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The first religion course I took in college was an introduction to the Bible, one of two required
religion courses in our core curriculum. The students’ reaction to the course follows what, I
suspect, is familiar terrain for those who teach similar courses. The application of academic
tools to the study of their sacred text was, for many students, unsettling; for some,
inappropriate and heretical; and, for others, “meh” --  that is, not even curious as to why this
tension might show something about their lives or the world we inhabit.

I am reminded of that experience each time I teach our required service-learning course. The
use of critical academic tools to examine acts of kindness, charity, and compassion is
experienced by students as unsettling, inappropriate, political… despite the fact that, like the
introduction to the Bible course, this critical approach to service is not new. With the changing
religious landscape shaping the experiences of incoming students as well as the diminished
place of religion courses in many university curricula, courses involving service-learning may
increasingly become the primary sites for introducing critical theories to deconstruct
problematic notions of ethical action in the world.

The service-learning course I teach most often involves a short-term study abroad component
in South Africa. For our students, everything about that course is new; and, as is so often the
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case, my passion for the topic and the transformative potential of the experience results in an
overstuffed bag of history, social theory, religious studies, contemporary politics, peace and
reconciliation studies, global health, music, and, somewhere in there global service learning –
or, as freshly minted clergy know it as: trying to preach the whole of the Bible in your first
sermon.

One of the primary methods of assessment typical in these courses is reflective journaling,
both prior to and during the trip. It affords an opportunity to see the students’ integration of
course materials and their expectations and experiences. These journals also serve to focus
evening debriefs while traveling – a kind of focus neither I nor the students are able to achieve
during the fragmented nature of a full course load on campus. What do these reflective, real-
time reflections consistently reveal? Many students struggle with their newly acquired critical
perspective on service, especially when pressed on the (in)appropriateness of doing short-term
service learning with children from other countries. The conceptual frame of white/western
savior throws into turmoil service identities that have been formed throughout childhood and
reinforced by the accumulation of a kind of social capital that finds purchasing power on
college applications. (Is it surprising that students who have spent years curating a college
resume to cater to our institutions’ premium on volunteering and quantifiable service hours
find critical examination of service disorienting?)

I have tried a variety of strategies intended to hold together processes of learning and
unlearning,  or at a minimum suspending one’s previous learning long enough to consider a
new perspective. The goal in these strategies is to induce experiences constructive cognitive
dissonance and creative disruption, without inducing irreparable irruption. Some strategies,
like the use of satire, I test out with trepidation, aware that my own appreciation for the
poignancy of the satirical critique draws deeply from an academic literature that remains
opaque to the students. (In the case of sub-Saharan Africa, videos by the group Radi-Aid have
made consistent cameos in my classes, serving as conversation starters. They also remind me
of how problematic, yet persistent cultural tropes about Africa and famine from my childhood
in the ‘80s that pricked my conscience then can be critically examined now in ways that re-
center the agency of persons who were the objects of international displays of pity.) Other
strategies include the move from general reflection to more structured, guided journal entries
that invites students to engage directly and critically with their assumptions about
volunteering and service abroad; required completion of an in-depth, case study based ethical
volunteer module prior to the trip; and, a class blog visible to the wider campus and the
students’ networks of support.

It is this last one that I have found particularly effective. The semi-public blog, though a lot of
work on the trip itself to update – especially when wifi accessibility is variable – has been a
new venture for me. As an assignment, I have found it especially helpful in foregrounding
questions of representation in ways that student journals and papers do not. Its publicity
demands additional reflection on the part of the students and, since they are required to work
with me in revising the blog before posting, it provides an opening for a focused conversation
about how subtle (and not-so-subtle) colonial and racial frames inform our efforts to depict the
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lives of others. A lot has been written in recent years about the problematic posting of photos
and videos from service trips and their role in reinforcing stereotypes and savior complexes or
legitimizing selfie culture as some kind of proxy for service – standard fare now for orientations
sessions prior to travel. However, the blog format reminds me that we should be encouraging
through our assignments a similar degree of self-awareness in our non-visual (or textual)
depictions of service learning.

To be sure, not every student comes out the other side of the blog conversation “converted” to
a more critically aware approach to service. The decisions they make in conversation with me
about what to include in the public-facing blog likely mask the degree to which students’
beliefs about service-learning or the appropriateness of selfies with children “served” remain
unresolved. As with so much of what we set out to do in our courses, the introduction of new
conceptual frameworks and the accumulation of evidence is not a guarantee of scales falling
from students’ eyes. I do take some solace in coming across phrases in journals and spoken
aloud in debriefs such as “I had never really thought of … but now…” Such acknowledgments
serve as a reminder for me of my own personal path towards critical service-learning, a path
that started unsurprisingly, perhaps, with what I would now characterize as problematic
encounters, that is, with experiences of serving “others,” and only later – much later, often –
with theory. Perhaps this is what a learning as praxis extended over time feels like.
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