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This article examines the extent to which service-learning courses affect stu-
dents’ attitudes and opinions. Elsewhere, we used a pre/postsurvey field experiment to
demonstrate that volunteering with a homeless person tends to erode the stereotypes held
by the domiciled—a confirmation of the venerable contact hypothesis. Here we use the
same research design to assess whether students in service-learning courses exhibit a sim-
ilar type of opinion change after spending a day with a homeless person. We find that even
with limited contact a significant number of service-learning students came away from
their time with homeless individuals holding fewer stereotypes and with a more nuanced
perspective on the causes and consequences of homelessness. Nevertheless, working with
ahomeless person did have a negative effect on some students and contact generally failed

to change students’ views on public policy.

he well-documented benefits of civic engagement
have contributed to the spread of service-learning
courses across college campuses. Service-learning
courses (also known as community-based learn-
ing or experiential learning) ask students to per-
form public-spirited work as an integral and integrated part of
the course curriculum (for a review of this literature, see Eyler
etal. 2001). Proponents claim service-learning courses offer a num-
ber of benefits, not least of which is the development of students’
civic skills (Astin and Sax 1998; Astin et al. 2000; Ehrlich 1999;
Metz and Youniss 2003; Yates and Youniss 1998; for an opposite
view, see Hunter and Brisbin 2000). Critics, however, counter that
service-learning courses are akin to “compulsory volunteering” in
which students perform community service simply to fulfill a
course requirement, gaining little out of the experience beyond a
grade (Butin 2005; Fish 2003; Sobus 1995; Stukas et al. 1999).
This article examines the extent to which service-learning
courses affect students’ attitudes and opinions. Elsewhere, we used
a pre/postsurvey field experiment to demonstrate that volunteer-
ing with a homeless person tends to erode the stereotypes held by
the domiciled—a confirmation of the venerable contact hypoth-
esis (Knecht and Martinez 2009). Here we use the same research
design to assess whether students in service-learning courses
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exhibit a similar type of opinion change after spending a day with
a homeless person. We find that, even with limited contact, a sig-
nificant number of service-learning students came away from their
time with homeless individuals holding fewer stereotypes and
expressing a more nuanced perspective on the causes and conse-
quences of homelessness. Nevertheless, working with a homeless
person did have a negative effect on some students, and contact
generally failed to change students’ views on public policy. In sum,
we find service learning to be something of a mixed bag: it helps
create more compassionate students, but it does little to affect
political attitudes.

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT, SERVICE LEARNING, AND THE
COLLECTIVE ACTION PROBLEM

Service-learning courses are an intriguing option for instructors
concerned with the state of civic engagement in America. Research
has shown that service learning nurtures the political attitudes
and civic skills essential in a healthy democracy, including greater
political tolerance (Eyler and Giles Jr. 1999; Eyler et al. 1997; for an
opposite view, see Niemi et al. 2000), reduced stereotyping (Astin
and Sax 1998; Astin et al. 1999), greater social capital (Campbell
2000), and higher levels of internal and external efficacy (Eyler
and Giles Jr. 1999; for an opposite view, see Kahne and West-
heimer 2006). Moreover, proponents stress that service learning
takes advantage of captive (K-12) or near-captive (higher educa-
tion) audiences to ensure early exposure to community action,
which can then breed a lifelong commitment to civic engagement
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(Metz and Youniss 2003; Youniss et al. 1997; see also Jennings and
Stoker 2004).

Nevertheless, service-learning courses also impose costs on stu-
dents. Most courses involve working with a community partner
at an off-campus site, which requires that students spend time
away from campus while still managing their academic, employ-
ment, and social calendars. Moreover, service-learning courses
often expose college undergraduates to unfamiliar and uncom-
fortable environments, like homeless shelters. Students may then
have to cope with cognitive costs that arise when their service-
learning experience confronts preconceived notions about politi-
cal, economic, and social life. The result is a familiar dilemma:
Service-learning courses can be good for student development and
for the polity in general, yet the costs involved make it less likely
that students will voluntarily take these courses.

In essence, then, service-learning courses face the same collec-
tive action problem as do other forms of civic engagement, which
leave practitioners with three strategies to build enrollments. The
first is to make service-learning courses optional. In this case, we
should expect these courses would attract students who are already
highly engaged and civic-minded. Although professors might
desire a self-selected and motivated class roster, the downside is
that service-learning courses end up preaching to the civically
engaged choir instead of offering a transformative experience to
erstwhile-disengaged students. A second strategy is to incentiv-
ize students to participate in service learning, either through extra
credit assignments or as an alternative to traditional research
papers. Again, the concern is that highly engaged students will
opt in while the disengaged will opt out. The final strategy is to
require that students take service-learning courses, either as part
of their major or as part of the general education curriculum. The
obvious benefit to the coercive approach is that it ensures that all
students—the engaged and the disengaged—are given the oppor-
tunity for personal growth that often comes from community
involvement. However, there are a number of potential down-
sides with the coercive approach, not least of which is the possi-
bility that students come away from the course embittered from
having been forced to volunteer.

Universities, departments, and instructors have many ques-
tions to answer before deciding on whether to offer service-
learning courses and, if so, how to structure the curriculum. One
of those questions, and the one we focus on here, concerns
individual-level attitudinal change or stability. Do those students
who reluctantly enter a service-learning course leave with changed
hearts and minds, ultimately grateful for the experience of work-
ing in the community? Alternatively, does forcing students into
community service leave them feeling resentful, possibly walking
away from the experience with more entrenched views than they
came in with? Answers to these questions can help academics
decide whether to make service-learning courses a requirement
or an elective.

METHODS

This article uses Project Homeless Connect (PHC) as a field study
to examine how interpersonal contact affects attitudes and opin-
ions surrounding homelessness. PHC is a one-day event when
volunteers escort homeless individuals to various booths provid-
ing health care, housing assistance, identification cards, job train-
ing, and legal services. The City of Denver has held several PHCs
at the University of Denver (DU).* As part of the event, DU fac-
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ulty were encouraged to integrate PHC into their course curricu-
lum. We asked service-learning students and purposive volunteers
(i-e., those volunteers not coerced or incentivized to participate in
PHC) to take a pre- and a postsurvey bracketing their work at
PHG; attitudinal change or stability was then assessed through
paired-sample t-tests. All told, 79 service-learning students and
234 volunteers completed both the pre- and postsurvey.

An extended discussion of this methodology and its limits is
found in Knecht and Martinez (2009), but here we briefly high-
light a few considerations. The students in our study were from
courses in a variety of disciplines, including political science,
English, sociology, and theater arts. Many, but not all, of these
service-learning courses focused on issues of homelessness and
poverty. Moreover, all volunteers for Denver’s PHC went through
a one-hour training session that, although mainly covering the
details of the event (i.e., where various booths were located, what
time to show up), did feature some inspirational stories about the
homeless and volunteers. As a result, we cannot fully separate
whether attitudinal change from the pre- to postsurvey, if observed,
was due to (a) contact with the homeless, (b) the nature of the
course material and instruction, (c) PHC training, or (d) elements
of all of the above.?

We initially intended to compare students who elected to take
a service-learning course with those students who were required
to take the course—a test of the hypothesis that forcing students
to do community service affects what they get out of the experi-
ence. Unfortunately, our sample did not offer much ground for
comparison: 72% of students were required to take the service-
learning course (a group we call required service learners) and rel-
atively few—29%—remarked that they elected to take the course
because they were interested in the subject or liked the service-
learning component (a group we call self-selected service learners).
Recognizing that we have a small sample size, we nevertheless
checked whether there were attitudinal differences, pre- to post-
survey, between the required service learners and self-selected ser-
vice learners by running simple crosstabs with chi-square as a
measure of significance. In 28 questions (available from the authors
but not reported here) that gauged participants’ attitudes and level
of empathy toward homeless individuals as well as their policy
and spending preferences for combating homelessness, we found
no case in which the attitudes of required service learners differed
significantly from self-selected service learners As a result, we
will subsequently refer to all students collectively as service learners.

Our article is ultimately interested in whether working with
homeless individuals changes the opinions of service learners.
We use purposive volunteers for PHC as a baseline to compare
the attitudinal change or stability of service learners. Again,
purposive volunteers are those individuals who were neither
overtly coerced nor incentivized to participate in PHC.# Compar-
ing service learners (who are largely required to work with the
homeless) with purposive volunteers (who willingly worked with
the homeless) allows us to examine whether voluntary participa-
tion is a necessary component of attitudinal change resulting
from interpersonal contact. Unlike service learners—who were
exclusively undergraduates, aged 18—24—the demographics of pur-
posive volunteers ran the gamut, from undergraduates to DU
faculty and staff to individuals from the community. Although
differences in sample populations might normally raise some red
flags, remember that we are interested in the question of whether
attitudinal change is more pronounced in purposive volunteers
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than in service learners. Because we are interested in attitudinal
change, not the nature of those attitudes (a point discussed in
more depth later in the article), comparing dissimilar samples
seems reasonable.

RESULTS

Tables 1 and 2, which present the bulk of our findings, require a
bit of prior explanation. Table 1 provides the pre- and postsurvey
means for each question, t-test scores, and standard indicators of
statistical significance. Table 1 provides an aggregate view of atti-
tudinal change or stability, but it does not capture the individual-
level dynamics that are of most interest. To provide a simple look
at individual-level attitudinal change/stability, table 2 compares
respondents’ answers in the presurvey with their answers in the
postsurvey. The column headings of table 2 (negative, no change,
and positive) reflect the direction of opinion change. It is impor-
tant to distinguish opinion change (shown in table 2) from the
distribution of opinion (which we do not discuss). To illustrate opin-
ion change, consider service learners’ and volunteers’ responses
on a five-point Likert scale to the statement, “Homeless people
are a danger to society.” Table 2 shows that 40.5% of service learn-
ers and 39% of purposive volunteers felt the homeless were less of
a danger to society after working at PHC—no real difference
between the two groups. However, if we examine the distribution
of opinion of the postsurvey (not reported), we find that 28% of
service learners and 41% of purposive volunteers strongly dis-
agreed that the homeless were a danger to society—a significant
difference between the two groups. Because of the nature of our
research question, and because ours is a nonrepresentative sam-
ple, we focus solely on opinion change/stability rather than the
overall distribution of opinion.

Tables 1 and 2 show that working with homeless persons had
a positive impact on the opinions of many service learners, with
the effect most pronounced in the perceptions of the homeless
and empathy categories. For example, table 1 shows that service
learners went from feeling uneasy around the homeless (2.51 mean
in the presurvey) to feeling less uneasy around the homeless
(3.06 mean in the postsurvey).® Table 2 offers another way to
view this change. After PHC, 45.5% of service learners said they
felt more comfortable around the homeless. Many of the open-
ended responses also speak to breaking down the stigma of home-
lessness. One service learner wrote, “It [PHC] was an eye opening
experience that changed my view of homeless people. I now under-
stand that there is no structure that can be applied to all home-
less people because they are so many and so different, coming
from all ages and all walks of life.” Another student commented,
“Getting one-on-one experience with a homeless client served to
break down many of the preconceptions that I had about home-
lessness. It was also good to know that there were people who
were willing to help the homeless help themselves, rather than
giving handouts or shunning them altogether.”

How do the results of our service learners stack up against the
purposive volunteers? On one hand, it appears that spending time
with a homeless person had a less significant effect on service
learners than it did on the purposive volunteers. For instance,
while service learners experienced a statistically significant atti-
tudinal change on eight out of the 31 questions in our analysis,
purposive volunteers experienced significant opinion change in
more than half the questions. Although the disparities in sample
size can affect significance levels, one might draw the substantive
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conclusion that people who volunteer at civic events like PHC get
more out of the experience than those who are required to be
there.

On the other hand, a closer look at the data reveal that, in
many ways, service learners actually experienced more attitudinal
volatility than purposive volunteers. If we compare the “no change”
columns of table 2, we see that service learners were more likely to
change their perceptions of and empathy toward the homeless.
Although most of this change was in a positive direction, service
learners were also more likely to shift their opinions in a negative
direction. For example, table 2 shows that, when asked whether
the homeless were irresponsible, service-learners were more likely
than purposive volunteers to shift their opinions in a negative
direction (22.1% to 17.5%) as well as a positive direction (35.1% and
33.3%). Again, some open-ended responses described negative expe-
riences students had working with the homeless. As one student
wrote, “I learned that some people take advantage of shelters and
aid given to them. It was surprising to know that some homeless
choose to be homeless.”

Finally, our results show that although working at PHC
changed perceptions of the homeless and increased empathy,
contact did little to change opinions on public policy and govern-
mental spending. Indeed, the attitudes of service learners were
especially stable when it came to policy issues, such as whether
the homeless have the right to sleep in public spaces or to pan-
handle. Moreover, working at PHC generally led both service
learners and purposive volunteers to desire less governmental
spending on homelessness. As we discussed in our earlier study
(Knecht and Martinez 2009), the stability of policy preferences
coupled with instability in perceptions of and empathy toward
the homeless might reflect an internal conflict between beliefs
and values. Therefore, even as more participants at PHC came to
believe that homelessness was the result of structural inequali-
ties instead of individual failings, those same respondents were
still likely to retain their earlier values of economic individual-
ism and self-reliance.

CONCLUSION

This article has found that service-learning courses can affect the
attitudes and opinions of students in rather specific ways. A sig-
nificant number of students who worked with Denver’s homeless
community came away from their relatively brief service-learning
experience holding fewer stereotypes and with greater compas-
sion toward the homeless. Nevertheless, interpersonal contact gen-
erally had a more significant affect on purposive volunteers than
it did on service learners, and service learners were more likely to
have a negative experience working with a homeless individual.
Moreover, the erosion of the social stigma surrounding homeless-
ness did little to affect how students viewed public policy and
governmental spending.

Our goal of this article is to help teachers, departments, and/or
universities think through whether to offer a service-learning cur-
riculum and, if so, how to structure the program. Here, we are
solely interested in whether service-learning courses affect stu-
dents’ attitudes toward the people and issues they studied. Of
course, focusing on individual-level attitudinal change/stability
is only small part in a much larger debate concerning service learn-
ing. Indeed, there are more fundamental questions to answer: Does
service learning contribute to the mission of the university or
department? Is there room in the general education or major
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Table 1
Pre- and Postsurvey Means for Service Learners and Purposive Volunteers

SERVICE LEARNERS PURPOSIVE VOLUNTEERS
Pre-Test Mean Post-Test Mean t Pre-Test Mean Post-Test Mean t
Perceptions of the Homeless
Danger to society 368 4.01 3.04** 3.89 4.22 4.20%*%*
Irresponsible 3.56 3.65 0.87 3.75 3.98 3.23%**
Choose to be homeless 413 4.08 -0.45 4.12 4.33 2.86%*
Are lazy 4.00 413 1.28 418 4.22 0.54
Victims or responsible! 3.54 3.68 0.94 3.65 378 1.84
Easily identifiable 3.08 3.59 3.78*** 3.38 39 6.51%**
All walks of life? 4.36 4.62 2.33* 443 461 3.28%**
Few children homeless 441 458 147 452 47 2.95%*
Mentally ill Shig 3.34 1.51 312 BRE 3.26%**
Substance abusers 2.97 3.13 117 3.01 3.36 4. 44%**
Empathy
Unease around homeless 2.51 3.06 4.25%** 2.76 3.32 7.79%*¥*
Compassion for homeless 367 3.98 3.30%* 4.05 440 3.56%**
Homeless do with free time 3.36 347 0.74 3.37 372 3.45%%*
How anyone becomes homeless 4.06 4.09 0.24 4.24 4.36 1.31
Angry there are homeless in the US? 391 413 2.46* 448 448 .000
Willing to do volunteer work3 340 340 0.00 345 3.66 2.19%
Housing in your neighborhood? 2.92 3.02 1.09 3.05 3.28 2.35%
Policy
Coercive policies* 2.68 2.82 1.34 3.22 331 0.91
Preventative policies® 4.51 4.49 -0.26 4.74 4.70 -0.70
Sleep in public spaces® 1.85 1.85 0.00 1.85 1.83 -0.94
Right to beg® 1.74 1.77 0.57 1.71 1.55 =1.5€)
Ruin parks” 149 1.59 1.67 2.15 217 0.32
Businesses lose customers’ 146 140 -1.00 1.96 201 0.60
Enough being done® 2.87 2.70 -2.43* 353 316 -2.80%*
Spending
Federal spending® 2.65 2.53 -116 3.26 312 -3.15%*
State spending® 2.64 2.55 -1.00 3.32 315 -3.20%*
City spending® 2.50 2.28 -2.26* 319 2.89 =5.27%**
Pay extra $100 taxes® 2.87 2.96 0.96 2.98 314 1.76
Pay extra $500 taxes? 1.87 2.09 2.36* 2.10 2.19 1.04
Pay extra $1,000 taxes® 140 153 1.26 1.60 174 1.66
Programs for homeless cost too much 3.35 3.35 0.00 3.84 4.02 1.65

Notes. The means are calculated so that higher numbers indicate more favorable attitudes toward the homeless. Unless otherwise noted, the means are based on a five-point
scale where 1= strongly agree and 5 = strongly disagree.

IFive response categories where 1= responsible for their situation and 5 = victims of circumstance.

2Five-point scale where 1= strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree.

3Four-point scale where 1= not willing at all and 4 = very willing.

“4Five-point scale where 1= strongly support and 5 = strongly oppose.

SFive-point scale where 1= strongly oppose and 5 = strongly support.

6Two response categories where 1=no and 2 = yes.

7Two response categories where 1=yes and 2 = no.

8Three response categories where 1=too much being done to help the homeless and 3 = not enough being done to help the homeless.
9Three response categories where 1=too much and 3 = not enough

*p <.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Table 2

Individual Level Change from Pre- to Postsurvey, Service Learners and General Volunteers

SERVICE LEARNERS GENERAL VOLUNTEERS
Negative No Change Positive t Negative No Change Positive t
Perceptions of the Homeless
Danger to society 176 41.9 40.5 3.04%* 175 435 39.0 4.20%**
Irresponsible 221 42.9 351 0.87 175 491 333 3.23%**
Choose to be homeless 289 474 23.7 -0.45 18.2 54.3 275 2.86%*
Are lazy 211 50.0 289 1.28 20.5 57.9 21.6 0.54
Victims or responsible 20.6 50.8 286 0.94 13.6 654 21.0 1.84
Easily identifiable 184 8515 46.1 3.78%** 14.7 404 44.9 6.51%**
All walks of life 10.5 53.9 8515 2.33% 11.3 64.7 24.0 3.28%**
Few children homeless 11.8 63.2 25.0 147 117 68.4 19.9 2.95%*
Mentally ill 22.1 364 416 1.51 210 43.0 36.1 3.26%**
Substance abusers 20.8 455 33.8 117 16.8 423 40.9 4A44%*%
Empathy
Unease around homeless 14.3 40.3 455 4.25%** 11.3 44.9 43.8 7.79%¥*
Compassion for homeless 5.8 63.5 30.8 3.30%* 8.6 50.0 414 3.56%**
Homeless do with free time 22.6 415 35.8 0.74 10.3 62.1 276 3.45%**
How anyone becomes homeless 226 50.9 264 0.24 12.1 65.5 224 131
Angry there are homeless in the US 11.3 56.6 321 2.46* 10.3 79.3 10.3 .000
Willing to do volunteer work 17.0 64.2 18.9 0.00 6.9 69.0 24.1 2.19%
Housing in your neighborhood 13.2 66.0 20.8 1.09 13.8 534 32.8 2.35*%
Policy
Coercive policies 19.7 493 310 1.34 18.5 59.6 219 0.91
Preventative policies 16.7 63.9 194 -0.26 19.2 65.8 151 -0.70
Sleep in public spaces 24 951 24 0.00 6.0 90.2 38 -0.94
Right to beg 2.1 936 43 0.57 6.7 876 57 -1.59
Ruin parks 26 84.6 12.8 1.67 171 66.4 16.4 0.32
Businesses lose customers 8.6 88.6 2.9 -1.00 18.8 60.6 20.5 0.60
Enough being done 18.5 77.8 37 —2.43% 234 68.0 8.6 —2.80%%
Spending
Federal spending 176 73.5 88 -116 21.3 66.4 12.2 =8 il5**
State spending 18.2 72.7 91 -1.00 238 62.1 14.2 -3.20**
City spending 30.6 61.1 8.3 -2.26* 28.5 59.9 11.6 —B.27%**
Pay extra $100 taxes 151 60.4 245 0.96 12.1 58.6 293 176
Pay extra $500 taxes 94 58.5 321 2.36% 13.8 65.5 207 1.04
Pay extra $1,000 taxes 15.1 58.5 264 1.26 12.3 63.2 246 1.66
Programs for homeless cost too much 11.8 76.5 11.8 0.00 8.8 56.1 351 1.65

*p < .05, **p < 0L, ***p < 001

requirements for service-learning courses? What is the philoso-
phy of our service-learning curriculum? Do we want to send the
best and most-engaged students out to serve the community
(which suggests that a voluntary enrollment is the way to go)?
Alternatively, do we want to offer a transformative learning envi-
ronment to otherwise disengaged students (which suggests that
requiring service-learning courses is the way to go)? Neverthe-
less, this article offers some insight to those wondering whether
students get anything out of their service-learning experience if
they are required to take the course.

On a personal level, we have seen the benefits of service learn-
ing in our courses. Students in our service-learning courses seem
more engaged with the course material and generally benefit from
the opportunity to put theory into practice. In addition, students
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are usually willing to put extra effort into the course because they
know their work matters in the lives of real people. And we have
personally witnessed the types of transformations described in
this article. At the end of the term, many of our students express
some variant of the statement: “I didn’t want to work with [fill in
the community group] when I first enrolled in your course, but
I'm glad that I did.” Nevertheless, instructors should be prepared
for a variety of experiences that come from service learning. For
example, as Foster-Fishman et al. (2010) note, strategies for
improving service-learning outcomes include taking into account
the processes and outcomes to be achieved as part of the project
design as well as incorporating participants in the collection and
analysis of relevant data about the population being studied. Like-
wise, Harkavy and Hartley (2010, 418) suggest that to positively


https://doi.org/10.1017/S104909651100179X

engage students in the service-learning process, instructors, depart-
ments, and universities must connect the “core educational and
civic mission” of the university to the project. Given that the Uni-
versity of Denver’s mission is to serve the public good, there is
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