five 
of the six VFI functions, social being the lone ex-
ception.

In Table 6, we present the findings of the third 
MANOVA model, in which we examined both race 
and gender as grouping variables. In the multivar-
iate tests, race again is not statistically significant, 
F(6,122) = 0.945, p = 0.466, and gender remains 
statistically significant, F(6,122) = 2.182, p = 0.049. 
When examined individually through the between-
subjects effects, race has a statistically significant 
effect on four of the six VFI functions (protective, 
career, social, and enhancement), and gender again 
has a statistically significant effect on five of the 
six VFI functions, with social again being the lone 
exception.

The findings of the fourth and final MANOVA 

Table 4
MANOVA Findings: Race as the Grouping Variable

Multivariate Tests

  Wilks’ λ F df Sig. Partial η2
Observed 

Power

Race .960 .863 (6, 123) .524 .040 .331   

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects

  
VFI  

Function
Type III Sum 
of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. Partial η2

Observed 
Power

Race Protective function 4.134 1 4.134 4.115 .045** .031 .521
Values function 1.143 1 1.143 .917 .340 .007 .158
Career function 3.873 1 3.873 3.269 .073* .025 .434
Social function 3.143 1 3.143 2.780 .098* .021 .380
Understanding function 2.390 1 2.390 2.050 .155 .016 .295
Enhancement function 2.739 1 2.739 2.502 .116 .019 .348

Error Protective function 128.576 128 1.005
Values function 159.600 128 1.247
Career function 151.682 128 1.185
Social function 144.735 128 1.131
Understanding function 149.204 128 1.166
Enhancement function 140.149 128 1.095

Total Protective function 132.710 129
Values function 160.743 129
Career function 155.556 129
Social function 147.878 129
Understanding function 151.594 129

 Enhancement function 142.888 129      

Note: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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model are presented in Table 7. In this model, we 
examined race and gender as grouping variables as 
well as the interaction of those terms. In the mul-
tivariate tests, race was not statistically significant, 
F(6,121) = 0.567, p = 0.756, and the interaction of 
race and gender was also not statistically signifi-
cant, F(6,121) = 1.337, p = 0.246. As in the second 
and third models, gender was again statistically 
significant, F(6,121) = 2.512, p = 0.025. When ex-
amined individually through the between-subjects 
effects, race no longer had a statistically significant 
effect on any of the six VFI functions; gender con-
tinued to have a statistically significant effect on 
five the six VFI functions (with social again being 
the lone exception); and interaction term had a sta-
tistically significant effect on the values, career, and 
understanding functions.

To summarize, when considering the ANOVA 
models and findings from the multivariate tests, 
only gender had a statistically significant effect on 
the outcome variables in the three models in which 
it was included as a grouping variable. It is import-
ant to note that the effect sizes (partial η2) for gen-
der are fairly small in the second, third and fourth 
models (0.093, 0.097, and 0.111, respectively).

Although gender was the only grouping variable 

with a statistically significant effect in the multivar-
iate tests, it is also worth summarizing the results 
of the between-subjects effects for the individual 
VFI functions. For the protective function, race is 
statistically significant in the first model, in which 
race is the single grouping variable, and remains 
statistically significant in the third model, which 
examines both race and gender as grouping vari-
ables. However, in the final model, which adds the 
interaction term, race is no longer statistically sig-
nificant. In all three models in which it was exam-
ined as a grouping variable, gender was statistically 
significant. In the final model, the interaction term 
is not statistically significant.

For the values function, race does not have a sta-
tistically significant effect in any of the three mod-
els in which it is included; however, gender does 
have a statistically significant effect for all three 
models in which it is included. Finally, the interac-
tion term between race and gender also has a statis-
tically significant effect in the final model.

For the career function, race has a statistically 
significant effect in the model in which it is the sole 
grouping variables and remains statistically signifi-
cant when gender is also examined. However, when 
the interaction term is included in the final model, 

Table 5
MANOVA Findings: Gender and the Grouping Variable

Multivariate Tests

 Wilks’ λ F df Sig. Partial η2
Observed 

Power   

Gender .907 2.105 (6, 123) .057* .093 .738   

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects

  VFI Function
Type III Sum 
of Squares df

Mean 
Square F Sig. Partial η2

Observed 
Power

Gender Protective function 4.204 1 4.204 4.188 .043** .032 .528
Values function 9.217 1 9.217 7.786 .006*** .057 .791
Career function 11.467 1 11.467 10.187 .002*** .074 .886
Social function 2.382 1 2.382 2.096 .150 .016 .301
Understanding function 9.974 1 9.974 9.015 .003*** .066 .846
Enhancement function 7.402 1 7.402 6.993 .009*** .052 .747

Error Protective function 128.506 128 1.004
Values function 151.526 128 1.184
Career function 144.089 128 1.126
Social function 145.496 128 1.137
Understanding function 141.620 128 1.106
Enhancement function 135.486 128 1.058

Total Protective function 132.710 129
Values function 160.743 129
Career function 155.556 129
Social function 147.878 129
Understanding function 151.594 129

 Enhancement function 142.888 129      

Note: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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race is no longer statistically significant. Gender as 
a grouping variable has a statistically significant in 
all three models in which it is examined. Finally, 
the interaction term has a statistically significant 
effect on the career function.

For the social function, race is statistically sig-
nificant when it is examined as the single grouping 
variable and remains statistically significant when 
gender is added in the third model. However, in the 
final model in which the interaction term is added 
as a grouping variable, race is no longer statistical-
ly significant. Gender does not have a statistical-
ly significant effect in any of the models, and the 
interaction term also does not have a statistically 
significant effect on the social function.

For the understanding function, race as a group-
ing variable does not have a statistically significant 
effect in any of the models in which it is included. 
Gender, on the other hand, is statistically signifi-
cant in all three of the models in which it is includ-

ed. Finally, the interaction term is also statistically 
significant in the final model when it is included.

Finally, for the enhancement function, race is 
statistically significant only in the third model, 
when race and gender are both examined as group-
ing variables; it is not statistically significant in first 
or final models. Gender as a grouping variable is 
statistically significant in all three models in which 
it is included, and the interaction term is not statisti-
cally significant when it is added in the final model.

Overall, when race is examined alone as a group-
ing variable, it has a statistically significant effect 
on the protective, career, and social functions; the 
enhancement function is also statistically signifi-
cant in the third model. In the final model, race is 
not statistically significant for any of the VFI func-
tions. Gender, on the other hand, has a statistically 
significant effect for five of the VFI functions (the 
social function being the exception) in all three 
models in which it is included. Finally, the interac-

Table 6
MANOVA Findings: Race and Gender as Grouping Variables

Multivariate Tests

 Wilks’ λ F df Sig. Partial η2
Observed 

Power   

Race .956 .945 (6, 122) .466 .044 .362
Gender .903 2.182 (6, 122) .049** .097 .756   

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects

  VFI Function
Type III Sum 
of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. Partial η2

Observed 
Power

Race Protective function 4.265 1 4.265 4.360 .039** .033 .545
Values function 1.246 1 1.246 1.053 .307 .008 .175
Career function 4.083 1 4.083 3.704 .057* .028 .480
Social function 3.229 1 3.229 2.883 .092* .022 .392
Understanding function 2.544 1 2.544 2.323 .130 .018 .328
Enhancement function 2.881 1 2.881 2.759 .099* .021 .378

Gender Protective function 4.335 1 4.335 4.431 .037** .034 .551
Values function 9.320 1 9.320 7.876 .006*** .058 .795
Career function 11.677 1 11.677 10.592 .001*** .077 .898
Social function 2.468 1 2.468 2.203 .140 .017 .314
Understanding function 10.128 1 10.128 9.249 .003*** .068 .855
Enhancement function 7.544 1 7.544 7.225 .008*** .054 .760

Error Protective function 124.241 127 .978
Values function 150.280 127 1.183
Career function 140.005 127 1.102
Social function 142.267 127 1.120
Understanding function 139.076 127 1.095
Enhancement function 132.605 127 1.044

Total Protective function 132.710 129
Values function 160.743 129
Career function 155.556 129
Social function 147.878 129
Understanding function 151.594 129

 Enhancement function 142.888 129      

Note: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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tion of gender and race has a statistically significant 
effect in the final model (the only model in which it 
is included) for three of the VFI functions: values, 
career, and understanding.

Discussion

While acknowledging the exploratory nature of 
this study and its inherent generalizability limita-
tions, we believe that the findings emphasize our 
primary contention – students are motivated to par-
ticipate in service-learning for a variety of reasons 
based on their backgrounds and experiences. In 

general, it appears that a student’s race can affect 
her or his individual motivational functions relat-
ed to service-learning courses, and when there is 
a significant difference, minority students report 
greater levels of motivation than White students. 
The minority students motivated by enhancement 
function may be expecting service-learning to em-
power them with feelings of self-efficacy that come 
from the responsibility and autonomy that often are 
associated with service-learning courses.

Related to students’ egos, minority students also 
may be more motivated by the protective function 
because they feel guilt for being more fortunate 

Table 7
MANOVA Findings: Race, Gender, and their Interaction as Grouping Variables

Multivariate Tests

 Wilks’ λ F df Sig. Partial η2
Observed 

Power   

Race .973 .567 (6, 121) .756 .027 .220
Gender .889 2.512 (6, 121) .025** .111 .823
Race * 
Gender

.938 1.337 (6, 121) .246 .062 .507     

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects

 VFI Function
Type III Sum 
of Squares df

Mean 
Square F Sig. Partial η2

Observed 
Power

Race Protective function 1.566 1 1.566 1.594 .209 .012 .240
Values function .362 1 .362 .316 .575 .003 .086
Career function .110 1 .110 .103 .749 .001 .062
Social function 1.738 1 1.738 1.540 .217 .012 .234
Understanding function .016 1 .016 .015 .903 .000 .052
Enhancement function .660 1 .660 .631 .428 .005 .124

Gender Protective function 4.545 1 4.545 4.626 .033** .035 .569
Values function 10.588 1 10.588 9.264 .003*** .068 .856
Career function 12.869 1 12.869 11.980 .001*** .087 .930
Social function 2.505 1 2.505 2.219 .139 .017 .315
Understanding function 11.357 1 11.357 10.715 .001*** .078 .901
Enhancement function 7.921 1 7.921 7.575 .007*** .057 .780

Race * 
Gender

Protective function .458 1 .458 .466 .496 .004 .104

Values function 6.268 1 6.268 5.484 .021** .042 .642
Career function 4.648 1 4.648 4.327 .040** .033 .542
Social function .042 1 .042 .037 .848 .000 .054
Understanding function 5.526 1 5.526 5.213 .024** .040 .620
Enhancement function .843 1 .843 .806 .371 .006 .145

Error Protective function 123.783 126 .982
Values function 144.012 126 1.143
Career function 135.357 126 1.074
Social function 142.225 126 1.129
Understanding function 133.550 126 1.060
Enhancement function 131.763 126 1.046

Total Protective function 132.710 129
Values function 160.743 129
Career function 155.556 129
Social function 147.878 129
Understanding function 151.594 129

 Enhancement function 142.888 129      

Note: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01



First-Year Student Motivations for Service-Learning

77

than others from their racial group, or may be us-
ing service-learning to protect themselves from 
feelings of isolation or other stresses. Assuaging 
feelings of isolation may also contribute to students 
motivated by the social function, as well as the per-
ceived expectation that they should give back to 
their communities. Finally, minority students may 
be motivated by the career function because they 
feel that service-learning can provide them with 
the skills necessary to secure employment in their 
chosen fields. These findings align with the student 
responses reported in Pearl and Christensen (2016) 
that indicate minority students may lack intrinsic 
advantages (such as high levels of social capital) 
and subsequently enroll in service-learning courses 
to make up for these potential deficits.

However, a student’s race does not appear to be 
nearly as impactful as the student’s gender, even 
to the degree that when gender is examined in the 
MANOVA models in conjunction with race the 
statistically significant effect of race diminishes 
or disappears completely. With the exception of 
the social function, women report greater levels of 
motivations for five of the six VFI functions. Re-
garding the values function, female students may 
be motivated to participate in service-learning 
because it provides them with an outlet to devel-
op and express their attitudes and values related 
to social responsibility (Clary et al., 1998; Stukas 
et al., 1999). Similar to minority students, female 
students appear to see service-learning as an op-
portunity to both enhance and protect their egos, 
allowing them to be more engaged in their courses 
and in their college experience in general, which 
can lead to increased feelings of responsibility and 
self-efficacy. This, in turn, may account for female 
students’ motivations related to the career and un-
derstanding functions, such that they gain valuable 
and marketable skills in addition to the confidence 
to utilize those skills – important qualities due to 
the fact that women face many of the same intrinsic 
disadvantages as minority students.

Finally, it is important to note that while the 
multivariate effects were not statistically signif-
icant for the interaction term in the last model, 
the values, career, and understanding functions 
were all statistically significant when examined 
individually. While exploratory in nature, these 
findings are indicative of the inherent complexity 
of students’ identities, consistent with Jones and 
McEwen’s (2000) model of multiple dimensions 
of identity (see also, Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 
2007; Jones, 2009). As students navigate their 
multiple forms of identity, such as race and gen-
der, and balance those identities within the con-
textual influences within which they operate, they 

are in a continually shifting state of their different 
identities playing a role in their actions at any giv-
en time. Especially at a time when students are 
learning more about themselves, they are work-
ing to sort out how to balance their dominant and 
non-dominant identities. They ways in which 
these identities intersect has been shown to influ-
ence student motivation for community service 
involvement (Jones & Hill, 2003).

So what do these findings tell us? First, it may 
indicate that both minority and female students are 
differently motivated than their White and male 
counterparts, which may, in part, help explain some 
of the results of previous work indicating differing 
outcomes for students based on their backgrounds 
(Chesler & Vasques Scalera, 2000; Coles, 1999; 
Green, 2001; Mitchell & Donahue, 2009). Our find-
ings build on these previous studies by providing 
a more nuanced understanding of what motivates 
students to achieve positive learning, personal, and 
social outcomes.

The findings from the current study support other 
scholarship (Pearl & Christensen, 2016) that sug-
gest that students from different backgrounds may 
have different motivations for enrolling in service-
learning courses. Students may seek to satisfy 
different needs and have different expectations in 
terms of anticipated outcomes. As service-learning 
instructors and administers, we can point to myriad 
examples of how participating in a service-learning 
experience can positively affect students, and as 
a field, we have spent a great amount of time and 
energy to better understand these student outcomes 
(as well as the outcomes for communities, facul-
ty members, and institutions). However, we have 
paid less attention to inputs such as student traits 
and motivations. Previous research has suggested 
that how instructors frame reflection strategies can 
influence students’ outcomes (Einfeld & Collins, 
2008). If instructors have a clearer idea of what mo-
tivates different types of students, they can frame 
recruitment and reflection activities to better help 
students achieve their goals.

Further, it is important for service-learning in-
structors to consider their own identities and per-
spectives when framing these reflection strategies 
and resist the temptation or natural proclivity to 
frame reflections based on their own identities and 
lenses. Instructors need to be purposeful in ensur-
ing that reflection strategies and the prompts they 
provide speak to all students and their identities. 
For example, minority students may be uncomfort-
able when engaging in conversations about race 
with their White classmates (Seider, Huguley, & 
Novick, 2013). Further, because a large number of 
service-learning projects are involved with minori-
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ty communities, what message does this send to 
students from these minority communities?

Given the differences that emerged in the find-
ings between the motivations of male and female 
students, it is also important to consider how 
service-learning is viewed (and rewarded) struc-
turally by the institutions. If service and teaching 
have traditionally been viewed as “women’s work” 
(Park, 1996), we may be sending a problematic 
message to students that service-learning is less 
rigorous and prestigious. We believe our findings 
support existing calls to further explore viewing 
community engagement through a feminist lens 
(Iverson & James, 2014).

As with any empirical study, there are certain 
limitations to our work. For example, our work 
is based on a relatively small sub-set of students 
from one (albeit large, public) institution. It would 
be imprudent to generalize these findings to all 
students. Further, we acknowledge that our consid-
eration of the race of students as either White or 
minority is an oversimplification of race and how 
students identify with this complex trait. We also 
acknowledge the limitations of self-reported data 
and possibilities of mono-method bias.

Despite these issues, we believe that this explor-
atory work sets the foundation for continued re-
search with more robust samples of students. The 
results of this study raise several questions that 
can be addressed through continued inquiry. For 
example, how do students’ motivations and other 
inputs affect their learning outcomes? And, how do 
individual students’ personal narratives influence 
their motivation for engaged learning? The current 
study only examines the student inputs for service-
learning. Ultimately, we believe that building a 
comprehensive dataset inclusive of students’ mo-
tivations, detailed experiences in service-learning 
courses, and a wide range of learning outcomes 
will continue to help us understand how participat-
ing in service-learning affects students.

Future research should also include in-depth 
qualitative analysis. When examined in concert 
with the findings of Pearl and Christensen (2016), 
the current study suggests that there may be mo-
tivational differences among students but only 
hypothesizes as to why these differences exist. In 
particular, we believe one methodological approach 
that may be highly instructive is narrative inquiry 
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). This approach al-
lows for in-depth exploration of students’ identi-
ties, how they developed those identities, and pro-
vides a more nuanced approach to the racial and 
ethnic perspectives of individuals rather than the 
simplistic categorization of White or minority. Fur-
ther, this would open the door for the exploration of 

individual identities not included in this study.
From the perspective of research and advancing 

our knowledge of service-learning in higher edu-
cation, this study establishes a foundation that bet-
ter accounts for students’ “inputs” in order to bet-
ter understand various service-learning outcomes. 
We also propose that administrators and service-
learning instructors consider our findings from the 
perspective of how service-learning courses are 
delivered. Research has suggested that instructors 
are able to emphasize student outcomes based on 
the reflection prompts they give to students (Ein-
feld & Collins, 2008). Therefore, if students are 
motivated to achieve different outcomes and enroll 
in service-learning for different purposes, it is use-
ful for instructors to understand these motivations 
when constructing their course syllabi and reflec-
tion strategies.

Finally, to close the gap between minority stu-
dent interest and actual enrollment in service-
learning courses, administrators should strategize 
how to communicate the ways that enrolling in 
service-learning can help students satisfy their 
motivations and achieve their higher education 
goals. Clary et al. (1998) stress the importance of 
persuasive messaging when it comes to appealing 
to individuals’ motivations to volunteer; a similar 
approach should be taken to match the messaging 
of service-learning’s potential positive impacts to 
the various motivations of students. This is partic-
ularly important given that Clary et al. also found 
that when the motivations of volunteers and the sit-
uational fits of their service roles are aligned, they 
are likely to continue to serve in the future. This 
lesson should be considered for students enrolled 
in service-learning courses.

If we are not purposeful in how we speak to the 
various motivations of our students, and some of 
those students do not have positive experiences 
with service-learning, are we essentially telling 
some of them that their active participation in so-
ciety through service is not important? If a goal 
of service-learning is to develop future engaged 
citizen-leaders, we must make sure that we provide 
engaging service-learning experiences with all of 
our students in mind. Therefore, it is important to 
continue to unpack students’ complex motives for 
participating in service-learning.
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Appendix A

Function Item
Current or previous 

SL experience 
No prior SL  
experience 

  Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev.

Protective  
function

No matter how bad I’ve been feeling, my (a) ser-
vice-learning course can (would) help me to forget 
about it

3.51 1.089 3.13 .995

My (a) service-learning course (would) make(s) me feel 
less lonely

3.17 1.069 3.14 1.023

Participating in service-learning (would) relieve(s) me 
of some of the guilt over being more fortunate than 
others

3.08 1.193 3.16 1.106

My experience with service-learning (would) help(s) me 
work through my own personal problems

3.24 1.208 3.36 1.009

My (a) service-learning course can (would) provide me 
with a good escape from my own troubles

3.24 1.088 3.38 1.048

Values function I am concerned about those less fortunate than myself 4.19 .999 4.34 .777
When I serve, I am genuinely concerned about the par-

ticular group I am serving
4.05 .990 4.09 .878

I feel compassion toward people in need 4.29 .911 4.43 .734
I feel it is important to help others 4.41 .873 4.61 .623
I can do something for a cause that is important to me 3.98 1.080 4.24 .730

Career function Service-learning can (would) help me to get my foot in 
the door in a field where I would like to work

3.97 .999 3.65 1.067

I can make new contacts that might help my future 
career

3.78 1.035 4.11 .838

Service-learning (would) allow(s) me to explore differ-
ent career options

3.79 .913 3.81 .948

My experience in service-learning will (would) help me 
to succeed in my chosen profession

3.70 1.025 3.69 .905

A service-learning course will (would) look good on my 
resume

4.05 .818 4.22 .818

Social function I have friends who are enrolled in service-learning 
courses

3.56 1.134 2.74 1.108

People I’m close to want me to enroll in a service-learn-
ing course

3.02 1.068 2.79 1.050

People I know share an interest in taking a ser-
vice-learning course

3.58 .962 3.32 1.011

Others with whom I am close place a high value on 
service-learning

3.55 .902 3.31 1.049

Service-learning is an important activity to the people I 
know best

3.55 .952 3.22 1.068

Understanding 
function

I can (would) learn more about the cause or communi-
ty with which I am working in my service-learning 
course

4.25 .863 4.22 .705

Service-learning (would) allow(s) me to gain a new 
perspective on things

4.10 .969 4.25 .785

Service-learning (would) let(s) me learn things through 
direct, hands-on experience

4.10 .959 4.24 .810

I can learn how to deal with a variety of people 4.14 .773 4.26 .697
I can explore my own strengths 4.07 .871 4.13 .804

Enhancement 
function

Providing community service through my service-learn-
ing course (would) make(s) me feel important

3.91 .923 4.02 .873

Service-learning (would) increase(s) my self-esteem 3.71 .911 3.60 .915
Service-learning (would) make(s) me feel needed 3.61 1.021 3.64 .931
Service-learning (would) make(s) me feel better about 

myself
3.48 1.062 3.74 .905

  A service-learning course is (would be) a way to make 
new friends

4.00 .853 4.15 .712 


