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Abstract 

 
College is a time where students can deconstruct their socialization around race 
and reconsider how these preconceptions affect interactions with their peers and 
others. This study examines the impact of community service on preconceived racial 
stereotypes at a Christian University in California. Prior to service, the main 
influences students reported as forming their images of other racial groups, 
included high school experiences and segregation within their hometown, family, 
and church. Twenty interviews were conducted with students participating in 
service programming. Each interviewee self-reported the impact service had on their 
stereotypes. Findings revealed that service had the potential to, both, reinforce and 
refute existing racial stereotypes. Factors that reinforced stereotypes included: (a) 
believing the community lacks morals, (b) viewing colorblindness as the norm, and 
(c) thinking that children do not experience race. Factors with the potential to refute 
stereotypes included: (a) acknowledging diversity within racial groups, (b) critically 
examining the media, and (c) recognizing the impact of institutional systems on the 

community.  Based on these findings, it is recommended that reflections on race, 
power, and privilege be explicitly incorporated in service programs. Additionally, 
there is a need for research on the experiences of underrepresented students 
serving in diverse communities and the impact they have (a) on their more privileged 
peers, and (b) on how the community responds to volunteer groups.   
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Students approach service in communities with various 
motivations, such as curiosity, self-gratification and solidarity.  This 

qualitative study critically examines how participation in community 
service influences students‘ views of the communities they serve. It 

focuses specifically on the impact service has on preconceived racial 
stereotypes. Twenty structured interviews were conducted with 
students participating in service programming and each interviewee 

self-reported the impact of service on their racial stereotypes. 
Findings revealed that service had the potential to both reinforce 
and refute existing racial stereotypes. Factors with the potential to 

reinforce stereotypes included three beliefs: the community lacks 
morals; colorblindness is the norm; and children do not experience 

race. Factors with the potential to refute stereotypes included 
acknowledging diversity within racial groups, critically examining 
the media, and recognizing the impact of institutional systems at 

work in the community. Study findings have implications for the 
ethos of both faith-based and secular-based civic engagement 

programs, as well as for addressing deeper systemic and 
institutionalized marginalization of communities.  
 

Background 
 

In a broader context, ―service‖ is an umbrella term under 

which other terms, such as service-learning, exist.  Service can be 
defined as: ―any type of effort to serve others on campus or in the 

community… [and] is usually provided by those who have skills, 
knowledge or other resources‖.  Service-learning refers to a distinct 

form of community based service that is designed to augment 
classroom learning (Ware, 1999), such as an aging course for 
undergraduate social work students that requires students to spend 

a number of hours with an older adult at an assisted living facility. 
In this study, community service is connected to this Christian 

university‘s values of connecting faith and service (Ministry and 
Service, 2011).  

 This qualitative study focuses on a Christian college‘s 

community service program that fulfills graduation requirements, 
but is not explicitly attached to classroom learning requirements; it 
took place at a small liberal arts university in southern California, 

where there has been a long legacy of service programming.  This 
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particular university has undergone a transition in coordinating 
service opportunities since its inception.  Service opportunities were 

initially haphazard, in that all students (with little direction) had to 
complete 15 hours of service in order to graduate. As this method 

often left community members and agencies wondering where their 
volunteers had gone after 15 hours of service were completed, an 
intentional shift was made towards requiring incoming first-year 

students to take 120 service credits (which equals out to 15-25 
hours of service a semester).  Introducing credits and a prolonged 
timeframe made this approach more sustainable and led to 

structured partnerships between the university and social service 
agencies, such as after-school mentorship, retirement homes, and 

school-based programs.  In this way, students connected face-to-
face with individuals from different backgrounds. Students also 
engaged directly with their social realities on a continuous basis 

rather than only participating sporadically.  
In 2007, the university administered surveys to students 

participating in community service. The survey was used to evaluate 
the impact of community service programs on students, based on 
the Ministry and Service departments‘ desired outcomes. These 

student outcomes include: (a) connecting faith and service; (b) 
engaging in global and local social justice issues; and (c) 
intentionally choosing vocations that benefit community members 

(Ministry and Service, 2011).  All of these outcomes are seen as 
signs of reconciliation, which is defined as living a life of respect and 

interdependence towards self, God and others (Ministry and Service, 
2011). While the administered survey, based on a Likert scale, 
showed high ratings in all the areas listed above, no questions on 

the survey addressed the influence these community service 
programs had on students‘ racial stereotypes.  This paper 

concentrates on the latter gap in assessment of students‘ 
experiences of race within service, which is a significant oversight, 
considering current scholarship has criticized the racialized power 

dynamics that take place between students and the communities 
they serve: 

 
Recent successful diversity initiatives on college campuses nationwide 
not-withstanding, colleges and universities remain disproportionally 
white. Thus, Service-learning programs are often populated by white 



INNOVATION IN EDUCATION 

Michigan Journal of Social Work and Social Welfare, Volume II, Issue II | 135 
 

 

 

students who are asked to go into poor urban areas to work with 
diverse communities and there is a tendency for these students to view 
communities as an opportunity for self-fulfillment (Davi, 2006, p. 74). 

 

Additional criticisms of service learning assert that these 
programs reproduce the injustice that they intend to address. They 
produce a band-aid effect that ignores the origins of social problems 

and does not hold responsible those who cause these problems 
(Davi, 2006, p. 75). The danger of ignoring these race-based 
criticisms of service learning is service models may unconsciously 

reinforce stereotypes about the economically poor or the culturally 
different (Ware, 1999, p. 53).  Paternalism, racial dynamics within 

service programming, and the dehumanization of community 
members, are important points of concern for institutions of higher 
education that offer these types of social exchanges.  Existing 

literature provides different perspectives on whether service learning 
reinforces or refutes student stereotypes of different racial groups in 
broad strokes. However, existing literature does not provide specific 

information about service programming that omits classroom 
components, nor does it focus specifically on non-classroom-based 

community service within faith-based institutions.  
 
Literature review 

 
Current research evaluating the impact of university-based 

service in diverse communities has three main topical domains: (1) 
Higher Education‘s Evaluation of Service-learning, (2) Christian 
Higher Education Perspective, and (3) Intersecting Identities 

Perspective.   
 

Higher education’s evaluation of service-learning 
  

Higher education treats service-learning programs as an 

extension of classroom learning that can be applied in the ―real 
world.‖ Keen (2009) asserts that service learning provides a context 
where students can find similarities with those they perceive to be 

different from themselves, resulting in the reduction of stereotypes.  
It is an environment, ―in which the student is confronted with 

another‘s circumstance involving a great deal of disadvantage, 
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making the former‘s privilege even more apparent‖ (Dunlap, 1998b 
& 2000a; Green, 2001; Tatum, 1992, p. 20).  One longitudinal study 

showed that ―service participants showed greater positive change 
than did nonparticipants…the largest differences occurring in 

understanding community problems, knowledge of different races 
and cultures, acceptance of different races/cultures, and 
interpersonal skills‖ (Astin & Sax, 1998, p.259).    

However, the short duration of service learning may also produce 
a premature knowledge of the social reality of the ―other‖, resulting 
in reinforced stereotypes and conclusions (Phillipsen, 2003).  ―The 

community is perceived as resource to mine primarily for the benefit 
of the onlooker; while the student may gain new facts, the 

experience might simply reinforce stereotypes without widening the 
students‘ cultural lenses‖ (Musil C., 2003, p. 6). To avoid the 
reinforcement of stereotypes, ―before students enter into any contact 

with the community, stereotypes, diversity issues, and challenges to 
inclusion should be discussed at length in the classroom in order to 

insure that an educational partnership exists among the 
participants‖ (Murphy & Rasch, 2008, p. 71). Moreover, reflecting as 
a group on such issues helps to aid students‘ understanding of 

―others‖ and may correct behavior and attitudes that are deemed to 
be indicative of inequality (Murphy & Rasch, 2008, p. 71).  Unlike 
higher education which evaluates service learning solely for its 

effectiveness as an educational tool, Christian higher education 
focuses on service as deliberate action rooted in faith.  

 
Christian higher education perspective 
 
 The Christian Higher Education perspective of service comes 
from a desire to be a part of something greater, often labeled as a 
calling, mission, or purpose. For example, the mission of the 

Christian university that was studied in this article is to be, ―an 
evangelical Christian community of disciples and scholars who seek 

to advance the work of God in the world through academic 
excellence in liberal arts and professional programs…that 
encourages students to develop a Christian perspective of truth and 

life‖ (2011). 
From a Christian Higher Education perspective, Jesus 

provides a model of service with a particular consideration towards 
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loving one‘s neighbors, beyond self-interest. In this vein, Notre 
Dame University has taken the stance that: ―If…our immediate 

neighbors think that we don‘t give a damn about them and they 
hold us in disdain, there is something fundamentally flawed about 

that scenario‖ (Miller, in press, p. 31) in (Miller, Caponigro, & Tyson, 
2008, p. 195). Christian service in the context of higher education is 
done not only for the sake of helping or acquiring knowledge, but 

with the intent of demonstrating love towards people as Jesus 
would, hoping this draws people towards the Christian faith. These 
ideas of duty to one‘s neighbor and community are prevalent in the 

literature related to service in Christian higher education.  Yet, there 
is little mention of race, gender, class and other social identities or 

the role that they play within service. Meanwhile, sociologists, 
psychologists and other social scientists outside of the faith-based 
community places greater focus on race, gender, and class, but do 

not typically factor faith-based tradition into service or service-
learning. 

 
Racial identity, service, and stereotypes: An intersecting identities 
perspective 
 

 In evaluating the interconnectedness of race and learning, 
service can be valuable for students to understand the ascribed 

privilege based on race, gender and social class (Zaytoun, 2005), as 
well as in developing empathy for those in a different social reality 

because of these factors.  As race and gender impact how one views 
the world, they also affect how one processes information about the 
world, based on their lived experience (Zaytoun, 2005).  Lee (2005) 

emphasizes that service experiences are filtered through a student‘s 
social standing, particularly social class. Helms (1995) states that 
―one consequence of differential treatment of people according to 

their racial classification is that negative racial stereotypes of the 
affected groups of color become automatic societal themes that can 

be called upon to explain the circumstances of the deprived groups.‖ 
Understanding one‘s own privilege and oppression of 

communities is vital to avoid resorting to automatic societal themes 

and reinforcing stereotypes of diverse communities. Denying the 
racial dynamics, inherent in service-learning, can hinder students‘ 

grappling with privilege and oppression in their own realities, as well 
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as hinder them in making a difference in the lives of others  
(Herbes-Sommer, 2003; Tatum) in (Dunlap, Scoggin, Green, & Davi, 

2007, p. 19). This acknowledgement of ones‘ own privilege or 
oppression, based upon the interplay between race and service, 

requires self-awareness, which is gained through slow epiphanies 
that are cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal (Quaye & 
Magolda Baxter, 2007).  Paradigms shift as a result of experience 

and time, a concept from Mead‘s work, which theorized ―that 
individuals make sense of their lives in the context of interactions 
within their particular situations…identities are understood within 

membership of a given community.  As the environment changes, so 
might one‘s views and explanation of the self‖ (Mead, 1962, 1934) in 

(Lee, 2005).   
Service has the potential to generate an awareness of race 

outside of one‘s own lived experience and compel students engaged 

in service to explore systemic explanations of social inequality. 
These ephiphanies do not happen spontaneousely, but rather are 

shaped by relationships students have with their peers, their 
educational institution, and larger social systems.  Studies have 
also shown the value of students serving and learning alongside 

other students, which often results in conversations that are more 
compelling than what the student can typically process individually 
(Elyer, 2002). ―Students can support each other in reflecting to 

critique systems; moving from awareness to critical consciousness 
... many students realize that making visible these structures of 

inequality is only the first step towards dismantling them‖ (Davi, 
2006, p. 92). Experiences a student has in college continue to 
influence how they perceive their race, interactions with people of 

similar/different racial groups, and how they understand the 
dynamics of race in regard to social justice. The work of Janet 
Helms (1992) provides a foundational understanding of how both 

white people and people of color‘s perceptions of race are fluid 
throughout their lifetime. Rather than a rigid racial identity model 

made up of stages, Helms‘ model is made up of schemas and coping 
mechanisms specific to racial situations.  These schemas and 
coping strategies can be dormant, surface, and resurface 

throughout the development of racial identity as a means of dealing 
with a given situation (Helms, 1992).   
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Higher Education‘s Evaluation of Service Related Learning, 
Christian Higher Education, and the Intersecting Identities 

Perspective illustrate the various theories that influence service 
programming in faith-based and secular institutions of higher 

education. In this study, students shared their own experience of 
how service affected their views of different racial groups, and 
specifically whether civic engagement reinforced or refuted their 

preconceived notions towards the community they served.   
 
Methodology 

 
Sample 
 
 The students participating in this study were involved in 
service programs on a weekly basis that were coordinated by the 

university where the study took place.  The duration of student 
participation in service programs ranged from one month to four 

years.  In examining whether students exhibited a change in their 
views towards the community, students were asked to reflect upon 
their experiences and to discuss what their perceptions of different 

racial groups had been before and after they served in a community.  
The initial hypothesis was that students would follow patterns of 
other studies and exhibit a reduction in stereotypes as a result of 

participation in service.  
At the time of this study, there were approximately 250 

students participating in service programs.  From this approximate 
number, 20 interviews were conducted with students who 
volunteered to be a part of the study.  These interviews took place 

from September 2009 to March 2010.  Of the 20 participants, 16 
were female; four were male. Thirteen identified themselves as 
white/Caucasian, four identified as Hispanic/Latino, two identified 

themselves as multi-racial, and one identified as Asian American.  
Student coordinators, who helped organized service 

opportunities for their peers, were involved in the recruitment of 
participants for this study.  These student coordinators maintained 
a roster of current service participants. Students from the roster 

were e-mailed the purpose of this research study and asked if they 
would like to participate.  Students expressing interest in the study 

were then selected to participate, which made this a convenience 
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sample.  Measures were taken to protect human subjects including 
the omission of interviewee names, though the participants were 

asked questions about their gender, age and ethnicity. No 
identifying information was kept on the recordings or the 

transcripts. The university‘s Institutional Review Board for the 
protection of human subjects approved the study, IRB identification 
number 08-09. 

 
Data Collection  
  

 After a participant volunteered to be a part of the study, 
interview appointments were set up via e-mail.  The interviews took 

place either in study rooms in a university library or in the 
department office.  One-on-one interviews were conducted privately 
to ensure confidentiality.   The purpose of the study was restated 

explicitly to each participant, reassuring them that their responses 
would not be evaluated for political correctness or for sensitivity, 

but rather to assess the influence of service on how students view 
different racial groups.  It was emphasized that if at any point the 
participant felt uncomfortable in the interview, they could choose to 

stop and withdraw their responses from the study.  
 The interviews were audio recorded with a digital tape 
recorder.  The participants‘ names were not used in the study, and 

consent was obtained for audio recording. Interview questions were 
open-ended and inquired about the particular program they were 

involved in, the length of participation, and asked interviewees to 
reflect on how their perspectives of different racial groups changed 
over the course of serving.   

 
Data Analysis 
 

Following verbatim transcription from digital recording, open 
and axial coding methods were used to process the data. Using the 

research question to guide the coding, the following categories were 
created: (1) preconceptions prior to service, (2) influences during 
service, (3) reflections of change, and (4) miscellaneous.  

For each manuscript, the frequency of these codes was 
calculated by counting the number of times specific responses were 

given. Data analysis incorporated a combination of inductive and 
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deductive methods, such as creating a code list from inductive 
methods and then coding all interviews deductively via the code list. 

Axial coding was then used to assess the accuracy of the categories 
and connections to broader themes (Neuman, 2004). The researcher 

identified key themes relevant to the research question.  Lastly, 
quotes were selected from the manuscripts to further illustrate the 
key themes presented in the data (Neuman, 2004). 

 
Findings 
 

The following key themes emerged from the interview data: (1) 
factors that shaped students‘ preconceptions of race before entering 

service, (2) factors that potentially reinforce students‘ 
preconceptions of race during service, (3) factors that potentially 
refuted students‘ preconceptions of race during service, and (4) self-

identified reflections of change in students‘ preconceptions of race. 
The names of participants have been changed to protect 

confidentiality. Quotes are used to illustrate the four themes.  
 

Factors that shaped students’ preconceptions before entering service 
 
   Students in the study regularly mentioned influences on their 
preconceived notions of different racial groups, including (a) their 

school and church experiences, (b) segregation within their 
hometown, and (c) family.  Students often articulated the racial 

demographic of their high schools and hometowns, as well as the 
attitudes they were raised to have towards race. Tracy, a Caucasian 
student, gave this example: 

 
From where I come from the only bad part of town is where the 
Hispanics live. The view of them was they don‘t try very hard, they get 
into trouble, they are in gangs, and are not very smart … I know for 
the most part I didn‘t grow up racist … I like to treat people fair no 
matter what.  It was how I saw other people … my elders and teachers 
… how they would discriminate against them [Hispanics], especially 
the teachers. … They wouldn‘t take the same amount of time [teaching 
them], so I saw that as normal even though I knew it was wrong. 

 
While students may perceive racist practices of teachers and other 

individuals, or institutionalized racism in the education system as 
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wrong, racism is often normalized as ―the way things are‖. This 
normalization leads students to see their role in ending racism as 

not being racist individuals, rather than challenging racist practices 
of others or institutions (Helms, 1992) 

 Family was also a very important factor in shaping student‘s 
preconceived notions. The understanding that students had of racial 
groups and the impact of race in the distribution of resources were 

first formed within their own families.  Values are not only taught 
for the sake of instructing children, but also become the rubric by 
which children evaluate the social realities of others. For example, 

because her father worked in the public school system and 
articulated inequalities in the education system, Anne, a Caucasian 

student, was able to process these social inequalities, alongside 
other preconceived notions from friends, church, and media:   
 

―I think I definitely was influenced by media and church, [and] images 
and perspectives of underprivileged students. … I did associate that 
with families/students of color, but that wasn‘t my primary 
association. [I learned] from the people I knew, T.V., and the church. … 
My dad worked in a public school in our town … he would always talk 
about his students, because the high school is very underachieving in 
comparison to other schools in the state. … [He said] that they were 
[academically] behind, that they [students] were coming into it 
[academically] behind.  

 

Another student Lily (Caucasian); had this to say about how family 
influenced her thoughts:  
 

My dad is very much an advocate of American opportunity and the 
mentality of the American dream. And I think, being taught that 
growing up, I just learned that opportunity was available for everyone.  
It was just learned through social conditioning and societal affirming of 
that conditioning.   

 

Factors that potentially reinforce students’ preconceptions during 
service 
 

In this study, themes emerged as potentially reinforcing 
preconceptions, such as (a) belief that the community lacks morals 

or discipline, (b) thinking that colorblindness is ideal or the norm, 
and (c) believing that children do not experience race. The word 
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―potentially‖ is used to describe this theme because this research 
study is a snapshot of where a student‘s paradigm lies in a certain 

space and time. These factors potentially reinforce preconceptions, 
because they ascribe the blame for poverty to morals rather than 

structural reasons, such as institutional racism.   
 Chris, who is Hispanic, had this to say about the community 
he served in: ―The parents have to work longer [and] can‘t discipline 

the kids…[they] need tutoring, but they also need strong moral[s] 
and sense of self. It really reflects not so much the race or ethnicity, 
but the community.‖ After describing the community she was raised 

in as viewing Hispanics as lazy, troublemakers, unintelligent, and 
gangsters, Tracy (Caucasian), said the following about her current 

service experience: ―Since I am working with little kids... I think I 
see more potential in them than I did in the older kids from home.  I 
feel like because this is a Christian service, that they are developing 

them the right way.  Whereas, where I come from, there wasn‘t 
really anything for them in that way‖. This type of sentiment 

articulates that the community has a lack of morals and that the 
duty of Christian community service is to develop community 
members in the ―right way‖. 

White youth, who have been taught to avoid race, may begin 
to accept the myth of meritocracy, believing that the efforts of every 
individual are fairly and equitably rewarded.  This notion of equal 

opportunity and rewards contrasts and conflicts with the reality of a 
racism-plagued society, and unconsciously serves to perpetuate this 

system (Feagin &Vera; Herbes-Sommers, 2003) in (Dunlap, Scoggin, 
Green, & Davi, 2007, p. 27). Besides perceiving the community to be 
morally deficient, believing that colorblindness is ideal and believing 

that children do not experience race were also factors with potential 
to reinforce preconceptions.   

The unspoken value of colorblindness is the belief that if 

people stopped perceiving race, ethnicity, or culture, then racism 
would no longer be a problem or believing that racism is no longer a 

problem (Helms, 1995).  Colorblindness is an idea that both 
students of color and white students in the initial stage of racial 
development believe (Helms, 1995).  They often believe that (a) that 

colorblindness is natural, (b) that talking about race or being color-
conscious is wrong, and/or (c) that the impact race has on children 

is irrelevant to service because it is assumed that children are 
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inherently colorblind.  For example, Rachel (Caucasian) said: ―the 
kids don‘t really seem to know race in each other and I try not to…I 

don‘t usually know the difference between races‖.  Tracy, a 
Caucasian student, said it is ―interesting to see how they [children] 

work together; they still don‘t understand that there is a difference 
[in] races. They all still think they are one race.‖  However, research 
has shown, ―that most children begin to notice skin color and other 

cues for socialized race no later than the age of three‖ (Dunlap, 
Scoggin, Green, & Davi, 2007, p. 27).  To deny that children live in a 
racial context is to invalidate a part of their lived experience. 

 
Factors that potentially refute students’ preconceptions during service 
 

Throughout their service experience, students relate more 
personally with community members by undergoing a 

transformation from isolated observers to active learners who 
consider who they are with respect to the community members and 

contexts they are interacting with (Dunlap, Scoggin, Green, & Davi, 
2007, p. 23).  In restructuring their understanding of themselves 
and others while serving, participants discussed factors that refuted 

their own stereotypes, such as (a) acknowledgement of diversity 
within racial groups, (b) the ability to critically examine media, and 
(c) university programming.  Multiple students vocalized how 

national media has the power to instigate negative stereotypes 
through propaganda.  Katie, a Caucasian student, stated: 

 
I have heard a lot of negative talk against Latinos. … Immigration — it 
has been alerted as a problem. I hear people say, ―All these Mexicans 
are trying to take our jobs.‖ Those negative comments have the 
opposite effect of shaping my view. I respond with ―They‘re not all 
Mexicans, there are way more Latinos than just Mexicans, come on … 
they are people just like everyone else who lives in the U.S.  

 

Because of her personal experiences, Katie is able to acknowledge 
diversity within a racial group, and to critically examine media, 
assessing for herself whether the message she‘s given lines up with 

her interactions with that particular racial group.  The more 
immersed a student is in the reality of ―others‖, the more apt they 

may be to critically assess what the media presents about 
populations that belong to different racial groups.  
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This immersion comes not only from spending time within a 
community, but also serving alongside peers of the same racial 

demographic as the communities they are working with, which is 
made possible through university programmed service 

opportunities.  Eveline (Caucasian) said, ―A lot of people go into 
service trying to be the educator. But [I‘m] learning that I am not the 
educator and really trying to live in being educated.‖ Serving 

alongside peers of different racial backgrounds creates a dynamic 
where students have the opportunity to be both givers and receivers 
of knowledge and mentorship. 

  
Self-identified reflections of change in students’ preconceptions 
 

When students reflected on changes in their preconceptions of 
different racial groups themes, their responses included: (a) 

understanding of institutional racism, (b) acknowledgement of 
inequality in the education system, and (c) how service has refuted 

preconceptions through personal relationships. ―Self-identified‖ 
refers to students who were able to verbalize their paradigm shifts 
and could specify how their preconceptions have changed. Other 

students articulated there was no change in their preconceptions, 
stating that they had always perceived race to have no influence on 
how they saw people.  For example, when asked what shaped the 

images of different racial groups prior to service, Kevin, a Caucasian 
student, responded: 

 
Obviously, living everywhere, I just experienced a ton of different racial 
groups and ethnicities. My parents did a really good job of raising me 
to think that it is not OK to view them differently...So, I guess my 
images are formed through how I see them take part in society. But 
―how I see them‖ is [a] false statement, because I don‘t see them any 
differently. 

 

In this study, many students had great difficulty explaining how 
service had influenced the way they viewed the racial groups in the 
communities they serve. This may be because students‘ had not 

been asked to think of themselves and others in terms of race prior 
to the study. On the contrary, it is something they have been taught 

to avoid and thus consider irrelevant (Ponterotto, Utsey, and 
Pederson, 2006, pp. 94-95). Nicole, a Mexican student, said, ―I was 
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one of those people that avoided the racial question altogether. I 
didn‘t want to be considered a racist person…before service I did not 

really acknowledge the importance of it‖. 
For students who were able to move beyond colorblindness, 

they began to see the role that race played in their own lives and in 
the communities they served. Anne, Caucasian, said: ―Before … 
being involved in service my ideas of racism were very 

individualized….so [service] helped me form an understanding of 
[how] the system—education, medical, school, etc.— is set up so it‘s 
a lot easier for these racial groups to not succeed, to fail.‖ 

When students are able to analyze the needs in family, 
schools, and other social systems of the community they were 

serving without doubting the moral values of a community, they 
were more apt to see institutional oppression. Rather than 
attributing poverty to poor individual choices, students like Anne 

saw causes of poverty as structural. The service experience also 
provides an opportunity for community members, who may distrust 

academic institutions, to move beyond stereotypes of dominant 
groups by humanizing members of privileged racial groups. ―I think 
it works both ways,‖ said Hope (Caucasian). ―[It] shows them who 

we are and that we are not this big mass majority‖.  
The impact of service comes from not merely interacting with 

people from certain racial groups or ethnicities; the impact comes 

from building relationships, whereby racial groups cease to be 
abstractions. ―Working in the community, getting to know people 

actually struggling with important needs and issues, makes those 
issues real to students and important to resolve‖ (Elyer, 2002).  

 
Discussion 
 

The main influences students reported as forming their 
images of other racial groups, prior to service, included high school 

experience, segregation within hometown, family, and church.  
College is a critical time in which students can deconstruct these 
images, and reconsider how these preconceptions affect their 

interactions with people that are of different racial groups.  Service 
within the college experience provides an opportunity for students 

who may not have had interactions with people outside of their own 
racial group to have this contact. This contact with people from 
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different racial groups ought to help students realize how they were 
socialized around race and the implications of their socialization. 

This particular Christian college expects its students to connect 
faith and service, engage in social justice, and be intentional in 

pursuing a vocation that benefits community members.  These 
expectations of student outcomes are not in contention with 
conversations around power and privilege. Rather, power, privilege, 

and systems of oppression are key parts of why there is a need for 
service in the first place. Race, power, and privilege must be 
examined explicitly in service programs, if the ultimate goal is social 

change, reconciliation, and equality.  
Factors that potentially reinforce students‘ preconceptions of 

race during service include: (a) believing that the community lacks 
morals or discipline, (b) perceiving that race colorblindness is ideal 
or norm, and (c) perceiving that children do not experience race.  

Many students can enter their first service experience at the 
collegiate level not acknowledging how race has shaped their own 

reality, or that of the people they serve, considering race to be 
irrelevant.  Factors that potentially refute students‘ racial 
stereotypes include: (a) the acknowledgement of diversity within 

racial groups, (b) ability to critically examine media, and (c) 
university service programming.  These are factors that potentially 
help students create new frameworks to process, both, their 

childhood experiences and those they encountered in collegiate-level 
community service.  

Of the students who articulated a change in their racial 
stereotypes, they reflected upon the following themes (a) an 
understanding of institutional racism, (b) an acknowledgement of 

inequality in the education system, and (c) developing personal 
relationship that refuted their preconceptions of racial groups 
outside of their own.  These students were typically those who had 

been serving the longest. They were able to analyze social structures 
such as family, schools, and community organizations, without 

doubting the values of the community.  Students, who identified a 
change in their stereotypes during and after service, were further 
able to understand the role of institutions in perpetuating of 

oppression rather than attributing poverty in communities solely to 
poor individual choices. As students develop in their own racial 
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awareness, their understanding of institutional racism also deepens 
and compels them to take an active role in interrupting oppression.  

Race, class and gender do influence how students‘ perceive 
the world and process information. However, students that are 

racial minorities are not necessarily any more inclined than their 
majority counterparts to understand institutional racism without 
understanding how their own racial identity plays into power and 

privilege. In other words, students cannot begin to understand how 
institutions perpetuate racism, until they see the role that race has 
in their own lives.  As both students of color and white students are 

empowered by their own racial identity, they are apt to embrace the 
task of working against racism in society, both among their 

collegiate peers and in the communities that they serve. When 
students make these connections there are vast implications for 
institutions of higher learning, including a responsibility to examine 

the role service plays in the racial identity development of students‘ 
and how this development influences their behavior.  

 
Implications  
 

Faith-based institutions of higher education have much at 
stake in their relationships with local communities.  When race, 
racism, and racial reconciliation are placed on the margins of 

Christian service, faith-based institutions of higher education may 
be perceived to be culturally incompetent, thereby losing credibility 

with communities. Both faith-based and secular institutions in 
higher education, there is a present need for assessment tools in 
areas of cultural competence among student leaders who coordinate 

service and the student volunteers who participate in service.  
If cultural competence is missing from social exchanges 

between students who represent institutions in higher education 

and a local community then these institutions run the risk of 
exploiting communities for the sake of educating the privileged 

collegiate. Further research needs to be conducted on the 
experience of underrepresented students serving in diverse 
communities and the impact they have on their peers, as well as 

research on how community members view volunteers coming into 
the community.  
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The social exchange behind community engagement is not 
one-sided.  Not only do students‘ preconceptions of race get 

reinforced or refuted, but communities‘ preconceptions of race are 
also shaped by the presence of collegiate student ―outsiders.‖ 

Students who do not understand their own racial identity may also 
fail to see how their race impacts how the community views them 
individually and as a group.  The implications of such interactions 

are worth considering by all institutions in higher education with 
service programming. In particular, if the goal of such programming 
in faith-based institutions is to present Christianity as relevant to 

these communities, despite the legacy of paternalism that has often 
accompanied such efforts, students need to be equipped with the 

lenses with which to view race, in conjunction with service. If 
students are not equipped to reflect on race, power, and oppression 
prior to or during their service, they may see racial stereotypes as 

indicator for rescue, rather than using service as a means of 
connecting the personal with the systemic.  

This research study indicates that there are specific factors 
that have the potential to either refute or reinforce racial 
stereotypes.  A social work educator‘s role is to maximize the factors 

that potentially refute and minimize the factors that potentially 
reinforce stereotypes for the sake of the community and students. 

This cannot be accomplished through a single training session; 
instead, sustained dialogues that integrate (a) an analysis of social 
systems, (b) reflection on one‘s own experiences, and (c) the capacity 

to collaborate across difference would make the educational 
outcomes of service learning more culturally competent.  
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