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ABSTRACT
The Service Learning Experiences of Hispanic High School Students on the U.S.-Mexico
Border
(August 2015)
Bachelor of Arts, University of Minnesota, 2005
Chair of Committee: Dr. Jennifer Coronado

This phenomenological qualitative study explored the service learning experiences of
Hispanic high school students on the U.S.-Mexico border. This study took place in a high
school located in south Texas along the U.S.-Mexico border; population approximately
248,142 and ethnically 95.6 percent Hispanic (U.S. Census, 2013). The participants were
selected via purposive sampling, thus it was restricted to participants involved in the service
learning opportunity with the Volunteer Income Tax Assessor (VITA) program while taking
a high school level financial analysis class. Service learning education is defined as the
integration of academic material, service activities, and critical reflection based on reciprocal
partnerships that engage students and community members to achieve academic, civic, and
personal learning objectives (Bringle, Clayton, & Hatcher, 2013).
Semi-structured focus group interviews were conducted after school in a general
education classroom located on the participants’ school campus. Through the use of openended questions, participants discussed their experiences. The researcher first analyzed data
based upon the preconceived themes of transfer of knowledge, student motivation, and
students’ self-assessment of their role in their community through student-centered,
participatory, and activist forms of instruction. The researcher found the overarching themes
based upon the participants’ experiences included: (1) better understanding and application
of knowledge, (2) enjoyment of working with the community, (3) enhanced confidence when
problem solving and working with diverse people, and (4) the development of positive
relationships.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The world’s greatest problems arise when different cultures, races, religions, and
nations are incapable of working together to solve problems (Banks, 2008). Due to our
global interconnectedness, the issues that impact our communities, both locally and
nationally, consequentially impact the world. In order to achieve international collaboration
and success, students need to develop the capacity and disposition to identify global issues,
the skills to create an action plan, and the confidence to realize their goals within their plan of
action (Bibbo & d’Erizans, 2013). By developing global awareness and inspiring civic
action, students will become empowered within our interconnected world. However, the
current standards based education is inclined to systematically teach students what to think
and how to act, thus limiting their academic sovereignty (Bibbo & d’Erizans, 2013). Many
current policies and practices within standardization often suppress teacher autonomy,
leaving students subjected to scripted programs and standardized curricula, therefore
cultivating passive learning (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). Furthermore, the standards based
educational movement often fosters negative feelings in students that interfere with their
attitude toward academic achievement and self-efficacy, leading to anti-intellectualism and
an alienation from civic society (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012).
In contrast to standardized curricula, a curriculum that incorporates service learning
can connect students’ awareness of their community and global interdependence with
academic theory. Service learning combines community action, and the efforts to learn from
that action, in order to connect what is learned to existing academic knowledge (Bibbo &
d’Erizans, 2013). By making such connections, students become involved in opportunities
that mobilize and transfer their theoretical learning in order to apply their knowledge in
practical settings (Roessingh, 2012). The ability to transfer theory into practice enables
students to understand the broader issues facing their community, nation, and world (Darby,
____________
This thesis follows the style of American Journal of Education

2
Longmire-Avital, Chenault, & Hoglund, 2013). Students’ acquired ability to apply academic
knowledge to relevant situations, reflect and change behavior based on self-assessment, and
critically think about issues to generate solutions, will ultimately help students appreciate
civic responsibility (Bibbo & d’Erizans, 2013). Through student-centered, participatory, and
activist forms of pedagogy included within service learning, students develop positive
feelings towards their learning (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012), gain a greater sense of selfworth, and become better prepared to become competent members in the global community
(Bradley & Saracino, 2013). This is mutually benefiting to the students, school, community,
nation, and world.
Statement of Problem
The Hispanic population is the largest ethnic or racial minority in the United States,
constituting 17 percent of the nation’s total population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). Between
2012 and 2013, the nation’s Hispanic population grew by 1.1 million people; this increase is
almost half the nation’s total population growth during this period (U.S. Census Bureau,
2014). This two percent increase between 2012 and 2013, projects the Hispanic population
in 2060 to be approximately 128.8 million, making up 31 percent of the nation’s population,
and ranking the United States with the second largest Hispanic population worldwide, to
Mexico (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). However, as the nation’s Hispanic population
increases, economic disparities intensify. The United States is a large and wealthy society,
yet it possesses the most unequal income distribution of all industrialized societies (Orfield,
2000). Many regions of the United States are largely occupied with residents who are
economically marginalized, including one fourth of the nation’s children growing up in
poverty (Orfield, 2000). As a result, thousands of U.S. schools serve concentrations of
children living in poverty, most of whom are members of racial and ethnic minorities
(Orfield, 2000). In fact, almost nine-tenths of schools that are 90-100 percent Black or
Hispanic have concentrated poverty with over 40 percent of the population living below the
federal poverty threshold (Orfield, 2000).
Moreover, as the Hispanic community continues to grow, Hispanic educational
attainment continues to lag. In 2009, 18 percent of Hispanics, ages 16 to 24, were labeled
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dropouts, compared to nine percent of blacks and five percent of whites (NCES, 2013). In
2013, the Hispanic population reported the lowest percentage of population with a high
school diploma. Only 75.8 percent of Hispanics had a high school diploma, compared to 95
percent of Asian/Pacific Islanders, 94 percent of Whites, 90 percent of Black/African
Americans, and 84 percent of Native Americans who had high school diplomas (NCES,
2013). Moreover, only 15.7 percent of Hispanics have attained a bachelor’s degree or higher,
compared to 58 percent of Asian/Pacific Islanders, 40 percent of Whites, 19.5 percent of
Black/African Americans, and nearly 17 percent of Native Americans (NCES, 2013). The
statistics suggest that as the U.S. Hispanic population increases, the percentage of the
population with high school diplomas and college degrees will decrease (West & Simmons,
2012). As the number of Hispanic youth is expected to increase from eight million to 11
million by 2015, a 37 percent increase; and then increase to 14.4 million by 2025, another 31
percent increase, an issue of human capital will shadow the United States (NCES, 2013).
Background and Need
When considering the economic disparities, poor academic attainment, and growth of
the Hispanic population, the need for change is evident. In 2001, No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) was enacted and established measures that exposed achievement gaps among
underserved and vulnerable students (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). In addition to
providing federal funds to schools that service underprivileged students, the federal law also
requires states to test students in reading, mathematics, and science; as well as report
aggregate and subgroup results, including low-income students, students with disabilities,
English language learners, and major racial and ethnic groups (U.S. Department of
Education, 2015). When examining the reading and mathematics scale scores for both eighth
and twelfth grade (Figures 1-1, 1-2, 1-3, and 1-4) there are stark disparities between the race
and ethnic groups. Between 1990 and 2013, White and Asian/Pacific Islander students have
continuously outperformed their Black and Hispanic peers (NCES, 2013).
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Figure 1-1: Average National Assessment Educational Progress (NAEP) Grade 8 Reading
Scale Scores by Race/Ethnicity: Selected Years, 1992-2013
Note: Scale ranges from 0 to 500. Includes public and private schools.
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Figure 1-2: Average National Assessment Educational Progress (NAEP) Grade 12 Reading
Scale Scores by Race/Ethnicity: Selected Years, 1992-2013
Note: Scale ranges from 0 to 500. Includes public and private schools.
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Figure 1-3: Average National Assessment Educational Progress (NAEP) Grade 8
Mathematics Scale Scores by Race/Ethnicity: Selected Years, 1990-2013
Note: Scale ranges from 0 to 500. Includes public and private schools.
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Figure 1-4: Average National Assessment Educational Progress (NAEP) Grade 12
Mathematics Scale Scores by Race/Ethnicity: Selected Years, 2005-2013
Note: Scale ranges from 0 to 300. Includes public and private schools.
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However, as the country relies more and more on high stakes standardized testing,
schools focus more and more on achieving necessary test scores. Consequently, the
requirement of standardized tests punishes the schools serving disadvantaged students as
struggling schools respond to high stakes pressure with standardized curricula that all too
often teach to the test (Orfield, 2000). As the nation looks to continue its democratic
traditions and cooperate effectively in an interconnected world, we must look into the
classrooms within our Hispanic communities and critically consider adaptions or alternatives
to standardized education. Not only do the statistics demonstrate a gap in academic
attainment, but according to the U.S. Census Bureau, the Hispanic population only
represented 8.4 percent of voters in the 2012 presidential election (U.S. Census Bureau,
2014). With such a large and growing community, educators need to consider methods that
enhance the engagement of our Hispanic youth and empower students to create change.
The divide between standardized classrooms and the diverse world outside school
doors leads to a disconnect, that can hinder student interest, motivation, and self-efficacy thus
leading to poor academic performance, or worse, dropping out of high school. For a minority
student that may struggle with the cultural differences between school and home life, or may
be struggling to acquire a new language, this is even more challenging as the student does not
realize the relevance of standardized curriculum in their own life (Baker, 2012).
Furthermore, when student motivation, interest, and self-efficacy are jeopardized, a sense of
empowerment and an interest in civic engagement becomes even more unattainable. In
order to motivate, accelerate, and engage Hispanic students, there is a need for research that
explores the Hispanic experience and the potential impact it may carry.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to explore the service
learning experiences for Hispanic high school students located on the U.S.-Mexico border.
Service learning education will be defined as the integration of academic material, service
activities, and critical reflection based on reciprocal partnerships that engage students and
community members to achieve academic, civic, and personal learning objectives and
advance public purposes (Bringle, Clayton, & Hatcher, 2013). The researcher explored the
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service learning experiences as they relate to transfer of knowledge, student motivation,
student perception of their civic responsibility and role in their community, and student
empowerment.
Research Questions
What are the experiences of sic Hispanic high school students living on the U.S.Mexico border when participating in service learning education? Sub-questions include:
How did the Hispanic high school students living on the U.S.-Mexico border make sense of
their experience in a service learning opportunity? How did the Hispanic high school
students living on the U.S.-Mexico border relate their service learning experiences to the
transfer of knowledge? How did the Hispanic high school students living on the U.S.Mexico border relate their service learning experiences to student motivation? How did the
service learning experience shape the Hispanic high school students’ perspectives on civic
engagement and community activism?
Significance to Field
There is an abundance of research that pertains to service learning education and the
impact that service learning opportunities have on students. However, it is not the discovery
of new elements of service learning education, but rather the heightening of awareness for an
experience that has been overlooked (Creswell, 2012). By heightening awareness and
creating dialogue, the researcher will lead to better understanding of the way service learning
education is experienced by Hispanic high school students on the U.S.-Mexico border and
through that insight lead to improvements in the practice of service learning opportunities
(Creswell, 2012). By exploring the experiences of individuals and the meaning they ascribe
to their experiences, the researcher will fill a void in existing literature, establish a new way
of thinking, and give voice to an understudied population within service learning pedagogy.
Definitions
civic education – The Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and
Engagement (CIRCLE) and Carnegie Corporation of New York (2003) state that civic
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education is a pedagogy that helps young people acquire and learn to use skills, knowledge,
and attitudes that will prepare them to be competent and responsible citizens that are
informed and thoughtful, participate in their communities, act politically, and have moral and
civic virtues. Therefore, civic education stresses the importance of civic knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and behaviors for ideal citizenship (Levinson, 2007).
community activism – According to the Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary, activism
(2015) refers to direct action in support or opposition to a controversial issue in order to bring
about political or social change. The researcher refers to community as a group of people
within neighborhoods, a defined region, or the world community. Therefore, when referring
to community activism, the researcher is referring to social movements and activities, large
or small, which promote public action designed to raise awareness and bring about change
within said community.
community service – Community service refers to voluntary work that helps or benefits the
community. Unlike service learning, community service does not include an academic
component or critical reflection.
service learning – Based on Bringle, Clayton, & Hatcher’s (2013) definition, service learning
is the integration of academic material, service activities, and critical reflection based on
reciprocal partnerships that engage students and community members to achieve academic,
civic, and personal learning objectives and advance public purposes. It is a form of
instruction that incorporates classroom learning, service to the community, and critical
reflection.
standards based education - The term standards based refers to systems of instruction,
assessment, grading, and academic reporting that are based on students demonstrating
mastery of the knowledge and skills that they are expected to learn as they progress through
their education (Great Schools Partnership, 2014). Therefore, standards based education and
standardized curricula refer to curriculum, instruction, and assessment designed for the
mastery of federal and state standards. Such curricula is standard and uniform in design in
order to master standardized exams.
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student empowerment – Student empowerment refers to a student’s confidence and the belief
in their capability and potential to take action effectively. Students are empowered when
they find tasks meaningful, see themselves as relatively competent and capable of doing
those tasks, and believe that their involvement in those tasks will make an impact in some
way (Duhon-Haynes, 1996).
student engagement – Student engagement refers to the degree of attention, curiosity,
interest, optimism, and passion that students show when they are learning or being taught, it
also extends to the level of motivation they have to learn (Great Schools Partnership, 2014).
student self-efficacy – According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary (2015) self-efficacy
refers to the power to produce a desired result or effect. Gist & Mitchell (1992) refer to
student self-efficacy as a student’s capability to mobilize motivation, cognitive resources,
and courses of action needed to meet given situational demands. In this study, the researcher
refers to student self-efficacy as a student’s confidence in their capabilities to execute and
produce specific performance attainments. Student self-efficacy is students’ confidence to
start, follow through, and complete tasks; to exert control over their own motivation,
behavior, and social environment (Gist & Mitchell, 1992).
Limitations
Limitations based on the design of the study included the access to a perfect service
learning program. The service learning opportunity with the Volunteer Income Tax Assessors
(VITA) was not labeled in the school catalog as a service learning educational program. The
school site viewed VITA as community service. However, by definition, service learning
refers to a pedagogy that includes the integration of academic material, service activities, and
critical reflection based on reciprocal partnerships that engage students and community
members to achieve academic, civic, and personal learning objectives and advance public
purposes (Bringle, Clayton, & Hatcher, 2013). Therefore, service learning is a form of
instruction that incorporates three components: classroom learning, service to the
community, and critical reflection. Although the school site viewed VITA as community
service, the researcher determined that VITA served as an accurate example of service
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learning education as the experience incorporated all three aspects of service learning:
classroom learning in a credit bearing financial analysis class, service to the community, and
critical reflection. Additional limitations that occurred during the study will be discussed in
chapter five.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The primary goal of secondary educators is to develop students’ sense of self and
sense of their environment while teaching a broad range of subjects in order for students to
transfer knowledge from the classroom into real world applications. Secondary educators
aim to cultivate knowledge in students that can later be applied to their lives, their
professions, and their communities. However, the lack of practical application in the current
standards based academic setting becomes an obstacle as high school graduates lack the
ability to utilize the academic standards mastered in the classroom (Bradley & Saracino,
2013). Traditionally, students have been taught using a teacher-centered lecture method
where the teacher is assumed to pass on knowledge that the students are expected to absorb
(Bradley & Saracino, 2013). Currently, standardized curriculum has enforced the teachercentered classroom as teachers prime students for rote memorization in preparation for
standardized tests. As a result, the information received by students in a standardized,
teacher-centered setting is viewed as passive, theoretical, and not practical (Bradley &
Saracino, 2013). Students feel disconnected and ask, “Why do I need to learn this?” as the
disparity between the classroom and the experienced life of students become larger.
In contrast to a standardized curriculum, the pedagogy of service learning provides
students with a venue in which they can integrate both theory and practice (Bradley &
Saracino, 2013). The experiences within service learning serve as bridges between the
curriculum and the world outside the classroom (Fitch, Stenke, & Hudson, 2013). As a
pedagogical component, service learning is an educational experience where students
participate in service activities that benefit both the community and students as they reflect
on their experience in order to gain a deeper understanding of course content, a broader
appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of personal values and civic
responsibility (Bringle, Clayton, & Hatcher, 2013). Service learning allows students to
become actively engaged in their learning process as they accomplish academic goals; thus,
becoming more competent members of their communities (Bradley & Saracino, 2013). The
National Service Learning Clearinghouse (2013) defines service learning as, “a strategy that
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integrates meaningful community service with instruction and reflection to enrich the
learning experience, teach civic responsibility, and strengthen communities” (as cited in
Bradley & Saracino, 2013, p.1). In order to counter the scripted programs that subject
students to passive learning, educators need to invest in instructional methods, such as
service learning (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). The literature review will address the definition
of service learning and the four areas related to the service learning experience, including (1)
the transfer of knowledge, (2) the increase in student motivation and interest, (3)
strengthened attitude towards civic responsibility and community activism, and (4) student
empowerment.
Description of Service Learning
Service learning is an instructional method that connects academic knowledge to
community action, enhancing academic growth and encouraging social awareness (Stenhouse
& Jarrett, 2012). In other words, service learning is an educational experience where
students actively participate in organized service activities that meet the needs of a
community, in addition to in-depth reflection on the service in a way to gain deeper
understanding of course content, broader appreciation of discipline, and an enhanced sense of
civic responsibility (Cooper, 2013). The process of integrating active community assistance
into academic learning helps students translate the theory they learn in the school setting into
practical life applications (Darby, Longmire-Avital, Chenault, & Hoglund, 2013). More
specifically, when participating in service learning curricula, students engage in the
preplanning, assessment of needs of the target population, set goals and objectives, create an
action plan, carry out the project, evaluate the outcome, and share results (Bradley &
Saracino, 2013). When all is said and done, students then reflect on their experiences and
relate their practice to academic objectives through journaling, peer discussions, facultyguided questions, and formative and summative assessments (Bradley & Saracino, 2013).
Therefore, service learning is a competency-based and/or credit bearing educational
experience where students participate in an identified service activity that benefit the
community and reflect in the service in order to gain a further and deeper understanding of
course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and enhanced sense of personal
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values and civic responsibility (Bringle, Clayton, & Hatcher, 2013). In the end, students
receive an academic grade based on the quality of their performance on assignments and the
degree to which the academic objectives were mastered (Bradley & Saracino, 2013).
Research has found that the ability to plan, act, complete, and reflect while connecting
student experiences to academic coursework support and advance student learning
(Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012).
Transfer of Knowledge
Academic instruction is motivated by the idea that students will ultimately be able to
transfer and apply their learning in school to other settings (Larsen-Freeman, 2013). By
definition, transfer refers to the ability to generalize from one task to another (LarsenFreeman, 2013). The transfer of knowledge is an important educational outcome because it
determines whether the skills and content that students learn in an academic setting can be
used appropriately and effectively in future academic, civic, and professional arenas (Fitch,
Steinke, & Hudson, 2013). Consequently, knowledge does not transfer only based on the
similarities across tasks, but as a result of students’ active construction of knowledge
(Larsen-Freeman, 2013). Active construction of knowledge refers to the theory of
constructivism. Constructivism is based on the idea of experiential learning in which
students construct knowledge through real-life experience (Dewey, 1938). Therefore, service
learning expands the student learning experience well beyond the classroom by providing
opportunities for students to interact with the community, construct understanding, and apply
the knowledge they obtain in both the classroom and while providing the service, to the real
world (Bradley & Saracino, 2013).
A qualitative study by Zinger & Sinclair (2010) explored the use of service learning
as a method of transferring health knowledge. In the study, the principal investigators taught
health education courses that educated students on the importance of regular dairy
consumption and trained to be peer educators within the school site. The goal was to educate
and promote dairy consumption in a high school setting with the students as liaisons. The
primary investigators reported that students who participated in the community awareness
program recorded a higher interest in personal health and nutrition, as well as an interest in
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pursuing possible health and nutrition career pathways in the future (Zinger & Sinclair,
2010). Since one of the most crucial benefits of participating in service learning is the
transfer of knowledge, service learning education is significant as it encourages students to
engage in community service by transferring and applying knowledge and skills to real world
settings (Zinger & Sinclair, 2010). The results indicate that the service learning experience
of the students impacted their transfer knowledge as well as provided a venue for student
empowerment and community action.
In addition, service learning induced transfer of knowledge can improve student
motivation. Students are more motivated to transfer knowledge when they see the potential
usefulness of what they are studying; whereas, students lose interest and forsake their studies
when they feel they cannot utilize the information they obtain in school outside the classroom
(Larsen-Freeman, 2013). In the same study conducted by Zinger & Sinclair (2010), the
primary investigators indicated that through observation, the faculty noticed student
attentiveness in class improved as students were more engaged. These finding were based on
the students’ use of higher quality questioning, increased participation, and overall greater
enthusiasm to content matter (Zinger & Sinclair, 2010). Therefore, cognitive transfer of
knowledge is inseparable from student emotion and motivation (Larsen-Freeman, 2013).
Motivation affects transfer by influencing the quality of initial learning, promoting cognitive
engagement, and contributing to learner persistence (Larsen-Freeman, 2013). Students not
only transfer what they know, but they also transfer attitudes towards new tasks (LarsenFreeman, 2013). In other words, when students participate in learning opportunities that
emotionally motivate their interests, they are much more likely to transfer knowledge.
Motivation will be discussed at length in the next section.
In summary, authentic, meaningful, and relevant learning occurs when academic
content is transferred to real life experiences that enhance learning objectives (Zinger &
Sinclair, 2010). Ultimately by taking part in service learning opportunities, students
participate in a transformative experience where they act upon content matter by using it in
everyday practices (Cooper, 2013). This transfer of knowledge also impacts student
motivation as students realize the potential usefulness of the content they are studying
(Larsen-Freeman, 2013).
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Student Motivation
A major difference between standards based and service learning pedagogy has to do
with empowerment and the feelings students develop towards learning (Stenhouse & Jarrett,
2012). When students are expected to absorb a prescribed set of objectives, they often
develop negative attitudes towards learning because what is taught in the classroom is
disconnected from what they experience in life. These negative attitudes towards learning
can lead to anti-intellectualism and an alienation from civic life (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012).
Motivation is a key factor in understanding and improving student academic outlook,
persistence, and performance (Reardon & Bertoch, 2010). Therefore, educators must search
for ways in which to influence student motivation, especially since many students arrive at
school with predetermined attitudes about their ability, or inability, to succeed (Elliot &
Knight, 2005).
Student motivation ranges from extrinsic to intrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation
refers to motivations driven by outside rewards, such as grades; whereas, intrinsic motivation
refers to success driven by self-satisfying personal interests (Herman, 2012). Intrinsic
motivation involves the highest degree of self-determination, or inherently enjoying a
particular task (Lam, Cheng, & Ma, 2009). Studies consistently demonstrate the positive
effects of intrinsic motivation on student performance, self-esteem, and persistence (Lam,
Cheng, & Ma, 2009). In order to improve student motivation and attitude towards success,
educators must incorporate a social context for intrinsic motivation, including cooperative
learning lessons and programs that promote problem solving skills activities (Elliot &
Knight, 2005). By engaging students in service learning activities, educators may be able to
increase student intrinsic motivation by increasing self-knowledge and self-worth (Reardon
& Bertoch, 2010).
A qualitative study conducted by Darby, Longmire-Avital, Checnault, & Hoglund
(2013) explored student motivation while enrolled in a semester long service learning course.
The study aimed to identify factors that increase and decrease student’s motivation
throughout service learning courses with the intent to explore instructional strategies that
may improve a student’s ongoing commitment to community organizations (Darby,
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Longmire-Avital, Chenault, & Hoglund, 2013). Different from other studies that focus on
the positive aspects of service learning, the researchers sought to also recognize the
challenges students face in service learning courses in order to make improvements. Their
findings proved that student interest increased when students were in the position to help
other people, form relationships with the community, and feel responsible to the community
and world in which they live (Darby, Longmire-Avital, Chenault, & Hoglund, 2013).
Although the researchers did find that student motivation decreased
when students experience inefficient time management, scheduling and transportation
problems, and poor communication skills between school and community site managers, the
data proved students were still highly motivated, recognized the value of service learning
courses, and would recommended the opportunity to other students (Darby, Longmire-Avital,
Chenault, & Hoglund, 2013). Therefore, through well-developed service learning activities,
students acquire the competencies to explore diverse local and global topics that are of
personal interest to them. Thus, as students take a positive perspective towards learning,
their intrinsic motivation tends to increase (Bibbo & d’Erizans, 2013).
Moreover, a quasi-experimental evaluation, conducted by Sevier, Chyung, Callahan,
& Schrader, (2012) investigated the effectiveness of using service learning methods on
influencing introductory engineering students' motivation compared to the effectiveness of
using a conventional, non-service-learning method. The researchers sampled 214 students
enrolled in an Introduction to Engineering course; 69 students completing service learning
projects and 145 students completing non-service learning projects (Sevier, Chyung,
Callahan, & Schrader, 2012). Upon completion of the course researchers measured student
motivational attitudes on a 7-point Likert scale; the survey also contained three open-ended
questions. Results showed that the service learning method was significantly more effective
than the non-service learning method in terms of positively influencing students' interests,
recognition of relevance, and satisfaction in learning and their self-assessed engineering
abilities (Sevier, Chyung, Callahan, & Schrader, 2012). Therefore, the research indicated
that the service learning course helped increase student motivation by applying engineering
design processes, realizing the relevance in solving engineering problems, and feeling
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inspired while completing an engineering project (Sevier, Chyung, Callahan, & Schrader,
2012).
In summary, students become intrinsically motivated when academic tasks provide a
sense of competence, autonomy, relatedness, and purpose (Herman, 2012). When students
have a sense of control over their academic experience, their intrinsic motivation increases,
as well as their belief that they can be successful (Elliot & Knight, 2005). The more
autonomy students perceive they have in the classroom, the higher their sense of self-worth
and self-regulation tends to be (Lam, Cheng, & Ma, 2009). In fact, students feel competent
when they believe that they can successfully complete a task, make decisions, relate and
belong to a community, and gain a sense of purpose through empowerment (Herman, 2012).
Therefore, as students gain insight into their values and goals, as well as become empowered
to make change, their motivation increases (Darby, Longmire-Avital, Chenault, & Hoglund,
2013).
Civic Responsibility and Community Activism
Civic refers to a spirit of public concern and public regard (Ceaser & McGuinn,
1998). Civic education refers to the transfer of knowledge and morals needed to create
responsible, productive, and participative members of society (Ceaser & McGuinn, 1998). In
our nation, public schools are where students learn what it means to be a democracy and
begin to understand our national and civic identity (Ceaser & McGuinn, 1998). The Center
for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE) states that,
“Young people do not automatically acquire the skills, knowledge, motivations, and values
necessary to contribute to the republic; they must be educated and encouraged” (2013, p. 3).
However, the majority of our youth are not receiving the support they need to develop
into civically engaged citizens (Malone, 2008). Recent data about young adult civic
knowledge, political participation, and service engagement show that young adult
engagement in public affairs dropped (Malone, 2008). According to the CIRCLE (2013),
45% of young people age 18-29 voted in 2012, down from 51% of young people in 2008.
Worse, the disparities are stark when comparing the access to quality civic education and
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opportunities for political engagement between minority and lower-income students and their
wealthier, white counterparts (Malone, 2008). Starting as early as elementary school and
continuing throughout high school, African-American, Hispanic, and students of poverty
perform significantly worse on the civic test of the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) than their white and middle class counterparts (Levinson, 2007). As a
democratic republic, the lack of competent citizens results in a hollow democracy (Ceaser, &
McGuinn, 1998).
In order to create service and politically oriented youth, educators need to promote
student-centered learning that engages students and taps their individual interests and skills
(Malone, 2008). In 2003, CIRCLE called on the nation’s schools to help young people
acquire the skills, knowledge, and attitudes in order to become competent and responsible
citizens (Battistoni, 2013). This civic engagement agenda reflects a great concern over the
decline in social capital necessary for a vibrant democracy (Battistoni, 2013). Bradly and
Saracino (2013) stated that students who participate in such service learning activities exhibit
more compassion and gain greater insight and ability to solve societal problems, which tend
to influence how they view civic participation. In addition, by forming a partnership with the
community and taking action, students discover local and global interdependence (Bibbo &
d’Erizans, 2013). This interconnected civic perspective presents opportunities for students to
develop social and problem solving skills, including national and international
communication and conflict resolution (Zinger & Sinclair, 2010). Therefore, as students
participate in service learning activities, their civic attitude shifts and self-determination
increases in regards to their perceived ability in creating national and global change (Zinger
& Sinclair, 2010).
A qualitative study by Rochford & Hock (2010) explored a service learning
experience and the impact on student activism by evaluating a letter writing campaign and
the link between academic success and civic engagement. The purpose of the writing
campaign was for local community college students to tutor beginning English as a second
language (ESL) students as they wrote persuasive letters to the historical society in order to
obtain a historical site on campus (Rochford & Hock, 2010). Moreover, student tutors
connected their academic studies and their work with the ESL students with community
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service by acknowledging their role as valued and empowered citizens of the community
(Rochford & Hock, 2010). In summary, the service-learning project not only benefited the
college and the ESL students; it simultaneously empowered participants to flourish
academically and understand their worth in the community (Rochford & Hock, 2010). When
students become consciously connected to their community it activates civic identity and an
appreciation for civic responsibly, stimulates their role as civic agents to solve public
problems or create change, and strengthens their conceptions of the citizen (Battistoni, 2013).
In addition, Billig, Root, and Jesse (2005) in conjunction with the Center for
Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE) conducted a study
that examined the impact of service learning on high school students’ attitudes towards
school and civic development. They compared more than 1,000 high school students of
similar demographics who participated in service learning programs to those who did not
(Billig, Root, & Jesse, 2005). The study utilized a mixed-methods approach involving the
collection of both qualitative and quantitative data based on student surveys. The results
indicated that although service learning students scored higher than comparison students on
several survey outcomes, most of the differences were not statistically significant (Billig,
Root, & Jesse, 2005). However, they did indicate that service learning students were much
more likely to say that they intended to vote and that they enjoyed school. (Billig, Root, &
Jesse, 2005). The researchers also found that there was a substantial difference in outcomes
depending on the type of service learning program. For example, students engaged in direct
services (e.g. tutoring) were more attached to their community; students who engaged in
indirect services (e.g. fundraising) demonstrated higher levels of engagement; and students
engaged in a political or civic action (e.g. circulating a petition) scored higher on civic
knowledge and dispositions (Billig, Root, & Jesse, 2005). In summary, the data suggested
that students who reported stronger engagement in service learning were statistically
significantly more likely to be academically engaged, value schooling, become attached to
school and community, enjoyed content courses, perceived a gain in civic knowledge and
intent to be more civically engaged, and felt greater efficacy (Billig, Root, & Jesse, 2005).
Finally, critical reflection is the last component of service learning. As students
reflect on their service learning experiences they generate new meanings, new questions, and
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enhanced understanding (Bringle, Clayton, & Hatcher, 2013). As students reflect on their
service, they gain a deeper understanding of course content and an enhanced sense of
personal values and civic responsibility (Roessingh, 2012). In other words, when students
reflect on such relevant experiences, they are more likely to become invested in lifelong civic
engagement (Stephenson, Peritore, Webber, & Kurzynske, 2013). Bringle, Clayton, &
Hatcher (2013) stated that reflection activities may be written, oral, or kinesthetic.
Reflections may be made individually, collaboratively, or a combination; and can occur
formally during a planned period or happen serendipitously (Bringle, Clayton, & Hatcher,
2013). Whichever method, as students reflect and realize the importance of civic
responsibility and the power they possess, they are more likely to become civically involved
in the future, thus more likely to be involved in civic affairs as adults (Malone, 2008). As a
result of service learning, students have an opportunity to develop academically, personally,
and civically (Bradley & Saracino, 2013). Service learning programs promote positive
citizenship and encourage students to participate in civic activities that transfer into civic
engagement in late adolescence as well as civic engagement into adulthood (Zaff,
Malanchuk, Michelson, & Eccles, 2003).
Student Empowerment
To challenge dispiriting forms of education, we need to cultivate educational
experiences that empower students through student-centered, participatory, and activist forms
of instruction (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). According to Stenhouse and Jarrett (2012), an
empowering education includes participatory, affective, problem posing, multicultural,
democratic, interdisciplinary, and activist forms of learning. Participatory learning involves
students’ active participation in the learning process, instead of being passive recipients
(Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). Affective learning refers to the nurturing, affirming, and
hopeful sentiments from the relationships that develop between the student and a subject
(Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). Problem-posing learning permits students to identify problems,
issues, and concerns by questioning their context, ultimately allowing students to confront
power dynamics within learning and society (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). Multicultural
learning includes a student discourse that reflects cultural diversity and increases ownership
in education (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). Democratic learning is the process that allows for
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maximum student participation rather than limiting participation due to a rigid structured
disconnection from their lives, interests, and language (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012).
Interdisciplinary learning draws upon multiple academic disciplines, forms of knowledge,
and multimodal sources in order to build understanding (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). Finally,
activism insists that students must take an active role in learning, learn about action, and take
action to address problems in their classroom and in society (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012).
West & Simmons (2012) conducted a qualitative study that examined the benefits of
problem-based service learning projects for Hispanic college students attending an Hispanic
Serving Institution. Data were gathered from five different business courses, the courses
included 127 predominantly Hispanic college students who also served as counselors for
various business organizations. Student reflections provided data about two areas of benefit:
their view of the learning value of these projects and their view of the benefits of these
projects to their future in the job market (West & Simmons, 2012). Overall findings
indicated that service learning contributed to students’ understanding and application of
course material, increased their confidence in their marketable skills, and enhanced their
sense of belonging and desire to take leadership roles in the professional world (West &
Simmons, 2012). Additionally, students indicated that their experience heightened their
awareness of the structural inequalities that may create barriers to employment and mobility.
In the journal reflections, the students explained how they felt more empowered to confront
barriers, aiding their confidence, and leading to success. Although this study examined
positive benefits for Hispanic students, including the role of empowerment, the students were
attending post-secondary school. A gap remains when considering Hispanic high school
students.
Through a student-centered, participatory, and activist form of service learning,
students become empowered to take action, make change, and become involved. Service
learning tends to exemplify a pedagogy of possibility that shifts service to advocacy
(Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). In 2012, Ramey conducted a study on engaging urban students
in a schoolyard beautification and gardening project through Wright State University. In
order to investigate student development through project-based service learning, she used
two fourth grade classrooms in an urban K-8 setting to participate in a garden and
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beautification project. In the two classrooms there were 33 students, 17 boys and 16 girls,
primarily African American. Her study concluded that activism and community-based
service learning fostered connections between classroom learning and real-life application
(Ramey, 2012). Furthermore, being outside, active with the community, connecting with
others, and completing a project were important components of the overall cognitive
development of the children (Ramey, 2012).
This pedagogy of possibility helps students begin to envision a better society, school,
or world and take action towards that vision (Stenhouse & Jarrett, 2012). In order to make a
difference in not only our local communities, but also globally, schools need to advance the
development of student action and empowerment. Service learning is the pedagogical
component of a formal curriculum based setting that not only benefits the community in
tangible ways, but also incorporates the reflection necessary to support the academic, civic,
and personal development of students (Bringle, Clayton, & Hatcher, 2013).
Summary
Authentic, meaningful, and relevant learning occurs when academic content is
transferred to real life experiences that enhance learning objectives (Zinger & Sinclair, 2010).
This transfer of knowledge also impacts student motivation as students realize the potential
usefulness of the content they are studying (Larsen-Freeman, 2013). Students become
intrinsically motivated when academic tasks provide a sense of competence, autonomy,
relatedness, and purpose (Herman, 2012). When students have a sense of control over their
academic experience, their intrinsic motivation increases, as well as their belief that they can
be successful (Elliot & Knight, 2005). In addition, early positive service learning
experiences influence civic engagement in late adolescence, as well as civic engagement in
adulthood (Zaff, Malanchuk, Michelson, & Eccles, 2003). In order to make a difference in
not only our local communities, but also globally, schools need to advance the development
of student action and empowerment. Service learning is the pedagogical component of a
formal curriculum based setting that benefits the community in tangible ways, as well as
supports the academic, civic, and personal development of students (Bringle, Clayton, &
Hatcher, 2013).

23
Therefore, the research demonstrates that the strengths of service learning education
are vast and varied (Steinberg, Bringle, & McGuire, 2013). Service learning targets a broad
range of outcomes, including civic education, character education, student development, and
academic achievement as students participate in the design, implementation, and application
of their services (Steinberg, Bringle, & McGuire, 2013). If we want to achieve the academic
heights necessary for a strong nation while revitalizing civic education and democratic
participation, then service learning must be further investigated (Battistoni, 2013). However,
the research also demonstrates that there are gaps. There is very little research on the
implications of service learning at the high school level. Most service learning opportunities
are included in higher education. Secondly, there are few empirical studies that evaluate the
Hispanic community, particularly the high school Hispanic community living along the U.S.Mexico border. More research related to service learning in the Hispanic community is
necessary in order to determine the possible success within these communities. This current
study contributed to the existing research literature by exploring the service learning
experiences of Hispanic high school students on the U.S.-Mexico border.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Qualitative research involves an interpretive naturalistic approach to research.
Qualitative research begins with the notion that each research situation is unique and that
data should be collected from their situated context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Qualitative
researchers study events in their natural setting, attempting to make sense of phenomena in
terms of the meanings that people bring to them (Creswell, 2012). Social constructivism
assumes that individuals construct meaning based upon their personal experiences; therefore,
human understanding is constructed as humans engage in and make sense of their
experiences based on their own perceptions (Creswell, 2009). Since different people have
different experiences and perspectives, the world has many different meanings; none of
which are more true or valid than another (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012). This diversity of
experience drives researchers to look for the complexity of individual experience rather than
settling with generalized understandings (Creswell, 2009). Therefore, through the collection,
analysis, and interpretation of comprehensive narrative data, qualitative research provides an
understanding of a phenomenon as viewed from the perspective of research participants
(Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012). This type of phenomenological research identifies human
experience in relation to a phenomenon as described by research participants (Creswell,
2009). In phenomenology, perception is regarded as a primary source of knowledge because
human perception is a raw and natural process through which awareness, understanding, and
knowledge are derived (Moustakas, 1994).
In order to further our knowledge on service learning education, we must explore the
experiences of participants within a natural setting that has not yet been explored (Creswell,
2009). The qualitative exploration of participant experience documented through a logical,
systematic, and disciplined methodology is needed for the analysis and advancement of
knowledge about service learning education (Moustakas, 1994). This qualitative study
describes the experiences of Hispanic students attending high school along the U.S.-Mexico
border while participating in service learning education. Semi-structured focus groups were
used to collect data with the primary goal of giving voice to students living along the U.S.-
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Mexico border in order to interpret their experiences and gain insight into a particular
phenomenon. The student voices obtained during the semi-structured focus group interviews
were transcribed, coded, and categorized into themes. These themes were compared to
current research on service learning education, thus facilitating a greater discussion on the
impact of service learning.
Setting
This study took place in a high school located in south Texas along the U.S.-Mexico
border. The U.S. Census Bureau (2013) stated that the city’s population was approximately
248,142 and ethnically 95.6 percent Hispanic; 3.4 percent White, non-Hispanic; 0.6 percent
Asian; and 0.5 percent African American. Sixty-five percent of people age 25 or older have
at least a high school diploma and 17.7 percent have a bachelor’s degree or higher. The per
capita income in 2013 was $14,797 and the median household income was $40,041. Ninetyone percent of people in the community speak a language other than English at home and
more than 30 percent of individuals are living below the poverty line (U.S. Census, 2013).
The high school included in this research study is one of seven public high schools
that service the area. Ninety-nine percent of students at the high school are Hispanic; 0.4
percent of students are White, non-Hispanic; 0.2 percent are Asian/Pacific Islander; and 0.1
percent are African American. Seventy-nine percent of students are economically
disadvantaged, 74.5 percent are at-risk, and 15.7 percent are limited English proficient
(Texas Tribune, 2010). See Figure 3-1 for the ethnicity of the students at the school and
Figure 3-2 for the academic risk factors of the students at the school site.
The semi-structured focus group interviews were conducted after school in a general
education classroom located on the participants’ school campus. The classroom included
five tables; each table seated approximately six people. Two tables were moved together and
all participants sat comfortably around the two tables in order to facilitate eye contact and
conversation.
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Figure 3-1: Ethnicity of the Students at the School Site
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Figure 3-2: Academic Risk Factors of the Students at the School Site
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Participants
The students were selected via purposive sampling. Purposive sampling selects
individuals because they meet a certain criteria and will contribute to the understanding of
the phenomenon (Creswell, 2009) and they cannot be derived from other choices (Maxwell,
2005). Since the participants’ perspectives form the very core of the research, purposive
sampling was important to select participants that would best add understanding to the
phenomenon at hand (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012). Due to the interest in the participants’
individual perspectives, a small sample size was preferable; a total of six high school
students participated in the study. The participants selected were restricted to those attending
the school site and were participants in the service learning opportunity with the Volunteer
Income Tax Assessor (VITA) program.
The VITA program offers free tax assistance to low-income households, persons with
disabilities, the elderly, and limited English speakers (IRS, 2015). Students participating in
VITA were IRS-certified volunteers and provided free income tax return preparation services
to qualified individuals within their community (IRS, 2015). The VITA program was also a
component of a financial analysis class in which the participants were enrolled at the school
site. Participants reflected upon their services in class with their teacher/sponsor and used
the knowledge they obtained towards class credit.
The participants of the study included six Hispanic high school seniors, one male and
five females. One participant spoke only Spanish in the home, two participants spoke
primarily English in the home, and three participants spoke both English and Spanish in the
home. The education levels of their parents varied. Three parents did not graduate from high
school, four parents started college, three parents graduated from college with a technical
degree. In order for participant identify to remain confidential, the researcher used pseudo
names. See Table 3-1 for a complete record of participant demographics.
Participants’ confidentiality was maintained throughout the study. Prior to the
consent process, the age of the participants was unknown. Therefore, the researcher obtained
permission from the school district and the Texas A&M International University Institutional

28
Review Board (IRB) in order to conduct research with minors. Upon receiving parental
consent, the participants signed a minor assent form.

Table 3-1
Participant Demographics
Participant’s
Pseudo
Name
Sarah

Age

Gender

Ethnicity

Primary
Home
Language
Spanish/
English

Father’s
Education

Mother’s
Education

18

Female

Hispanic

HS Diploma

HS Diploma

Marla

18

Female

Hispanic

Spanish

None

None

Jose

17

Male

Hispanic

English

Some
College

18

Female

Hispanic

Spanish/
English

College Technical
Degree
HS Diploma

Rosa
Lisette

18

Female

Hispanic

English

College Technical
Degree

College Technical
Degree

Katia

18

Female

Hispanic

Spanish/
English

GED

None

HS Diploma

Materials
The semi-structured focus group interview involved open-ended questions that were
few in number and elicited views and opinions from the participants (Creswell, 2009). The
following materials were included in this study: (a) demographic questionnaire (Appendix
A), (b) focus group interview protocol forms (Appendices B and C), and (c) audio recorder.
The focus group interview protocol form was researcher generated and included: a heading to
record date, time, and location of the interview; general instructions for the interview so that
standard procedures were used from one interview to another; a few questions to facilitate
discussion; probes for the questions; space between the questions to record responses; and a
closing statement (Creswell, 2009).

29
When developing the semi-structured focus group interview questions, the language
of the participants, how they may interpret the questions, and what may actually happen
when the questions are put into practice were necessary to consider (Maxwell, 2005). The
interview questions needed to elicit thoughtful and honest descriptions and interpretations of
the participants’ participation in service learning. In other words, the interview questions
should not lead the participants to connect their experiences to the researcher’s preconceived
theories. When interview questions are directly derived from the researcher’s preconceived
theories the participants’ answers conform to a limited set of beliefs (Maxwell, 2005). In
phenomenological studies the researcher must construct questions that guide the study and
focus on a topic freshly and naively, yet abstain from leading participants to answer in a
particular way (Moustakas, 1994).
In addition, a researcher generated demographic questionnaire was included. The
demographic questionnaire asked questions about participants’ ethnicity, home language, and
family education. Although the researcher took notes throughout the focus group interviews,
all interviews were audio recorded for complete transcription.
Procedure
Prior to the semi-structured focus group interviews, participants received a letter at
school that invited them and their parent/guardian to attend an informational meeting
(Appendix C). The consent process was conducted at the meeting, including the
parent/guardian consent form and minor assent form (Appendices E and F). In addition, the
researcher discussed the purpose of the study, the start date, and the amount of time needed
to complete the minimum of three focus group interviews: (a) the first focus group interview
lasting approximately 90 minutes in length, (b) a second follow-up interview lasting
approximately 45 minutes in length, and (c) a final interview conducted for validity purposes,
including member checking where the researcher and participants reviewed the transcripts
and interpretation of data in order to allow participants to comment on the accuracy of
findings. Finally, the researcher also answered any other questions or concerns related to the
research and/or the semi-structured focus group interview.
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Upon completion of the consent process, the first semi-structured focus group was
conducted. The first task included the completion of a demographic questionnaire (Appendix
A). Participants completed the questionnaire independently. The researcher answered any
questions in reference to the prompts on the questionnaire and clarified the answer choices as
needed. Upon completion of the questionnaire, the interview process began while adhering
to the focus group interview protocol form described in the previous section (Appendix B).
The goal of the semi-structured focus group was to collect shared understanding from several
individuals as well as obtain views from specific people (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012).
Using the schedule indicated on the semi-structured interview protocol, the researcher posed
open-ended questions to the participants and encouraged all participants to respond. Due to
the young population, in some instances closed questions were also asked in order to
eliminate suggestive language. For instance, asking the participants how the experience was
integrated in school learning suggests that experience was integrated into school learning. To
avoid such suggestion, the researcher asked the participants, “Was the experience integrated
into school learning?” Upon answering yes or no, the researcher then asked the participants
for an explanation or example (see Table 3-2 for the list of questions). No specific probing
questions were used, however in the case of short and non-descriptive answers, the
researcher followed-up by asking for further explanation and/or examples. Data analysis
happened simultaneously as data collection occurred and included anything the researcher
saw, heard, or that was otherwise communicated while conducting the semi-structured focus
group (Maxwell, 2005 & Creswell, 2009). During the interview the researcher offered few
questions and little advice, it was much more important to be a listener rather than a speaker
(Creswell, 2012).
After the transcription and review of the first semi-structured focus group interview,
the researcher conducted a second interview in order to clarify and extend the discussion (see
Table 3-3 for a list of questions); this interview was conducted ten days after the first focus
group interview. In order to remain consistent, a second semi-structured focus group
interview protocol form was used and the researcher offered few questions and little advice
(Appendix C). Finally, upon the transcription of both interviews and the analysis of data, the
research conducted a final meeting in order to conduct a member checking. This meeting
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Table 3-2
Semi-Structure Focus Group Interview #1 Questions
1. How did you become involved in VITA?
2. Was your experience integrated into school learning?
3. What connections can you describe between the service learning work and the
classroom?
4. Did your participation impact your academic skills?
5. Did VITA impact your perspective towards school?
6. Did your experience change your perception of your community?
7. How can the skills connected to this project be applied to work within your
community?
8. Would you be interested in participating in programs that assist your community in
the future?
9. How can you use what you’ve learned with VITA to help a community organization
dedicated to improving the lives of people?
10. Compared to a regular class setting, did your experience impact your education
overall?
11. What do you feel was most beneficial about your experience? What was negative?
12. If possible, would you participate in VITA again? Why or why not?

Table 3-3
Semi-Structure Focus Group Interview #2 Follow-Up Questions
1. Did participating in VITA influence your motivation in school?
2. Do you care more or less about your community after participating in VITA?
3. In the previous interview many had mentioned the pride you felt when working with
the community; do you feel as though you were empowered during your participation
with VITA?
4. Do you have the capability to make change?
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occurred three days after the second interview and did not follow the semi-structured focus
group interview protocol because no specific questions were included. Rather, the researcher
and participants reviewed the transcripts and interpretation of data in order to allow
participants to comment on the accuracy of findings for validity purposes.
In order to ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of this study, a researcher must
consider validity and reliability. Qualitative reliability indicates that the researcher’s
approach is consistent across different researchers and projects (Creswell, 2009). The
researcher’s reliability procedures included checking transcripts to make sure they did not
contain mistakes made during transcription, ensuring that code definitions did not change
throughout the study, and cross checking codes with current research (Creswell, 2009).
Qualitative validity indicates that the researcher assured the findings are accurate (Creswell,
2009) and that the descriptions, conclusions, explanations, and interpretation of data are
credible (Maxwell, 2005). Therefore, qualitative validity consisted of various strategies used
to identify and rule out threats to the credibility of the results (Maxwell, 2005). In order to
rule out validity threats to the researcher’s conclusions, the researcher was cognizant of
possible researcher bias and the effect of reactivity (Maxwell, 2005), as well as used member
checking, thick-rich descriptions, and the presentation of discrepant information (Creswell,
2009).
In detail, researcher bias refers to the subjectivity of the researcher when selecting
data that conforms to the researcher’s preconceptions (Maxwell, 2005). Since the researcher
cannot remove her beliefs and perceptual lens, the researcher must understand how her
values and expectations may influence the conduct and conclusions of the study (Maxwell,
2005). Therefore, validity is the result of integrity, and the researcher needs to be cognizant
of possible biases (Maxwell, 2005). Reactivity refers to the inevitable influence of the
researcher on the setting (Maxwell, 2005). Both the interview setting and the researcher
influence what participants may say and how they may conduct themselves. Since one
cannot eliminate the influence of the researcher or the setting, an attempt to understand it
must be made (Maxwell, 2005). Therefore, the researcher avoided any leading questions, as
well as understood how the questions influenced what participants said and how the question
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structures may have affected the validity of the inferences the researcher concluded from the
focus group interview (Maxwell, 2005).
Furthermore, member checking was used to determine the accuracy of the findings by
taking the final themes back to participants in order to determine if the participants felt they
were accurate (Creswell, 2009). Member checking is a form of respondent validation where
the researcher solicits feedback about data and conclusions from the participants in order to
rule out misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and the perspective they have
(Maxwell, 2005). The researcher conducted a final focus group interview where the
researcher and participants reviewed the transcripts and interpretation of data in order to
allow participants to comment on the accuracy of findings. In addition, the researcher
provided a realistic and rich experience for the reader by providing a thick-rich description
that conveys findings in the following chapter (Creswell, 2009). Finally, by presenting
discrepant information the researcher can strengthen validity. Information that runs counter
to research themes present contradictory evidence and make the report more realistic and
therefore more valid (Creswell, 2009). The results and discussion section will discuss
discrepant information.
Data Analysis
Data saturation was achieved once the researcher began to hear the same thoughts,
perspectives, and responses from most participants during the interview process; thus,
marking an end to data collection (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012). The goal of data analysis
is to find meaning in the data based on the connections, common aspects, and links between
the data, the identified categories, and the patterns that emerge (Gay, Mills, & Airasian,
2012). The researcher’s task was to determine how to identify what data was important, why
the data was important, and what the data indicates about the experiences of the participants
(Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012). Phenomenological data analysis proceeds through a
methodology of reduction, analysis of specific statements and themes, and the search for all
possible meanings (Moustakas, 1994). Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2012) both provided
a modified step-by-step methodology from the Stevik-Colaizzi-Keen method of
phenomenological analysis (see Appendix G). Important parts of methodology of

34
phenomenological data analysis include: reading and thinking about interview transcripts,
writing memos, identifying themes, developing coding categories, applying coding categories
to data, and analyzing narrative structure and contextual relationships (Maxwell, 2005).
Organization of data begins when the researcher places the transcribed interviews
before him or her and studies the material through the methods and procedures of
phenomenal analysis (Moustakas, 1994). Coding is the process of organizing material into
chunks or segments of text before bringing meaning to text by segmenting
sentences/paragraphs into categories and labeling those categories with a term (Creswell,
2009). In qualitative research, the goal of coding is to fracture data and rearrange them into
categories that facilitate comparison and aid the development of theoretical concepts or
broader themes and issues (Maxwell, 2005). Upon complete transcription of data, the
researcher coded the interviews by categorically marking or referencing units of text with
codes and labels in order to indicate patterns or meaning (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012).
Specifically, the researcher analyzed material for codes on topics that one would expect to
find based on past research; codes that are surprising and were not anticipated; codes that are
unusual but of interest to research; and codes that address a larger theoretical perspective in
the research (Creswell, 2009).
First, using preconceived organizational categories based on the literature review, the
researcher began by coding the text according to what one expected to find. Using a colorcoding system, the researcher highlighted the frequency of language throughout the text that
was linked to research based topics within research on service learning experience and
discussed in detail in the literature review (Creswell, 2009), such as:
•

Transfer of knowledge

•

Student motivation

•

Civic responsibility and community activism

•

Empowerment through student-centered, participatory, and activist forms of
instruction
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These organizational categories allowed the researcher to construct a web of relations that
was compared to what had and had not appeared as the researcher expected according to
current research (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012). Participants’ words and statements based on
organizational categories can be found in Table 3-4.
Next, the researcher analyzed the text for emerging codes that may be new or
different. The researcher sorted and compiled data into categories (Gay, Mills, & Airasian,
2012) using the coding process to generate descriptions of the substantive categories or
themes for analysis (Creswell, 2009). The emerging codes that formed the substantive
categories based on participants’ words and statements can be found in Table 3-5.
After considering the preconceived organizational concepts and the emerging
substantive concepts, the researcher surveyed the big picture and began to analyze themes
that emerged in both the literature review and in the data collection by asking, “What are the
key phrases that participants used to describe their experiences?” (Gay, Mills, & Airasian,
2012). Through the practice of coding, the researcher built patterns, categories, and themes
from the bottom up by organizing the data into increasingly more theoretical units of
information (Creswell, 2009). Ten broad categories were identified, including (1) knowledge
of skills, (2) enjoyment of working with the community, (3) development of relationships, (4)
student motivation, (5) enhanced self-confidence, (6) benefits of real world experiences, (7)
enhanced sense of ability to lead, (8) problem solving skills, (9) communication, and (10)
professionalism.
The researcher remained open to continual reorganization after each subsequent
review of the transcripts until cohesive theoretical units were identified. The final coding
included four overarching main themes: (1) better understanding and application of
knowledge, (2) the enjoyment of working with community, (3) enhanced confidence when
problem solving and working with diverse people, and (4) the development of positive
relationships. These categories are shown in Table 3-6.
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Table 3-4
Preconceived Categories – Organizational Data Based on Participant Statements
Transfer of Knowledge
1. Passing on knowledge
2. Part of the real world
3. We were educating them
4. Time management
5. Responsibility
6. Knowledge of taxes
7. Learn and expand
knowledge of something
you didn’t know
8. A lot of people don’t
even know they have to
do their taxes
9. Learning was more
complex, your brain
works a lot
10.
A lot of
information to work with
at once
11. In VITA it’s different
everyday
12. Before this is didn’t
know about taxes
13. Important cause we are
going out to the real
world
14. It will prepare us for
later on
15. Knowledge of [taxes]
is also something you
can carry with you

Student Motivation
1.
2.
3.
4.

Wanting to do it
It motivated you
Remain positive
Really motivated you,
to push for those
grades
5. I just really like doing
it
6. It’s fun
7. It’s motivating taking
action yourself
8. More interesting
seeing through your
own eyes
9. I think you learn better
doing it yourself, it’s
more interesting
10. In VITA it’s different
everyday
11. Self-motivated

Civic Engagement &
Community Activism
1. Helping others
2. Learning from each
other
3. VITA is something
for the community
4. Realize that people
struggle
5. People were real
appreciative of our
work; it made me
feel proud
6. Realized that so
many people actually
help and volunteer
7. Helping our
community out is a
nice feeling
8. Doing good for
others feels like
finding the golden
ticket
9. Makes you feel nice
and warm
10. We give our time
even though we
don’t have much to
offer
11. I like helping the
people out
12. The experience has
opened our eyes to a
lot of things
13. You definitely care
more about your
community
14. You see that people
that need you and
need each other
15. Create awareness
16. I’ll make sure to be
involved

Empowerment
1. There are a bunch
of challenges
2. Think outside the
box
3. Problem solving
4. Working with all
types of people
5. You feel proud
6. They’re like, “oh
wow, she can do
something I can’t”
7. We leave an impact
8. Dealing with
difficult people
9. You gain
confidence
10. Pride
11. I can actually do
this
12. We’re helping
these people out
13. Confidence
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Table 3-5
Emerging Codes – The Substantive Categories Based on Participant Statements
School Relationships
1. Learned more
because [teacher] had
more time to be with
us.
2. Learning from each
other
3. [Teacher] being your
mom or friend
4. Good relationship
5. Talk more to my
teachers than I would
to my mom
6. Most of my time is in
school
7. Teachers see our
interactions
throughout the day so
I think they
understand
8. [Teachers] know
more of who you are
9. Sometimes [teachers]
get to know you
better than your
parents
10. I have become best
friends with [the
other participants]
11. I like the atmosphere
between us
12. Bringing us together
13. Being close to
teachers and friends
impacts school
14. They become your
mentors
15. We’re made for
people having high
expectations for us
and to push us and
support you
16. Friendships formed

Communication Skills
& Diversity
1. Communication
2. Working with
diverse
personalities
3. Have to speak to
customer
4. Ask them a bunch
of personal
questions
5. Confidentiality
6. Learn to talk to the
people
7. Spanish skills
8. Dealing with
different types of
people

Professionalism
1. Responsibility
2. Confidentiality
3. Time management
4. More responsible to
be in extra curricular
5. Well-rounded
6. Working under
pressure
7. You need to be the
professional one
8. Become more
responsible
9. Commitment

Patience &
Understanding
1. Dealing with
different types of
people
2. Patience
3. Tolerance
4. Working under
pressure
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Table 3-6
Overarching Themes – The Theoretical Categories
1) Better understanding and application of knowledge
2) Enjoyment of working with the community
3) Enhanced confidence when problem solving and working with diverse people
4) Development of positive relationships

In summary, the coding process began with organizational categories that were
established prior to focus group interviews and served as bins for sorting data for further
analysis (Maxwell, 2005). Secondly, the researcher identified emerging categories. These
substantive categories provided insight into what was going on based on the participants’
concepts and beliefs (Maxwell, 2005). Next, theoretical categories were created to place
coded data into more general framework. These categories were derived from either prior
theory or from an inductively developed theory that represented the researcher’s concepts
(Maxwell, 2005). The overarching themes included better understanding and application of
knowledge, enjoyment of working with the community, enhanced confidence when problem
solving and working with diverse people, and the development of positive relationships.
Finally, the identified overarching theoretical themes were supported by direct quotations
selected from the interviews and shared in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
During the semi-structured focus group interviews the participants were asked to
share both positive and negative issues regarding their service learning experience with the
Volunteer Income Tax Assessors (VITA) program. All participants unanimously agreed that
overall VITA was a beneficial experience. The following concepts were thoroughly
discussed and agreed upon as beneficial: (a) obtaining knowledge related to filing income
taxes, (b) development of communication skills, (c) ability to solve problems under pressure,
(d) working with diverse people, (e) the development of positive relationships, and (f)
satisfaction of working in the community.
After continual recategorization after each subsequent reading of the transcripts, the
researcher identified the following four theoretical categories as the overarching themes
related to the participants’ experience:
1. Better understanding and application of knowledge
2. Enjoyment of working with the community
3. Enhanced confidence when problem solving and working with diverse people
4. Development of positive relationships.
This chapter will share the results based on semi-structured focus group interviews
discussing the service learning experiences of Hispanic high school students living along the
U.S.-Mexico border. By sharing the participants’ voice, the researcher provided a rich
description of the phenomenon related to the participants’ experiences. All results use
pseudo names for participant confidentiality. Further discussion connecting the results to
theory, thus forming a conclusion, will be discussed in chapter five.
Better Understanding and Application of Knowledge
To begin, obtaining knowledge was a cornerstone to the participants’ experience. All
participants discussed how their involvement in VITA helped them better understand and
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apply knowledge. The skills acquired included, but were not limited to, financial awareness,
time management, communication, being responsible, working under pressure, problem
solving, and working with diverse people. Financial analysis and developing the skills to file
taxes was discussed and reflected upon the most. One female participant, Katia, expressed,
“how important it was to learn about filing taxes…the knowledge, it’s something that you
can carry with you.” The following was a discussion between the participants as they
reflected on the knowledge they obtained in relation to filing taxes and how the knowledge is
important in its future application:
Lisette: You learn and expand your knowledge on something that you didn’t know.
Sarah: Yeah, knowledge was really important.
Lisette: Well, I mean before this I didn’t know anything about doing taxes. I didn’t
even know what a W2 was.
Katia: Yeah, I think too, because we’re seniors going out into the real world, it
definitely prepared me for next season.
Lisette: I wouldn't have done [my own taxes] had I not known of VITA. I wouldn’t
have done it and I started working like last year.
Marla: Yeah, and with people coming in [to file] you know that they don’t know
[how] and they’re a lot older than you and you’re impressed with yourself [sic]
because you know how…we were getting sorta [sic] a head start. I’m pretty sure not
a lot of seniors anywhere really know [how to file taxes].”
As the participants continued to reflect on their knowledge of filing taxes and how
beneficial this financial knowledge is to life, they began making connections to other skills
they acquired throughout their experience with VITA. One commonly mentioned skill was
communication. The participants described communication as an important skill in life and
one that was strengthened through their participation in VITA. Marla stated,
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My communication improved because you have to explain to the customer, you have
to speak to the customer. To prepare [their taxes] you have to speak with them and
ask them for information…and ask them if they have any children, ask them like a
bunch of personal questions.
Sarah added, “Yes, communication skills were important because you have to learn to talk to
the people and prepare their income taxes and know the questions you have to answer.”
Strengthening communication skills also included speaking in English and Spanish.
Four of the participants stated that while working with VITA they had to work hard at
strengthening their Spanish communication skills, especially while using technical language
and legal terminology. Lisette said, “Spanish [communication] skills too, because many
people didn't talk [sic] English so you had to use correct [Spanish] terms.”
In addition, all participants agreed that time management, responsibility, and working
under pressure were necessary to accomplish their tasks. The participants also added that
these skills were important to life in general and they were grateful they were able to
experience them and transfer them into their future endeavors. Jose summarized the
participants’ statements and said, “We used time management, responsibility, and
commitment; and I think you take that with you wherever you go.”
Considering the knowledge and skills obtained, the researcher asked the participants
to compare their experience with VITA to their regular classroom settings. Jose said, “There
are a bunch of challenges that come with certain tax returns, you don't get to see that in the
classroom. Like in real life, it’s different.” Later in the discussion the participants once
again discussed the differences between the regular classroom and VITA. The conversation
stated:
Katia: Regular classes you’re like, “okay I’m finished” and then you’re sitting there
not doing anything, you’re actually slowed down. Than in [VITA]…
Rosa: It’s more complex.
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Katia: Yeah, your brain works a lot, now you’re always doing something instead of
taking a break.
Lisette: Yes, there’s a lot of information and things you have to think about before
actually inputting or if they have questions you have to make sure what you tell them
because they don’t know and so…
Marla: Yeah, I think a regular class setting is very consistent, it’s like routine,
everyday and your focus is standardized testing but in VITA it’s different everyday.
When the researcher asked the students to elaborate on the differences, Marla responded,
Because it’s different seeing something in paper and videos and through a PowerPoint
or presentation [than] actually being apart of what’s supposed to be done in your
community and taking action yourself. So when you’re there in direct contact with
other people and you’re seeing the impact you’re making, that’s when you learn the
most. I think that’s when people are more exposed and become more open minded
because you yourself as a person are seeing through your eyes the difference you’re
making.
Katia responded by adding,
Yeah, instead of having someone teach it to you, you learn by doing visually, you do
the visual learning cause [sic] you see them do it so you’re like “oh that’s how you do
it.” It’s not just like oh I have to remember this for a test. I think you learn better
doing something yourself than having it taught to you.
In summary, the service learning experience helped participants better understand and
apply knowledge and skills related to VITA, including financial awareness, time
management, communication, responsibility, problem solving, and working with diverse
individuals. The participants also expressed the positive benefits of transferring such
knowledge and skills to future endeavors. The relevant academic setting allowed the
participants to delve deeper into their studies and obtain profound knowledge. Authentic,
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meaningful, and relevant learning occurs when students can transfer learning objectives and
academic content from the classroom into real world application (Zinger & Sinclair, 2010).
Enjoyment of Working with the Community
Working with the community was also an important part of participant experience.
At various points in the semi-structured focus group interviews all participants shared on
how they enjoyed their community involvement. Participants stated that prior to their
involvement they did not realize how local organizations have the potential to help those in
need. “You realize that people do struggle, not everyone has it made.” Rosa stated, “I
realized that there are so many people that actually help out and volunteer, I thought it was
very little before.” Marla also added that, “Before VITA I really didn’t see how our
community helps the people but when we were at our ceremony we have at the end of the
year, like the dinner, you could see we were not the only people that do this.” Finally, Katia
added, “Yeah, and it was amazing to see how much we accomplished together!”
As the participants discussed their community work they often referred to the positive
feelings that accompanied their work. When the researcher asked the participants to describe
the feelings they experienced when working with the community, the group responded
positively. The statements included:
Rosa: Satisfaction.
Marla: It’s kinds like when you find the golden ticket.
Lisette: It just makes you feel nice and warm inside.
Sarah: It feels good [sic] doing something good for others, doing something that
leaves an impact.
Furthermore, most participants agreed that they would enjoy continuing their
involvement in some fashion. Marla stated that, “Since I’m not going to be here for college,
wherever I’m at, I’ll make sure to be involved in my community.” Lisette added that “The
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experience overall made me feel good so I wouldn’t mind doing it again, helping our
community out, it’s a nice feeling.”
The participants also demonstrated more empathy and awareness towards their
community. Rosa said, “You definitely care more about your community now because you’re
actually helping out and you’re seeing that there are people that need you and need each
other.” Katia stated that there was an “Importance of creating awareness in the community.”
The participants agreed that their experience with VITA was eye opening and enlightening,
they all said they would do it again.
In summary, working with the community was an enjoyable and important part of the
participants’ service learning experience. All participants shared on how they genuinely
enjoyed their community involvement and felt pride and satisfaction when helping others.
The sense of competence, autonomy, relatedness, and purpose related to working with the
community inspired and motivated the participants (Herman, 2012). As a result, participants
were intrinsically motivated by their desire to do good for the community and the satisfaction
of learning and completing meaningful tasks.
Enhanced Confidence When Problem Solving and Working with Diverse People
Compared to the traditional classroom setting, the participants discussed how VITA
gave them real world experiences. For example, Jose said, “There are a bunch of challenges
that come with certain tax returns, you don’t get to see that in the classroom.” Marla added,
“You have to be able to think on your feet…being able to quickly think outside the box and
[think] how am I going to solve this? Who am I going to call? Where am I going to look?”
Marla also shared about an evening when the participants faced technological issues, “I
remember one night when the printer wasn’t running, that was another problem we had to fix
because we can’t be like, ‘oh sorry’ so…” As the focus group giggled in memory they
reflected on how they had to learn to conquer and overcome the challenges they faced. As
the participants continued to discuss the difficulties they faced, they came to an undisputed
agreement that the challenges were real world lessons. Although the challenges and
problems they faced were difficult, their triumph and problem solving abilities turned out to
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be a positive experience in the long run. Therefore the participants agreed that facing and
overcoming challenges was not terrible per se, but rather it was an important life lesson on
problem solving.
Furthermore, the participants reflected on the challenges of working in a diverse
setting. Marla describe it as, “Different people from the community come into VITA and
you have to be able to deal their personalities even though you might not agree with the way
they are behaving; it’s like part of the real world.” As the participants shared their stories,
they described awkward situations:
Sarah: There would be some people who were like, “no that’s wrong” or “never mind
I don't want to file here” and they would just get up and leave.
Katia: There are some people who are like, “oh I owe that’s fine, I know” and then
there are some people who get angry for owing and it’s just like…[shrug].
Lisette: Most of the time they would just get up and leave…
Rosa: Or be like “oh I’ll bring it tomorrow” type of deal, but tomorrow never came.
Discovering how to handle such awkward situations and continue to persevere
with the work at hand was a skill all the participants valued in the end. When
summarizing their experiences, a few participants commented:
Rosa: [When] dealing with the different types of people, you just had to learn to deal.
Marla: Yeah, dealing with different types of people is a good thing because it will
prepare you for later on when you face that type of person again.
Katia: It’s a good thing because it will prepare you for later on whenever you do face
that type of person again, and you’ll be “okay this is how I deal with this type of
person.”
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In addition to problem solving and the challenges of diversity, the participants also
made numerous comments about the importance of patience. The participants stated that
having patience and being tolerant when solving problems and working under pressure was
important. For example, Lisette stated that, “Sometimes they would bring their kids and they
would be screaming.” Rosa added, “Yeah they would be running around.” Marla then
explained the frustration of such situations and added how patience was necessary:
And you want to make sure you’re getting every number right, their social security
number specifically, while their kids are running around and they’re talking on the
phone and they’re not really paying attention to what you are doing so you have to reexplain everything to them and they’re like “But why? But why?” and of course you
have to tell them why, it’s their money, it’s the government, right. So yeah, being
patient is important.
However, not all their experiences were challenging and frustrating. The participants also
discussed the appreciation and gratefulness they received from many community members.
Katia shared, “I also saw a lot of people who were really like [sic] appreciative of our work.”
When all the participants agreed, the researcher asked how the clients’ appreciation made
them feel and they responded:
Lisette: It made you feel appreciated for all the work you’re doing.
Sarah: It feels nice when someone cares.
Katia: You feel proud.
Marla: Yeah, like when you’re a high school student people are like [sic] “oh she’s
still in high school” but now it makes you feel like they’re looking at you on their
level, like [sic] “oh wow she can something I can’t; amazing good job!”
The discussion about the community’s appreciation towards participants’ work and
the positive feelings it fostered prompted the researcher to ask the participants about the
impact of their feelings. When the researcher asked the participants how the feelings of
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appreciation impacted them as students, most responses echoed the concept of selfconfidence.
Lisette: You gain confidence.
Marla: You develop pride in yourself because you helped the community.
Katia: We were like [sic] “Oh I’m helping out these people by just giving two hours
of my day” and in the long run it goes a long way.
Sarah: I thought, “Hey I can actually do this!” So I really enjoyed that experience
overall because now I know that I can not only do that but I could perhaps join other
organizations that could teach me other things that I could actually use to benefit
other people besides myself.
In summary, participant confidence was enhanced when problem solving and
working with diverse people. Discovering how to handle challenging situations and
continuing to persevere with the work at hand with patience and tolerance was a skill all the
participants greatly valued. By solving problems, overcoming the challenges of working
with diverse people, and acting with professionalism, participants’ self confidence increased.
Through the service learning experience with VITA, participants were empowered to take
action and overcome challenges. Participants felt competent as they successfully completed
tasks, made decisions, worked with the community, and gained a sense of purpose through
empowerment (Herman, 2012).
Development of Positive Relationships
Finally, the relationships that developed throughout the participants’ experience were
profound. All the participants agreed that working with their peers was beneficial to their
success. Marla stated, “I guess also learning from each other, that’s a very big [advantage]. I
mean in the classroom you learn from your peers sometimes more than the teacher, it really
depends on the class, so I guess we do learn a lot from each other.” Lisette added, “It was
also the atmosphere between us, like [sic] how we got along, we could easily talk to one
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another if we had questions.” Later, in the focus group interview, Jose shared, “I was kinda
like [sic] an introvert, I didn’t really talk to many people. Like [sic] all these [participants] I
had seen them around they were just acquaintances and now I have become like [sic] best
friends with them and such.”
The impact of relationships also extended further than just the peer relationships
formed between the participants, they also expressed that their relationship with their teacher
was important. When the researcher asked why that relationship might have made such an
impact the participants commented:
Rosa: There’s times were I would spend more time in school than I would at home
and I would actually talk more to my teachers than I would to my mom. It happens
where most of my time is in school.
Katia: Sometimes your teacher’s response is more like what you are going through,
sometimes when you tell your mom they [sic] don’t really understand maybe because
their experiences were different but your teachers they see how interactions are
throughout the day so I think they understand.
Lisette: Like [sic] they know more of who you are.
Marla: I feel like sometimes your [teachers] get to know you better than your parents.
As the students were comparing their experiences with VITA to a regular
classroom, the discussion returned to the role of their teacher. Lisette stated, “I think
we learned more though because [the teacher] had more time to be with us, to focus
on us.” The focus group agreed. Moreover, when the researcher asked if they would
consider participating in VITA again, all participants responded, “Yes.” When asked
why, they responded that the relationship with their teacher was positive and gave the
participants a sense of belonging.
Sarah: I think [the teacher] was really good cause [sic] she brought us together and
encouraged us to join.
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Lisette: I know, when I went into her classroom the first day I told her that I wanted
to get out cause [sic] I didn't want that class but she kinda [sic] persuaded me to stay.
And all of us weren’t talking to one another and it was super quiet but she was there
and she got us talking.
As a follow-up question, the researcher asked whether or not the relationships they
formed while participating in VITA impacted them academically. All the participants agreed
that both peer and teacher relationships reaped positive academic gains. They explained:
Sarah: It was a confidence booster to have people you can rely on.
Lisette: They became your mentors.
Marla: I think its just part of being human, we’re made [sic] for people to have high
expectations for us and to push us and support you, but if you don’t really talk to
people or teachers then you don’t really have that encouragement.
In conclusion, when the researcher asked what other students might learn or benefit
from participating in VITA the participants responded:
Lisette: How to do taxes, but also how the experience has opened our eyes to a lot of
things like our community for one, and I guess the friendships that we have formed.
Katia: It would also teach them responsibility.
Marla: It would make them better people.
In summary, the development of positive relationships throughout the participants’
experience was profound. Through their interactions, participants created friendships,
mentored one another, generated a positive atmosphere, and enjoyed a sense of belonging.
Moreover, the positive impact of relationships extended further than peer relationships, the
participants also expressed that their relationship with their teacher was very important. The
teacher served as a mentor and facilitator, giving more autonomy to the participants. The
bond between teacher and participants was instrumental to participant motivation and
confidence.
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In conclusion, based on semi-structured focus group interviews discussing the service
learning experiences of Hispanic high school students living along the U.S.-Mexico border,
the results demonstrate that participant experience was positive. Based on the participants’
voice, the service learning experience influenced a better understanding and application of
knowledge, the enjoyment of working with the community, enhanced confidence through
problem solving and working with diverse people, and the development of positive
relationships. The following chapter will discuss the results, including limitations,
implications of research and practice, and the final conclusions.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
The Hispanic population is the largest ethnic or racial minority in the United States,
constituting 17 percent of the nation’s total population. By 2060, the Hispanic population is
projected to be approximately 128.8 million, making up 31 percent of the nation’s population
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). However, as the Hispanic community continues to grow,
Hispanic educational attainment continues to lag. In 2009, 18 percent of Hispanics ages 16
to 24 were labeled dropouts, compared to 9 percent of Blacks and five percent of Whites
(NCES, 2013). In 2013, only 75.8 percent of Hispanics had a high school diploma compared
to 95 percent of Asian/Pacific Islanders, 94 percent of Whites, 90 percent of Black/African
Americans, and 84 percent of Native Americans who had high school diplomas (NCES,
2013). The disparities continue as one compares bachelor and master degree attainment.
These statistics suggest that as the U.S. population increases the percentage of population
with high school diplomas and college degrees will decrease, triggering an issue of human
capital (West & Simmons, 2012).
When considering the economic disparities and poor academic attainment, coupled
with the growth of the Hispanic population, the obvious need for empowering educational
change is evident. The divide between standards based education and the diverse world
outside school doors leads to a disconnect that hinders student interest, motivation, and selfefficacy; thus, leading to poor academic performance, or worse, more high school dropouts.
For a minority student that may struggle with the cultural and linguistic differences between
school and home life, this is even more challenging as the student does not realize the
relevance of standardized curriculum in their own life (Baker, 2012). As the nation looks to
continue its democratic traditions and cooperate effectively in an interconnected world, we
must look into the classrooms within our Hispanic communities and critically consider
adaptions or alternatives to standardized curricula. With such a large and growing
community, educators need to consider alternatives such as service learning that enhance the
engagement of our Hispanic youth and empower them to create change.
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The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to explore the service
learning experiences for Hispanic high school students located on the U.S.-Mexico border.
The researcher explored the service learning experiences as they related to transfer of
knowledge, student motivation, student perception of their civic responsibility and role in
their community, and student empowerment.
As the results demonstrate, the researcher determined four theoretical categories as
the overarching themes related to the participants’ experience: (1) better understanding and
application of knowledge, (2) enjoyment of working with the community, (3) enhanced
confidence when problem solving and working with diverse people, and (4) development of
positive relationships. This chapter discusses the results based on semi-structured focus
group interviews exploring the service learning experiences of Hispanic high school students
on the U.S.-Mexico border.
Better Understanding and the Application of Knowledge
Obtaining knowledge was a cornerstone to the participants’ experience. All
participants shared how their service learning experience in the Volunteer Income Tax
Assessor (VITA) program coupled with the financial analysis class helped them better
understand and apply knowledge. The skills acquired included, but were not limited to,
financial awareness, time management, communication, being responsible, working under
pressure, problem solving, and working with diverse individuals. Aside from thoroughly
understanding the skills related to filing income tax returns, the participants heavily referred
to their strengthened ability to communicate. They described communication as an important
skill in work and life, including financial literacy associated with both English and Spanish
languages. Using technical language and legal terminology, students stated their
communicative ability to teach, translate, and convey information grew significantly. In
addition, lessons in time management, responsibility, and working under pressure were
substantial. The participants expressed that these skills were important as future
professionals and would be valuable as skills transferred into future endeavors.
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Additionally, when considering course content, the participants made comparisons
between VITA and the regular classroom. They described VITA as a program with many
challenges that students do not typically face in the classroom. The participants said that
their experience with VITA was more complex, engaging, and included new encounters
everyday. Considering that life is not standardized, one participant stated it clearly,
It’s different seeing something in paper and videos and through a PowerPoint or
presentation [than] actually being apart of what’s supposed to be done in your
community and taking action yourself. So when you’re there in direct contact with
other people and you’re seeing the impact you’re making, that’s when you learn the
most. I think that’s when people are more exposed and become more open minded
because you yourself as a person are seeing through your eyes the difference you’re
making.
Similarly, Dewey (1900/1990) once said, “We learn from experience, not phrases”
(p.17). According to Dewey school can be isolated from the ordinary conditions of real life;
however children are sent to school to acquire discipline yet school is the one place where it
is most difficult to get experience, the mother of all disciplines (Dewey, 1900/1990). The
participants echoed this when one said, “I think a regular class setting is very consistent, it’s
like routine, everyday and your focus is standardized testing but in VITA it’s different
everyday.” This exciting and relevant academic setting allowed the participants to delve
deeper into their studies and obtain profound knowledge.
In summary, authentic, meaningful, and relevant learning occurs when students can
transfer learning objectives and academic content from the classroom into real world
application (Zinger & Sinclair, 2010). Ultimately by taking part in VITA, students
participated in a transformative experience where they used knowledge obtained in their
financial analysis class and applied that knowledge to the task of filing taxes (Cooper, 2013).
The superior understating of academic material and the application of knowledge impacted
student interest and motivation as the participants realized the potential usefulness of the
content they were studying (Larsen-Freeman, 2013). Throughout the focus group interview
the students shared how much they learned and how such knowledge was important, as it was
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applicable to their lives and those of others. The participants were grateful for having the
opportunity to learn about filing taxes and believed that because of the service learning
experience with VITA they had a jump-start on their adult lives.
Enjoyment of Working with the Community
Working with the community was also an important part of the participants’
experience with VITA. At various points in the semi-structured focus group interviews, all
participants shared on how they genuinely enjoyed the community involvement. Participants
stated that prior to their involvement in VITA they were unaware of how local organizations
were involved with the community and how local organizations had the potential to help
those in need. As they conversed about their community work, including the pride and
satisfaction related to helping others, they often referred to the good feelings that
complemented their satisfaction. When prompted to describe the feelings they experienced,
the entire focus group whole-heartedly responded positively. In reflection, most participants
agreed that they would enjoy continuing their community involvement in the future to some
extent.
In addition, motivation was influenced by participants’ feelings of satisfaction and
accomplishment. Although the researcher had included motivation as a preconceived theme
related to service learning, the participants did not explicitly connect motivation to their
service learning experience with VITA. When asked about motivation, most participants
responded with answers that related to staying motivated when times were tough or when
they were tired, not necessarily connecting motivation associated with VITA to participants’
academic accomplishments. In fact, the six participants involved in the study were already
highly involved in high school extra curricular activities and related to motivation as part of
their personalities, not necessarily a part of their service learning experience. For example,
Katia stated, “[Motivation] is our personality, we aren’t people who are irresponsible…I
think we are ideal students.” Nonetheless, in review of the data, the positive feelings the
participants related to the satisfaction of working with the community while completing a
task relates to intrinsic motivation. Students become intrinsically motivated when academic
tasks provide a sense of competence, autonomy, relatedness, and purpose (Herman, 2012).
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Therefore the participants were intrinsically motivated by their desire to do good for the
community and the satisfaction of learning and completing meaningful tasks.
Enhanced Confidence When Problem Solving and Working with Diverse People
Initially, the participants reflected on the various challenges related to the service
learning experience as negative aspects of being involved in VITA. For example, one
participant expressed frustration with technology malfunctions when the printer did not work
properly; another participant share about frustrations related to learning the intricacies of the
new health care requirements. Nonetheless, as the participants continued sharing the various
challenges, one participant revealed that she felt the challenges were in fact positive because
they were lessons applicable to real life. At this point, the entire focus group retracted their
statements and unanimously agreed that the challenges served as a positive aspect of their
involvement. To accomplish a task is to work it out, and working it out involves running up
against obstacles, exercising ingenuity, patience, persistence, alertness, and discipline
(Dewey, 1900/1990). Although the challenges and problems participants faced were
difficult, their triumphs and problem solving abilities turned out to be a positive experience
in the long run. The participants discussed how VITA gave them real world experiences via
problem solving scenarios. One participant stated, “You have to be able to think on your
feet…being able to quickly think outside the box and [figure out] how am I going to solve
this? Who am I going to call? Where am I going to look?” These were questions and
situations students are not necessarily exposed to in the classroom, therefore VITA provided
an arena for real world application.
Additionally, the participants reflected on the challenges of working with diverse
people. A variety of community members received VITA’s services and some situations
were uncomfortable, awkward, and even a little hostile. Discovering how to handle such
situations and continuing to persevere with the work at hand was a skill all the participants
greatly valued. The ability to remain calm and patient was thoroughly discussed. The
participants affirmed that having patience and being tolerant when solving problems and
working under pressure was critical. Between noisy children, people on phones, and
communication barriers, the participants shared how patience and tolerance were vital to
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success. However, in addition to the challenges, the participants also discussed the
appreciation and gratefulness they received from many community members. Many
community members were impressed by participants’ knowledge and professionalism, this
made the participants feel proud and full of potential.
Therefore, by solving problems on the spot, overcoming the challenges of working
with diverse people, and acting with professionalism, participants’ self confidence increased.
One participant said, “I thought, ‘Hey I can actually do this!’ So I really enjoyed [VITA]
overall because now I know that I can not only do [VITA] but I could perhaps join other
organizations that could teach me other things that I could actually use to benefit other
people besides myself.” Through a student-centered and participatory form of service
learning, VITA participants were empowered to take action and overcome challenges.
Moreover, the enjoyment of working with community, awareness of community
organizations, and the confidence and empowerment cultivated when problem solving
increased community activism and participants’ interest in civic engagement. Service
learning tends to exemplify a pedagogy of possibility that helps students begin to envision a
better society, school, or world and take action towards that vision (Stenhouse & Jarrett,
2012). VITA participants felt competent as they successfully completed tasks, made
decisions, worked with the community, and gained a sense of purpose through empowerment
(Herman, 2012). Due to the realization of potential and power they possess, the participants
may be more likely to become civically involved in the future (Malone, 2008).
Development of Positive Relationships
Finally, the relationships that developed throughout the participants’ experience were
profound. Participants enjoyed working with their peers and felt their relationships were
beneficial to their success. Through their interactions they created friendships, mentored one
another, and generated a positive atmosphere. The impact of relationships also extended
further than just the peer relationships, the participants also expressed that their relationship
with their teacher was very important. In comparison to a typical student-teacher relationship
in a standardized classroom setting, the VITA participants felt their teacher had more time to
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focus on student growth. Since the participants met not only in class but also after school,
the participants spent so much more time with their teacher. Due to the extra time and after
school hours required to file taxes, the participants and their teacher developed a stronger
relationship. The teacher served as a mentor and facilitator, giving more autonomy to the
participants. In return, the participants felt that they achieved greater academic gains because
the relationship between teacher and student boosted student confidence and created a
smaller learning community within a large high school. Such a relationship gave the
participants a sense of belonging. One participant said, “I think its just part of being human,
we’re made for people to have high expectations for us and to push us and support you, but if
you don’t really talk to people or teachers then you don’t really have that encouragement.”
This development of positive relationships was an emerging concept. The impact of
relationships was not a preconceived theory evaluated in the literature review. However
according to data, the strength and bond between teacher and students were instrumental to
the motivation and confidence of the participants. This suggests that the community within
the classroom served as a safe house where participants felt comfortable taking risks and
asking questions.
Limitations
The limitations in this study included the reactivity related to semi-structured focus
group interviews, wording of the interview questions, time constraints, and the sampling of
participants. First, reactivity relates to participants’ altered behavior due to the awareness of
the setting. As the researcher conducted the semi-structured focus group interviews, often
times the participants did not provide answers beyond a yes or no. Although the researcher
encouraged more explanation, eliciting lengthy descriptive answers was difficult. In some
instances, few questions went without further description. Second, in reflection of the
dialogue, the researcher is apprehensive about the wording of interview questions. Some
questions may have been leading, thus deviating from non-suggestive questions compatible
with phenomenological studies. Thirdly, there were time constraints that limited the scope of
the study. The semi-structured focus groups were conducted in the spring semester on the
eve of graduation. Being that all the participants were in the senior class, they each had very
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busy schedules including award ceremonies, end of year celebrations, and graduation
rehearsal. Although sufficient data were collected to accomplish saturation, the focus group
interviews were challenging to schedule and felt rushed at times. Lastly, the sampling of
participants was restricted to those involved in VITA. The limitation lies in the fact the
students involved in this program were top of their class, highly motivated, and involved in
many school organizations. Although the participants’ demographic background pertained to
the sample desired for the study, having some students who may have not been so involved
and motivated in the academic setting may have offered different insight on the service
learning experience applicable to the general Hispanic student population.
Implications for Future Research
Based on the results of the study and consideration of the limitations, there are several
recommendations for future research. First, elaborating on the service learning experiences
of Hispanic high school students, the researcher suggests some methodological variations,
including the use of data triangulation and the rewording of focus group interview questions.
Due to time constraints, the current study only utilized a semi-structured focus group
interview. However, the researcher recommends that future studies include a larger window
for data collection, the use of open-ended surveys or student journals, or other research
methods of triangulation in order to conduct more sophisticated statistical analyses. In
addition, the researcher suggests rewording some focus group interview questions in order to
elicit the raw perception of individual experience rather than settling with generalized
understandings (Creswell, 2009). In phenomenology, perception is regarded as a primary
source of knowledge because participants’ perception is an natural process through which
understanding and knowledge are derived (Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, in future
phenomenological studies, the researcher suggests asking the participants, “How was your
experience?” Thus allowing the participants to elaborate and guide the discussion
organically.
Secondly, critical reflection is a fundamental part of service learning. Bringle,
Clayton, and Hatcher (2013) stated that critical reflection activities may be written, oral,
kinesthetic, or audiovisual, including journal entries, online chat sessions, poster
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presentations, essays, worksheets, drawings, and discussion sessions. Reflection may also
occur on a consistent regular schedule or at serendipitous moments (Bringle, Clayton, &
Hatcher, 2013). Within this service learning opportunity students reflected on their service in
class, however, reflection was serendipitous and often informal. That said, the researcher
recommends that future studies exploring the service learning experience of Hispanic high
schools students evaluate the various reflective methods utilized in service learning programs
and how the methods may impact the construction and application of knowledge. Moreover,
when considering reflection methods, future research may benefit from the specific use of
student journals. Student journals may provide more insight into the attitudes and beliefs of
students, thus, giving light to the development of efficacy, confidence, and potential
empowerment of students.
Thirdly, expanding on the service learning experiences of Hispanic high school
students, the researcher is curious about the formative role positive relationships play on the
impact of service learning education and the construction and application of knowledge. In
addition, the researcher is curious about the impact of positive relationships on Hispanic high
school students as the service learning experience conveys cultural responsiveness. The
researcher suggests future studies that examine the following research questions:
•

How does the development of relationships impact Hispanic high school
student academic development through service learning education?

•

How does the development of relationships impact Hispanic high school
students’ confidence and motivation?

•

How do social relationships and the sense of community impact the success of
service learning education?

•

How does teacher effectiveness impact the success of service learning
education?

Additionally, the researcher recommends future research to quantitatively compare
the test scores of Hispanic high school students involved in service learning to students who
are not. Considering the benefits of service learning, if empirical research were to prove a
positive relationship between service learning and standardized test scores of Hispanic high
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school students, then predominantly Hispanic serving high schools may be more compelled
to incorporate service learning into the curriculum. Moreover, the researcher recommends a
longitudinal study that examines the retention of service learning participants in various
forms of community activism and civic engagement. Tracking participants’ long-term
commitment would contribute more insight on the impact of service learning on participant
community activism and civic engagement.
Lastly, the researcher suggests that future studies explore the experiences of Hispanic
high school students who are underperforming academically. The participants in this study
demonstrated positive experiences; however, all participants were top of their class and
considered themselves motivated and involved in school. The researcher recommends
examining how service learning education may impact Hispanic high school students who
are specifically struggling academically, who are unmotivated about school, or have a
learning disability in order to make the study more generalizable to schools and communities
along the US-Mexico border.
Implication for Practice
When considering the positive benefits, one can conclude the necessity for initiating
service learning education. However, as educators look to implement service learning
programs they may encounter resistance. School districts might be hesitant to implement
service learning programs because service learning may be viewed as an extra workload,
impractical to monitor and grade, and not essential for meeting state imposed standardized
objectives (Bradley & Saracino, 2013). In many cases, districts are fixed around state exams
and have a hard time deviating from standardized curricula. If a particular district is
unwilling to initiate a service learning program, many teachers can individually look towards
incorporating service learning opportunities into their classrooms. As teachers plan their
scope and sequence based on the prescribed curriculum, they need to consider the three
components of service learning: classroom objectives, service to community, and critical
reflection. Starting small, a teacher may begin by selecting a compatible service activity that
incorporates classroom objectives. By adding the essential third component, critical
reflection, a teacher can begin to experience the benefits of service learning. Moreover,
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many high schools already incorporate various forms of community service into the high
school experience. If a teacher was interested in incorporating service learning into the
classroom, one may begin with evaluating an existing community service activity and
making the necessary changes and accommodations to convert the community service to
service learning. For ideas and guidance, teachers can refer to the Generator School
Network’s (GSN) National Service Learning Clearinghouse or Campus Compact to establish
a starting point, gather ideas, and determine a service opportunity.
The Generator School Network (GSN) is an online community of more than 5,000
youth and adult members who are involved in service learning. The GSN’s national service
learning clearinghouse includes a library of thousands of free online service learning
resources for grades K-12, higher education, and community based organizations (GSN,
2015). See more at: https://gsn.nylc.org.
Campus Compact is a national coalition of colleges and universities committed to the
civic purposes of higher education. Campus Compact promotes community service that
develops students’ citizenship skills and values, encourages collaborative partnerships
between campuses and communities, and assists professors looking to incorporate
engagement into their teaching (Campus Compact, 2015). Although Campus Connect is a
coalition of colleges and universities, Campus Compact may provide tools to integrate
service learning into any classroom setting. See more at
http://compact.org/initiatives/service-learning.
Conclusion
The results of this study led to four major conclusions. This first conclusion states
that service learning education improves understanding and application of knowledge for
Hispanic high school students on the U.S.-Mexico border. The authentic, meaningful, and
relevant lessons were enhanced as academic content was transferred to real life experiences.
The second conclusion states that students genuinely enjoy working with the community as
community activism fosters motivation and an inclination to be involved. The third
conclusion states that confidence is engendered when students solve problems and face
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challenges when working with diverse people. The fourth conclusion is that Hispanic high
school students on the U.S.-Mexico border are greatly influenced by the positive
relationships developed when participating in service learning education; these relationships
translated into increased motivation, self-efficacy, and sense of belonging.
Hispanic high school students on the U.S.-Mexico border would be well served by the
implementation of service learning opportunities. Considering the big picture, in a world that
has many countries trying to create viable modern democracies and has witnessed the failure
of many multi-ethnic societies (Orfield, 2000), the United States educational system needs to
evaluate its current educational practices and determine the most advantageous opportunity
for all students, including minority populations. A society that produces slightly higher test
scores but does nothing about educational disparities and inequalities will continue to leave
children behind (Orfield, 2000). If implemented successfully, service learning education
may give students an opportunity to develop global knowledge by obtaining local wisdom
through active engagement, experience the value of interdependence when working with
others, and navigate the potential tensions between cultures and diverse peoples (Battistoni,
Longo, & Jayanandhan, 2009). Therefore, students who are connected to civic spaces in local
communities may come to a greater understanding of global forces and simultaneously
become better global practitioners (Battistoni, Longo, & Jayanandhan, 2009). Thus,
transferring the lessons learned in school to better their lives and the lives of others, locally
and globally.
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APPENDIX A
Student Demographic Questionnaire

Participant Identifier: ___________
!

Student Demographic Questionnaire
Research Question: What are the experiences of Hispanic students living on the South Texas
border when participating in service learning education?
Primary Investigator: Andrea Garza
Gender:
___Female
___Male
Race/Ethnicity:
___African American/Black
___Asian/Pacific Islander
___Hispanic/Latino
___Native American/American Indian
___White
___Other (please specify:________________________________)
Class status:
___Freshman
___Sophomore
___Junior
___Senior
Age:
___14 ___15 ___16 ___17 ___18 ___19
Primary language spoken at home:
___English
___Spanish
___Both
Did your parents complete high school?
Mother: ___Yes ___No ___GED ___Not Sure
Father: ___Yes ___No ___GED ___Not Sure
Did your parents attend college?
Mother: ___Yes ___No ___Not Sure
Father: ___Yes ___No ___Not Sure
Did your parents graduate from college?
Mother: ___Yes ___No ___Not Sure
If yes, ___Technical Degree ___Bachelor’s Degree ___Not Sure
Father: ___Yes ___No ___Not Sure
If yes, ___Technical Degree ___Bachelor’s Degree ___Not Sure
Have you lived in the United States your entire life?
___Yes ___No
If no, how many years have you been in the U.S.? _______
Have you lived on the U.S. - Mexico border your entire life?
___Yes ___No
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APPENDIX B
Focus Group Interview Protocol Form

Semi-Structured Focus Group Schedule
Research Question: What are the experiences of Hispanic high school students living on the U.S.-Mexican
border when participating in service learning education?
Primary Investigator: Andrea Garza
Date: _________________________________
Time: _________________________________
Location: ______________________________
Introduction
Our goal for this focus group is to have an open and interactive discussion. Focus groups are guided conversations in
which everyone participates. I am interested in your experience with VITA. As facilitator, I will be asking questions to
guide the discussion, but will not be participating or offering my own comments or reactions.
The purpose of the focus group is to hear everyone’s ideas and impressions. Generally in a focus group, hearing what
others say may stimulate your own thinking and reflection on your experience. You do not need to repeat what others
have said, but rather offer your own perspective or expand on what others say. Do not hesitate to disagree or offer
contradictory views. The idea is to hear everyone’s thoughts and to capture a wide array of comments, interpretations,
opinions, and ideas. There is no right or wrong answer.
The discussion will be video/audio recorded. I will be the only person with access to the video and my data summary will
not identify speakers so what you say will be kept confidential. To ensure a quality transcription, it will be helpful if you
speak one person at a time, and speak clearly.
Questions
1. How did you become involved in VITA?
o What encouraged/motivated you to participate?
2. Describe VITA: What was your role? How did you prepare and qualify for participation?
3. Was your experience integrated into school learning?
4. What connections can you describe between VITA and the classroom?
5. Did your participation impact your academic skills?
6. Did VITA impact your perspective towards school?
7. Did your experience change your perception of your community?
o What did you not know at the beginning of the semester about your community that you now know
because of your community engagement?
8. How can the skills or attitudes connected to VITA apply to work within your community?
9. Would you be interested in participating in programs that assist your community in the future?
10. How can you use what you’ve learned with VITA to help a community organization dedicated to improving the
lives of people?
11. Compared to a regular class setting, how did this kind of experience impact your education?
12. What do you feel was most beneficial about your experience? What was negative?
13. If possible, would you participate in VITA again? Why or why not?

Conclusion (15 min)
We’ve now come to the conclusion of the focus group. If any of you have any additional thoughts, questions, or concerns
this would be a great time to share. We will meet again in a couple days to review our discussion and possibly clarify. If
at any time you have any questions or concerns, please contact me. My contact information is on the consent form, you
can also find me in room 34.

72
APPENDIX C
Focus Group Interview Protocol Form #2

Semi-Structured Focus Group Schedule #2
Research Question: What are the experiences of Hispanic high school students living on the U.S.-Mexican
border when participating in service learning education?
Primary Investigator: Andrea Garza
Date: _________________________________
Time: _________________________________
Location: ______________________________
Introduction
Our goal for this focus group is to have an open and interactive discussion. Focus groups are guided conversations in
which everyone participates. I am interested in your experience with VITA. As facilitator, I will be asking questions to
guide the discussion, but will not be participating or offering my own comments or reactions.
The purpose of the focus group is to hear everyone’s ideas and impressions. Generally in a focus group, hearing what
others say may stimulate your own thinking and reflection on your experience. You do not need to repeat what others
have said, but rather offer your own perspective or expand on what others say. Do not hesitate to disagree or offer
contradictory views. The idea is to hear everyone’s thoughts and to capture a wide array of comments, interpretations,
opinions, and ideas. There is no right or wrong answer.
The discussion will be video/audio recorded. I will be the only person with access to the video and my data summary will
not identify speakers so what you say will be kept confidential. To ensure a quality transcription, it will be helpful if you
speak one person at a time, and speak clearly.
Questions
1. Did participating in VITA influence your motivation in school?
2. Do you care more or less about your community after participating in VITA?
3. In the previous interview many had mentioned the pride you felt when working with the community; do you feel as
though you were empowered during your participation with VITA?
4. Do you have the capability to make change?
Conclusion (15 min)
We’ve now come to the conclusion of the focus group. If any of you have any additional thoughts, questions, or concerns
this would be a great time to share. We will meet again in a couple days to review our discussion and possibly clarify. If
at any time you have any questions or concerns, please contact me. My contact information is on the consent form, you
can also find me in room 34.
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APPENDIX D
Invitation to Research Cover Letter

Date: ________________________
Prospective Research Participant Parent/Guardian:
Student, ________________________________________, is invited to participate in a study
conducted by Andrea Garza, Master of Science Curriculum & Instruction student at Texas A&M
International University. The main purpose of this study is to investigate the experiences of
Hispanic students living on the United States-Mexico border while participating in a service
learning opportunity. Identified students are being asked to participate due to their involvement
in the Volunteer Income Tax Assessor (VITA) program. Participation in this study will not
directly benefit the student but knowledge gained from this study may contribute to our
understanding of the academic impact on students when involved in experience and service
based learning.
If you decide to permit your child to participate in the study, they will be asked to participate in a
semi-structured focus group. A focus group is when participants get together and are asked
questions that lead to a discussion about their experiences while participating in VITA.
Participation is completely voluntary. By attending the informational meeting noted below and
submitting signed parent consent and minor assent forms, students will be accepting the
invitation to participate. All data collected will be coded to maintain confidentiality; thus, no data
will be personally identified with your child. Your child’s name will not appear in any presentation
or publication coming from this research. If your child agrees to participate, he/she may choose
not to answer any given questions, and they may withdraw their consent and discontinue their
participation at any time. There are no known risks beyond the inconvenience of time.
If at any time you have questions about this study, you may contact:
Andrea Garza
United South High School, room 34
(956) 763-4258
Andrea_garza@dusty.tamiu.edu
This research study has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at
Texas A&M International University and by UISD. For questions regarding your rights as a research
participant, or if you have complaints, concerns, or questions about the research, you can contact
Dr. Jennifer Coronado, TAMIU IRB Chair, irb@tamiu.edu or Liz Raymond, eraymond@uisd.net.

If interested in participating, both student and parent(s) must attend an informational meeting on
_______________________, March_______, at 4:00pm at United South High School, room 34.
Thank you for your consideration of participating in this study.

Andrea J. Garza
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APPENDIX E
Parent Consent Form

TEXAS A&M INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY

PERMISSION OF PARENT/GUARDIAN FOR A MINOR TO TAKE PART IN RESEARCH
Title of Project: The Service Learning Experience of Hispanic Students on the US-Mexico Border
Principal Investigator: Andrea Garza

!
Introduction
You are being asked to allow your child to participate in a research study. This form provides you with
information that may affect your decision as to whether or not to let your child participate in this
research study. If you decide to let your child be involved in this study, this form will be used to record
your consent. You will receive a copy of this form to keep for your reference. The Principal Investigator
or his/her representative will provide you with any additional information that may be needed and
answer any questions you may have. Read the information below and ask questions about anything
you do not understand before you decide whether or not to allow your child to take part. Your child’s
participation is entirely voluntary, and you can refuse allow your child to participate or withdraw at
anytime without penalty or loss of benefits to which your child is otherwise entitled.
What is the purpose of the study?
We are asking you to allow your child to take part in a study about service learning. The purpose of the
study is to explore the experiences of Hispanic students living on the United States-Mexico border
when participating in service learning education. We are asking you to allow your child to take part in
this study because of their participation in the Volunteer Income Tax Assessment (VITA) program. Six
subjects are expected to take part in this study.
What will my child be asked to do?
If you allow your child to participate in this study, he/she will be asked to participate in a focus group. A
focus group is when your child and other participants that are involved in the study get together and
answer questions and participate in a discussion. This study will require your child to meet a minimum
of two times, each meeting approximately ninety minutes in length. The focus groups will be conducted
in United South High School, after school. Your child will be video/audio recorded.
What are the possible discomforts and risks in this study?
The risks associated with this study are minimal, and are not greater than risks ordinarily encountered
in daily life.
What are the possible benefits for taking part in this study?
Your child will receive no direct benefit from taking part in this research study. However, the knowledge
gained from this study may contribute to our understanding of the academic impact when students are
involved in experience and service based learning.
Does my child have to participate?
No, your child doesn’t have to be in the research study. You can agree to allow your child to be in the
study now and change your mind later without any penalty.
What if my child does not want to participate?
In addition to your permission, your child must agree to participate in the study. If you child does not
want to participate, he/she will not be included in the study and there will be no penalty. If your child
initially agrees to be in the study, he/she can change their mind later without any penalty.

!

Form!IRB)07!(Revised!05/2012)!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!Page!1!of!3!
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APPENDIX E
Parent Consent Form (Continued)

TEXAS A&M INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY

PERMISSION OF PARENT/GUARDIAN FOR A MINOR TO TAKE PART IN RESEARCH
Title of Project: The Service Learning Experience of Hispanic Students on the US-Mexico Border
Principal Investigator: Andrea Garza

!
Who will know about my child’s participation in this research study?
This study is confidential and records of this study will be kept private. Research records will be stored
securely and only Andrea Garza will have access to the records. Your child’s research records will not
be released without your consent unless required by law or a court order. Your child’s records may be
viewed by the Institutional Review Board, but the confidentiality of his/her records will be protected to
the extent permitted by law. The data resulting from your child’s participation may be used in
publications and/or presentations but his/her identity will not be disclosed.
If you choose to allow your child to participate in this study, he/she will be audio and video recorded.
Any recordings will be stored securely and only Andrea Garza will have access to the recordings. Any
recordings will be kept for three years and then erased.
How can I withdraw my child from this research study?
If you wish to stop your child’s participation for any reason, please contact the principal investigator
Andrea Garza at 956-763-4258 or tell the research personnel. Throughout the study, the researchers
will notify you of new information that may become available and that might affect your decision to allow
your child to remain in the study.
Whom can I contact with questions about the research?
If you have questions now, you may ask the principal investigator. If you have questions later, you may
contact Andrea Garza at (956) 763-4258 or send an email to andrea_garza@dusty.tamiu.edu.
Whom can I contact about my child’s rights as a research participant?
This research study has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Texas A&M
International University. For questions regarding your child’s rights as a research participant, or if you
have complaints, concerns, or questions about the research you can contact Dr. Jennifer Coronado,
IRB Chair, at 956-326-2673 or send an email to irb@tamiu.edu.
Parental Consent
Please be sure you have read the above information, asked questions and received answers to your
satisfaction. You will be given a copy of the consent form to keep. By signing this document, you
consent to voluntarily allow your child to participate in this study. You or your child will not lose any
legal rights by signing this form.

!
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APPENDIX E
Parent Consent Form (Continued)

TEXAS A&M INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY

PERMISSION OF PARENT/GUARDIAN FOR A MINOR TO TAKE PART IN RESEARCH
Title of Project: The Service Learning Experience of Hispanic Students on the US-Mexico Border
Principal Investigator: Andrea Garza

!
I, the undersigned, give permission for my son/daughter named _______________________________
to participate in this research. I understand that their participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw
consent at any time. I have read the explanation of this study and consent to our participation. I
understand that this research study has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board
– Human Subjects in Research, Texas A&M International University.
I have read and understand the explanation provided to me. I have had all my questions answered to
my satisfaction and I voluntarily agree to allow my child to participate in this study. I have been given a
copy of the consent form.
______ My child MAY be audio/video recorded.
______ My child MAY NOT be audio/video recorded.

Signature of Parent/Guardian: ____________________________________ Date: ______________
Printed Name of Parent/Guardian: _________________________________________________
Printed Name of Child: ___________________________________________________________
Signature of Person Obtaining Permission: _________________________ Date: ______________
Printed Name of Person Obtaining Permission: _________________________________________

!
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APPENDIX F
Minor Assent Form

TEXAS A&M INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY

MINOR ASSENT TO TAKE PART IN RESEARCH AS HUMAN SUBJECT
Title of Project: The Service Learning Experience of Hispanic Students on the US-Mexico Border
Principal Investigator: Andrea Garza

Introduction
You are being asked to participate in a research study. The purpose of this form is to provide you
information that may affect your decision as to whether or not to participate. If you decide to participate
in this study, this form will also be used to record your consent. You will also receive a copy of this form
to keep for your reference. The Principal Investigator, Andrea Garza, will provide you with any
additional information that may be needed and answer any questions you may have. Your participation
is entirely voluntary, and you can refuse to participate or withdraw at anytime without penalty or loss of
benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
What is the purpose of the study?
We are asking you to take part in a study about service learning. We want to learn about your
experiences participating in a service learning opportunity. The purpose of the study is to explore the
experiences of Hispanic students living on the United States-Mexico border when participating in
service learning education. You were selected to be a possible participant due to your participation in
the Volunteer Income Tax Assessment (VITA) program. Six subjects are expected to take part in this
study.
What will I be asked to do?
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a semi-structured focus
group. A focus group is when you and other participants that are involved in the study get together and
answer questions and participate in a discussion. This study will require you to meet a minimum of two
times, each meeting approximately ninety minutes in length. The focus groups will be conducted at
United South High School, after school. Your participation will be video/audio recorded.
What are the possible discomforts and risks in this study?
The risks associated with this study are minimal, and are not greater than risks ordinarily encountered
in daily life.
What are the possible benefits for taking part in this study?
You will not benefit from taking part in this research study. However, the knowledge gained from this
study may contribute to our understanding of the academic impact on students when involved in
experience and service based learning.
Do I have to participate?
No. Your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate or may discontinue participation in
this project at any time, without loss of privilege or fear of retribution or evaluation by the experimenter,
and without your current or future relations with Texas A&M International University being affected.
Who will know about my participation in this research study?
This study is confidential and the records of this study will be kept private. Research records will be
stored securely and only Andrea Garza will have access to the records. Your research records will not
be released without your consent unless required by law or a court order. Your records may be viewed
by the Institutional Review Board, but the confidentiality of your records will be protected to the extent
Form IRB-06 (Revised 05/2012)
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APPENDIX F
Minor Assent Form (Continued)

TEXAS A&M INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY

MINOR ASSENT TO TAKE PART IN RESEARCH AS HUMAN SUBJECT
Title of Project: The Service Learning Experience of Hispanic Students on the US-Mexico Border
Principal Investigator: Andrea Garza

permitted by law. The data resulting from your participation may be used in publications and/or
presentations but names will be changed and your identity will not be disclosed.
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be video/audio recorded. All recordings will be stored
securely and only Andrea Garza will have access to the recordings. All recordings will be kept for three
years and then erased.
Whom can I contact with questions about the research?
If you have questions now, you may ask the principal investigator. If you have questions later, you may
contact Andrea Garza at (956) 763-4258 or send an email to andrea_garza@dusty.tamiu.edu.
Whom can I contact about my rights as a research participant?
This research study has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Texas A&M
International University. For questions regarding your rights as a research participant, or if you have
complaints, concerns, or questions about the research you can contact Dr. Jennifer Coronado, IRB
Chair, at 956-326-2673 or send an email to irb@tamiu.edu.
Signature
Please be sure you have read the above information, asked questions, and received answers to your
satisfaction. You will be given a copy of the consent form to keep. By signing this document, you
consent to voluntarily participate in this study. You will not lose any legal rights by signing this form.
I, the undersigned, understand that my participation in this research project is VOLUNTARY, and that I
may withdraw from participation at any time WITHOUT COST to myself. I freely choose to participate in
this research project. I have read and understand the explanation provided to me. I have had all my
questions answered to my satisfaction and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I have been
given a copy of the consent form.
Signature of Participant: __________________________________________ Date: _____________
Printed Name: _____________________________________________________________________
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent: _____________________________ Date: _____________
Printed Name: _____________________________________________________________________

Form IRB-06 (Revised 05/2012)
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APPENDIX G
Method of Phenomenological Analysis
The semi-structured focus group interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. These
transcriptions were subjected to phenomenological analysis using a method adapted by
Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2012) from the Stevik-Colaizzi-Keen method of
phenomenological analysis. The procedural steps were as follows:
1. Consider each statement within the focus group interview with respect to the
statements’ significance as a description of the experience:
a. Does the statement contain a moment of the experience that is necessary
for understanding the experience?
b. Is the statement possible to abstract and label?
2. Record all significant and relevant statements and eliminate statements that don’t
meet either requirement above.
3. List each nonrepetitve and nonoverlapping statement. These statements become
the horizons, or meaning units, of the experience. Each statement is treated a
having equal worth.
4. Relate and cluster the meaning units into themes – these clustered and labeled
meaning units are the core themes of the experience.
5. Validate by checking meaning units and themes against the complete transcript:
a. Are the themes expressed explicitly?
b. If not, are they compatible?
6. Synthesize the meaning units and themes into a written description of the textures
of experience, including verbatim examples.
7. Reflect on the textural description and use imaginative variation, or structural
description, construct a description of how the phenomenon was experienced.
8. Using relevant and validated statements and themes, construct the overall
description of the meanings and the essence of the experience.
9. Construct a composite textual-structural description of the meanings and the
essence of the experience.
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