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Abstract 

Critical service-learning is emerging as a pedagogy that aims for lasting personal and societal transformation.  So far, 

critical service-learning has been popular in higher education, but its use in primary and secondary (K-12) education has 

barely been studied. Drawing mainly from Freirean critical pedagogy and theories of critical service-learning in higher 

education, this thesis lists elements that make service-learning critical and applies them to a K-12 environment. 

Some of the most crucial elements were found to be, that critical service-learning should aim for lasting societal change; 

that each participant, students and community members, should be seen as an active protagonist of personal and 

societal transformation; that the process should foster lasting relationships of mutual support, collaborative learning 

and friendship; and that action should always be informed by a critical reading of reality and critical reflection. 

After a theoretical review, these elements were collected into a rubric for critical service-learning and tested in practice. 

This was done through a process of action research in a Finnish 6th grade classroom. The researcher facilitated two 

projects of service-learning, aiming each time to adopt an approach increasingly in line with principles of critical 

pedagogy. The researcher collected data from her own reflection journals, student essays and materials generated 

during the projects. The data was analysed against the rubric, which in turn was shaped by the findings. 

The findings show that critical service-learning can be done in a Finnish primary classroom context, provided that it is 

seen as a process of building capacity in students, that school structures support this process and that the teacher is 

constantly learning thought patterns that reflect critical attitudes. These include a profound faith in the capacity of 

students and community members to affect change. This research provides a basis for further developing critical service-

learning practices in K-12 education, in Finland and elsewhere. 
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Tiivistelmä 

Kriittinen palveluoppiminen on kehittyvä pedagogia, joka pyrkii kestävään henkilökohtaiseen ja yhteiskunnalliseen 

muutokseen. Tähän asti kriittinen palveluoppiminen on ollut suosittua korkeakouluissa, mutta peruskouluissa sen 

käyttöä ei juurikaan ole tutkittu. Pääosin Freiren kriittisestä pedagogiikasta sekä korkeakouluissa käytetyn kriittisen 

palveluoppimisen teorioista ammentaen tämä tutkimus listaa elementtejä, jotka tekevät palveluoppimisesta kriittistä 

ja soveltaa niitä peruskouluympäristöön.  

Näistä elementeistä tärkeimmiksi osoittautuivat, että kriittisen palveluoppimisen tulisi aina pyrkiä kestävään 

yhteiskunnalliseen muutokseen; että jokainen osallistuja, oppilas ja yhteisön jäsen tulisi nähdä aktiivisena 

henkilökohtaisen ja yhteiskunnallisen muutoksen edistäjänä; että prosessin tulisi vaalia kestäviä keskinäiseen apuun, 

yhdessä oppimiseen ja ystävyyteen perustuvia suhteita; ja että toiminnan täytyy olla kriittisen todellisuuden 

tarkastelun sekä kriittisen reflektion ohjaamaa. 

Teoreettisen tarkastelun jälkeen nämä elementit koottiin kriittisen pedagogiikan ohjeistukseksi ja niitä testattiin 

käytännössä. Tämä toteutettiin toimintatutkimuksena suomalaisten kuudesluokkalaisten kanssa. Tutkija järjesti kaksi 

palveluoppimisen projektia, tavoitteenaan soveltaa kummallakin kerralla yhä paremmin kriittisen pedagogiikan 

periaatteita. Tutkija keräsi aineistoa omista reflektiomuistiinpanoistaan, oppilaiden kirjoitelmista sekä projektien 

aikana luoduista materiaaleista. Aineisto analysoitiin kriittisen pedagogiikan ohjeistusta vasten, jota taas muokattiin 

tulosten pohjalta. 

Tulokset osoittavat että kriittistä palveluoppimista voidaan toteuttaa suomalaisessa peruskoululuokassa, edellyttäen 

että se nähdään oppilaiden kyvykkyyden kasvattamisen prosessina, että koulun rakenteet tukevat tätä prosessia ja 

että opettaja jatkuvasti oppii ajatusmalleja jotka noudattavat kriittisiä periaatteita. Tärkeänä periaatteena on usko 

oppilaiden ja yhteisön jäsenten kykyyn saada aikaan muutosta. Tämä tutkimus tarjoaa pohjan kriittisen 

palveluoppimisen menetelmien kehittämiselle peruskouluopetuksessa, Suomessa ja muualla. 
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Dedicated to 

Filipa Bragança, 

who used her talents to serve the planet and its wildlife and people, 

and who embodied these words: 

 

Be as a lamp unto them that walk in darkness,  

a joy to the sorrowful,  

a sea for the thirsty, 

 a haven for the distressed,  

an upholder and defender of the victim of oppression.  

Be a home for the stranger,  

a balm to the suffering,  

a tower of strength for the fugitive. 

 

- Bahá’u’lláh  
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1. Introduction 

Service is a concept I was brought up with. My parents taught us from early age that our 

capacities, talents, intelligence, whatever qualities me and my brothers may have, would 

be most beautifully used if we chose to direct them towards advancing the well-being of 

society. This, I was taught, would not only make our lives worthwhile, but it also had a 

wonderful by-product: happiness. They also taught us that happiness does not mean 

constant state of comfort. I learned that living life with an attitude of service may well put 

me in front of difficult and uncomfortable choices, and service often involves sacrifice. It 

could mean sacrificing wealth, time, or comfort. I also learned that despite these sacrifices, 

to serve effectively, I must take care of myself and my family. Sacrificing my health or the 

unity of my family is not worth it, because ultimately it makes me unable to serve 

effectively and fully. To serve means also to have a coherent lifestyle, where all the 

different aspects of life – family, work, religion, hobbies, community life or sports and 

health – contribute to the wellbeing of myself, my family and society at large. 

To serve, in my family, meant to advance society towards a new direction. Whatever field 

me and my brothers would pursue, we were encouraged to consider how we could put our 

values into our field, and apply our professional knowledge for the benefit of the planet. 

My choice to study intercultural teacher education was guided by this principle. I wanted 

to participate in conversations about how education could become not only a replicator of 

society, but a force to transform it. Since the beginning of my studies, I have been in pursuit 

of educational methods, curricula and systems that would help children find their inner 

potential, the gems in the mines of their hearts, and to develop these talents and qualities 

for the wellbeing of society. When I learned about service-learning, I hit the jackpot. It 

summarized so much of what I was brought up with and how I wanted to contribute to the 

world. 

Service-learning is a pedagogical method that helps students deepen into a phenomenon 

or concept that has social significance, and while studying the subject thoroughly, create a 

service project where they can put into practice their newfound understanding. It sounded 

like exactly what I had been doing in the Junior Youth Spiritual Empowerment Program 
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(JYSEP) with the Bahá’í community, except it did not include the religious elements, and 

was therefore applicable to mainstream school systems. I had already witnessed the 

effectiveness of the JYSEP in helping junior youth between ages 12 and 15 find ways to 

meaningfully engage with society, and was eager to see what service-learning would look 

like in a Finnish classroom. 

I asked around, and heard that very few people in Finland knew of the whole concept. 

There were some service-learning programmes in higher education, but nobody was 

consciously implementing service-learning in primary- or secondary schools. International 

Baccalaureate –schools have a service requirement for students, but while it is a very 

laudable aspect of IB-education, in most schools the activity does not qualify as service-

learning if it is measured against the service-learning standards of recommended practice. 

There was a new national core curriculum rolled out in Finland in 2015 and 2016, aiming to 

increase the motivation and enthusiasm of students to learn by making learning more 

relatable to them. The curriculum also strives to blend school subjects by encouraging 

phenomenon-based learning, increase the creative use of learning environments outside 

the classroom, and develop active citizenship skills in students (Finnish National Agency of 

Education, 2016). Service-learning felt extremely relevant against the backdrop of this 

conversation; it is phenomenon-based, it takes students into the community to learn and 

act, and it can influence students’ attitudes towards school and learning positively (Celio, 

Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011, p. 171). I was convinced that junior youth do not need more 

games, distractions and entertainment to be motivated. Rather, they need to feel like what 

they learn and do is meaningful. Many of them need an outlet for their acute sense of 

justice, the curiosity they have for the universe, and their genuine desire to make the world 

a better place (Ruhi Foundation, 2014). Without such an outlet, they will easily become 

jaded, cynical and frustrated, and match the negative picture a lot of society paints of them 

(Graham, 2004). This is why I was especially eager to test service-learning with young 

people around the ages 12 and 15. 

My interest in service-learning was strengthened by an internship in Chicago Public Schools, 

where I assisted the district wide service-learning coordinator in her work. I saw how a 

district-wide service-learning programme might be coordinated, and on the other hand, 

the dangers of mandating service-learning without the necessary ownership and support 
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structures. I also saw that in Chicago, which is a very segregated city, service-learning looks 

very different depending on whether the school is in an affluent, often White 

neighbourhood, or in one of the underprivileged neighbourhoods, often predominantly 

Black or Latinx. This is where I started to think about the implications of service-learning on 

social justice, and realized that if done carelessly, service-learning might even perpetuate 

feelings of superiority in privileged students. I understood that service-learning needs to 

be paired with a social justice orientation and geared towards transformation of society. 

This is when I started thinking about combining service-learning and critical pedagogy. 

When I came back to Finland, I decided that I wanted to try what service-learning would 

look like in a Finnish classroom. Gradually, I also specified that I wanted to see how I could 

combine service-learning and critical pedagogy in primary or secondary education. The 

principal of the school I was substituting in, Ritaharju, was very welcoming towards the 

idea, and encouraged me to talk with one of the 6th grade teachers. When he agreed that I 

could do two projects in his class, it was settled. I would do an action research project, 

studying my own work and how I’m able to implement critical elements in my service-

learning practice.  

My research questions, narrowed down to two: 

1. What needs to be added to service-learning to make it a critical pedagogy? 

2. What could critical service-learning look like in a Finnish primary school? 

Critical service-learning is already an emerging branch of service-learning, but I wanted to 

take a closer look at its roots in Freirean emancipatory education. This investigation is 

presented in chapter 2 of this thesis, starting from an exploration of critical pedagogy and 

finishing with an analysis of service-learning and what it would look like through a critical 

lens. As a result of this study, I wanted to identify some of the elements that make service-

learning critical so that I could easily recognize critical approaches as I reflect on my own 

practice. The outcome of this study was a Rubric for Critical Service-Learning, which I 

present in chapter 4.4. 

In chapter 3 I elucidate my epistemological assumptions and explain how action research 

works. In chapter 4, I explain the process of data collection and analysis. In chapter 5 the 

data from my two action research cycles will be thoroughly presented and analysed. In 
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chapter 6 I will pick out some of the most important topics that arose from the data, and 

discuss them with relevant literature. Chapter 7 is a consideration of reliability and ideas 

for further study sparked by this thesis. Finally, chapter 8 will summarize the most 

important outcomes of the study. 

 
Figure 1. Relevant research concepts and where they overlap. 

Figure 1 clarifies the relationships between the various elements of the conceptual 

framework behind this thesis. It is the combination of critical pedagogy and service-

learning, which is an emerging branch of service-learning, that interests me theoretically. 

Practically, my work focuses on the praxis through which critical service-learning is 

developed. Praxis is an idea that can be found in all the three bubbles. By praxis is meant 

reflective action (Freire, 1970). It is through critical, reflective action that I aim to develop 

my critical service-learning practices. 

I find it necessary to make a few remarks on the use of language here. I chose to write this 

thesis in English because I believe that it will contribute to the wider discussion around 

critical service-learning, since it is the only action research of critical service-learning I have 

found in the context of K-12 education, and certainly the only one in Finland. It will give an 

idea of what critical service-learning could look like in primary or secondary schools. On the 

other hand, Finnish academia is very comfortable using the English language, so this work 

Critical 
pedagogy

Action 
Research

Service-
Learning

CSL 
Praxis 

CSL 
Praxis
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will also be useful for those in Finland who wish to join me in promoting service-learning 

practices and research in the primary and secondary school level. 

I will very often use the third person pronouns he and she interchangeably instead of using 

the passive tense, because I like my writing to feel personal. This is also the reason why I 

am writing my thesis in the first person. I will use the masculine and feminine forms 

randomly, to avoid reinforcing certain stereotypes. For example, I will not always use the 

“she” pronoun for a teacher, or a “he” pronoun for a certain type of student I might use as 

an example to illustrate a point. I will also occasionally use the pronoun “we” as a more 

personal alternative for the passive tense. 

The two projects which I conducted with the 6th grade class were on the topic of refugees. 

Since the terminology around refugees can be highly political, I want to clarify my own use 

of certain words. I decided to describe the topic as “refugee crisis”. I am aware that in some 

European media this term is used with the connotation that it is a crisis because Europe 

has to resettle those who cross its borders. This is not why I call it a crisis. The crisis is that 

millions of people have had to flee from their homes because of wars and terror. It is also 

important to recognize that there are four commonly used words to describe a person who 

moves from one country to another. I have given brief descriptions and justifications for 

the contexts in which I use these words. The definitions are combined from internationally 

used definitions, for example the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR, 2006). 

Expatriate – This word is most commonly used of people who move to another country 

usually, but not always for high-paying, professional work. This word is mostly used by 

and for people of Caucasian ancestry, while people from other ethnic backgrounds who 

move for the same reasons are often labelled immigrants. The connotation is that 

expatriates are people of a higher class than immigrants, and this is why I avoid using 

the word completely. 

Immigrant – This means any person moving from country to country for any reason 

other than for refuge. An immigrant could be of any social or economic class, 

educational background or nationality. An immigrant has officially received permission 

to live, and usually either study or work in the target country. 
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Asylum seeker – This is a term of legal significance, and means that a person has fled 

from their home country to seek asylum in another country, has registered in the host 

country as an asylum seeker and is waiting to receive refugee status. An asylum seeker 

has not yet been accepted as a refugee and is usually in an exhausting process of 

interviews and bureaucracy, while living in difficult conditions either in a refugee camp, 

a refugee reception centre or, in more rare cases, with relatives or friends. 

Refugee – This term can be used to mean specifically a person who was previously an 

asylum seeker and now has received asylum, and thus has legal refugee status and is 

protected by the host country. Legal refugee status can also be obtained directly 

through the UN Refugee Agency before arriving in the host country. Often the word is 

also used to describe any person who has had to leave their home country because of 

conflict, war, terror, humanitarian or environmental reasons. People who leave their 

home, but not their country for similar reasons are called Internally Displaced Persons 

(IDPs) 

I will mostly use the word refugee, but there were occasions with my students when we 

were interacting with groups of people in which some were refugees and others were in 

Finland for other reasons. There were also moments when we discussed thoughts related 

to integration of foreigners to Finnish society, and that involved both refugees and people 

who have come here to study, work or be with their families. In those cases, I have also 

used the word immigrant. 

The word integration is used here as a term distinct from assimilation. Assimilation means 

that members of the incoming group are forced to abandon their own culture to fit in the 

dominant culture. Integration means a multi-directional process where two or more 

populations learn to live together. This process, like all cultural activity, must necessarily 

include some amount of changes in both cultures, as cultures evolve in mutual interaction, 

but it does not fundamentally hurt the identity of people from either culture. Integration 

does also not mean coexistence, which means that the two cultures exist in the same 

context, but interact only minimally. 

There is also an issue of ethics to be addressed. Education always involves values. Even if 

the teacher tries to be value-neutral, he constantly makes choices about what to teach and 

what to omit, who will have a voice in the classroom, how decisions are made and what 
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aims education has. Drawing the line between indoctrination and education is very difficult. 

On one hand, we must teach students to think for themselves, but on the other hand, even 

teaching independent thinking involves values. To what extent should we allow students 

to think however they think, and when do we have to take a standing? Can we, for example, 

allow for racist ideologies to flourish in the classroom? Is it indoctrination to teach that 

human beings should be treated with justice and equity independent of their origins? I am 

not a relativist, and I believe that there are some universal values that elevate the human 

condition and can and should be accepted despite of culture. However, I do not think we 

have found this common ground yet, and seeking for it will be an ongoing conversation for 

the next decades, perhaps centuries. In this stage of ambiguity, I believe the most 

important step is to be transparent about our values, to parents, to children and most 

importantly, ourselves. We must not operate under an illusion that we are value-neutral. 

My own value statements will be explicitly expressed throughout this research, particularly 

in chapter 2.  

My role in this research will be three-fold. I will be a teacher-student (Freire, 1970), a 

teacher-servant (Popok, 2007, p. 51) and a teacher-researcher. As a teacher-student my 

role is to offer my students a meaningful service-learning experience, while I recognize that 

both the students and I are refining together our understanding of reality, and then taking 

action to shape that reality. As a teacher-servant my task is to see myself as a teacher who, 

at the same time, recreates social reality towards social justice, including the way our 

schools function. As a teacher-researcher my role is to rigorously and systematically study 

and analyse the way in which I am developing my practice of critical service-learning. 
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2. Key Concepts and Where They Meet 

The goal of this thesis is to show, through action research, how to apply a critical version 

of service-learning within the Finnish school system. Critical pedagogy, service-learning and 

action research all share the idea of praxis – of reflecting and acting upon the world – and 

are well suited as the tripod on which my research rests. In this section I will introduce the 

first two: critical pedagogy and service-learning. These two combine into critical service-

learning. 

Chapter 2.1. will be dedicated to understanding critical pedagogy. Like other teachers who 

identify with critical pedagogy, I have a concern that current educational values and 

systems are inadequate to incite higher moral purpose in our children and youth. However, 

I had to decide whether to use the term “critical pedagogy” or “emancipatory education” 

to describe my commitment to creating environments where students can reach to their 

inner powers and become champions and builders of new systems for the well-being of the 

world. I decided to use mainly the word critical pedagogy because it is more common and 

would allow me to use literature more broadly. 

Service-learning itself will be the second conceptual framework to be explored, in chapter 

2.2. Although it is the main subject of my research, I will introduce it after critical pedagogy, 

which enables me to explore service-learning in the light of insights gained from critical 

pedagogy. The very reason why service-learning caught my eye in the first place was its 

potential to be emancipatory. 

In chapter 3 I will introduce action research, the method of my field study. It was a natural 

choice, because just like the two first conceptual frameworks, action research is also 

committed to the idea of praxis. Paulo Freire, often regarded as the father of critical 

pedagogy, defines praxis as “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it” 

(1970, p. 33). It means a critical and intentional use of underlying ideologies as a foundation 

for action (Townsend, 2014). This concept lies at the core of each of these frameworks. In 

critical pedagogy students are engaged in critical reflection on society, intertwined with 

purposeful action. In service-learning praxis emerges from the three phases of preparation, 

action and reflection. High quality action research results in the improvement of practice 
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based on clearly stated values (=praxis). Praxis is the point at which all three frameworks 

meet. 

There is a lot of theory and many schools of thought about educational reform, but what I, 

together with many others, am calling for is more than a reform of existing systems. It is an 

emergence of subsequent generations who will take their education in their own hands. 

Since only future will tell where they will want to take it, this rebuilding of education cannot 

be described by us, now. However, the principles under which the emergence of this 

generation could happen, and the pedagogies that will help them emancipate, can and 

should be studied and practiced.  

2.1. Critical Pedagogy 

My approach to critical pedagogy is strongly linked with Paulo Freire, who is widely 

considered one of the pedagogy’s first and most significant proponents. His work to 

liberate people from oppression in Brazil and other Latin American countries inspired me 

greatly in the beginning of my studies. Although my thoughts are not completely aligned 

with all of his perspectives on critical pedagogy, I feel that his philosophies give a solid 

reference point for my own thinking. 

Freire’s writings influence my research in three ways. Firstly, I share Freire’s sense of 

mission that the purpose of education is to transform individuals and societies towards 

increasing integrity and justice. Secondly, I find Freire’s notion of being fully human utterly 

helpful for any teacher who strives to help her students grow towards the best versions of 

themselves. Thirdly, Freire proposed several pedagogical principles that can produce 

learning environments that are conducive to empowered human transformation. I will 

briefly introduce each of these facets of critical pedagogy in the paragraphs below. Finally, 

I will take a look at some of the criticism that has been directed towards critical pedagogy 

over the years. (Freire, 1970; Beckett, 2013; Shaull, 1970) 

2.1.1. Education to transform 

Freire’s notion of education is emancipatory, meaning that the purpose of pedagogy is to 

help students and teachers alike to ascend new heights of critical consciousness and 
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become active agents of social transformation, which can lead to liberation from 

oppressive social structures (Freire, 1970). I, too, see education as a force of transformation, 

as opposed to a way to educate students to be members of a society that was made ready 

for them. First I will discuss Freire’s and my own notions of society, oppression and the role 

of education in liberation. Then I will deliberate on how these notions influence my view of 

the role of education in society. 

Freire’s basic tenant about society, oppression and liberation is simple: in society there are 

oppressive structures that must be torn down and rebuilt, grounded in justice and critical 

love. This tearing down and building up will happen by the emancipation of the oppressed, 

who will then in turn liberate the oppressors from their state of dehumanization. For the 

most part of his influential book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, he focuses on the practical 

pedagogy of how this emancipation can take place, based on his experiences with many 

oppressed groups in Latin America. (Freire, 1970)  

Although born to a middle-class family in Brazil, Paulo Freire’s family’s fortunes were 

influenced by the economic crisis of 1929. Still a young boy, he experienced first-hand the 

poverty and plight of many of his countrymen, and at the age of eleven decided to dedicate 

his life to the struggle against hunger. These are the circumstances under which Freire’s 

views on oppression and injustice were born (Shaull, 1970, p. 12). This research was 

conducted in a very different context, in a homogenously Finnish and well-to-do 

neighbourhood school in Finland, one of the wealthier countries in the world. Despite this 

I would not call Finland a society that is free from oppression. While several forms of direct 

structural oppression exist in this country, for example towards women, immigrants and 

minorities such as the Roma and Sámi people, there is also what I call spiritual oppression, 

which concerns all humans, regardless of politics. 

When Freire speaks of oppression, I understand it to mean mainly political, ideological and 

structural oppression, such as structural injustice, hegemony of Western paradigms, layers 

of privilege, economical disadvantage, historical trauma, prejudices of all kinds, public 

dehumanization, propaganda and unequal rights, amongst others. However, I claim that 

his principles can be adapted to include the social forces that suppress all of our true 

humanity. Such forces include rampant materialism, mind-numbing entertainment, 

manipulative media, paralyzing social expectations, lack of interaction between 
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generations, loosening of family ties, culture of silence, idleness, social isolation, moral 

laxity and loss of identity and purpose. This oppression keeps us from attaining our true 

potential as individuals and as communities. In this thesis I will call the former social 

oppression, and the latter spiritual oppression. 

Critical pedagogy aims to liberate human beings from the aforementioned two forms of 

oppressions by uplifting their consciousness of these social forces and implementing their 

understanding in action for social justice and well-being (Freire, 1970, p. 36). It is, thus, 

inherently transformative. This has clear implications to my own pedagogy and my views 

on the purpose of service-learning. 

Service-learning pedagogies can be divided into two: traditional service-learning and 

transformative service-learning. One has its roots in the traditional youth development 

paradigm, which means helping young people become active members of society as it is, 

while the other stems from transformative paradigms of youth development, where youth 

are seen as agents of change for society, and the goal is to help them question and reshape 

society (Diemer, Voight, & Mark, 2011, pp. 155-156). In my service-learning projects, I use 

the latter, which is consistent with critical pedagogy. The difference in practice is small but 

significant, and I will talk about it more under sub-chapter 2.2.  

Therefore, the concept of transformation gives my service-learning pedagogy a strong 

sense of purpose: to empower the learners to transform themselves and to transform the 

world. 

2.1.2. Being fully human 

I share another important underlying paradigm with Freire: his hopeful view of human 

potential. To Freire, being fully human means being conscious, aware, active, and a Subject 

shaping reality, not an Object prisoner to it. The possibility of being human also means the 

possibility for dehumanization – not living up to one’s true nature, or as he calls it, true 

vocation. (Freire, 1970, pp. 25-26) 

I found this view of human beings extremely hopeful. I was raised in a Lutheran culture, 

where human beings are seen as fallen to Original Sin. The mainstream discourse of 

secularized Finnish society, on the other hand, offers no particular view of human beings. 
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In fact, the whole question is rarely, if at all, discussed. This void of vision had given me the 

impression that most social discourse sees humans as empty vessels and/or complex 

biological coincidences with no purpose or vocation. My own family are Bahá’ís, and I grew 

to understand humans as having immense potential for love and creativity on one hand 

and for cruelty and selfish desire on the other. Learning that Freire’s view of humanity was 

so similar was a breath of fresh air, especially since he put it in a language that is usable in 

the academia. 

The implications of such a view of human nature is simple: if humans have potential for 

both love and hate, dignity and degradation, creativity and destruction, it is the role of 

education to help human beings become aware of this potential within ourselves, and 

direct it towards constructive action. When I teach, I must look at every student with these 

eyes. “Yes, she may be a rascal, but she has a very acute sense of justice” or “yes, he is shy 

and reserved, but he has great capacity for gentleness”. It helps me focus on the promise 

in each student, while preparing them to combat against the destructive forces that are 

robbing them off their true vocation. The language I use in class should help the students 

identify their own potential and foster in them the desire and capacity to do something 

meaningful with it. 

This human potential is not abstract. In my conceptual framework It consists of two parts. 

Firstly, human beings have the potential to manifest all virtues imaginable, if they are 

fostered. By virtues in this context I mean characteristics such as justice, patience, courage, 

gentleness, cleanliness, forgiveness, compassion and countless more. Secondly, every 

human being has a unique mind and a set of skills, such as talent in different arts, crafts, 

and sports, linguistic or mathematical capabilities, social aptitude, and any other skill 

conceivable. Both virtues and talents must be fostered in order for them to become 

manifest. Talents can also be used towards either oppressive or liberating purposes, and 

this is why fostering virtues is crucial – to channel talents towards a direction that is 

conducive to the well-being of society and individuals rather than leads to its destruction. 

Freire asserts that dehumanization is not the fate of anyone, but a consequence of 

oppressive structures that dehumanize both the oppressed and the oppressors, who by 

virtue of their violence are less than humans. This means that every human being has the 

possibility to grow towards increased humanity, and for Freire, the goal of education is to 
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help the oppressed (and eventually the oppressors) regain their humanity by transforming 

the systems that create oppression. He does not give an exact vision of what a non-

oppressive system looks like, because it is the task of the oppressed themselves to 

gradually describe and create this new reality. (Freire, 1970, p. 37) 

2.1.3. Basic pedagogical principles 

Freire’s principles of education are meant for the emancipation and empowerment of all 

peoples. As discussed before, he starts from the standpoint that all human beings have 

potential for love, as well as hate, and our awareness of the forces that influence us will 

help us direct our potential towards constructive action and in that way, be liberated 

(Freire, 1970, pp. 37, 51). In these paragraphs I will examine some of the pedagogical 

principles he believes to lead to such a liberation of the human spirit. 

Kelvin Beckett’s 2013 article “Paulo Freire and the Concept of Education” was very 

enlightening in trying to pinpoint the main elements of Freire’s pedagogical philosophy. He 

distinguishes liberation pedagogy from mainstream education, which Freire calls the 

banking concept of education. In the banking concept, students are viewed as recipients of 

knowledge that is pre-digested by teachers (Freire, 1970, p. 57). He describes the banking 

concept as monological, problem-solving and constituted by the teacher’s view of the 

world, whereas liberatory education is dialogical, problem-posing and constituted by the 

students’ views of the world (Beckett, 2013, p. 50). To Freire, banking education is not 

merely an inferior and less effective form of education, but a perpetrator of oppressive 

structures that must be dismantled. Therefore, he offers principles that he used to build 

the alternative, his own critical pedagogy. (Freire, 1970, pp. 52-67) 

Below, I have picked out five elements of Freire’s pedagogy that Beckett highlights: the 

centrality of dialogue and learning together, the new roles of teacher-students and 

student-teachers, the goal of re-creating reality, and the rhetoric of problem-posing rather 

than problem-solving. None of these five elements are unique to Freirean pedagogy, but 

the combination of all of them, and the way he applied them to his methods, were new 

and ground-breaking in his time, and still largely unpractised. 
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Dialogue 

In critical pedagogy teachers and students share a somewhat equal focus of attention. 

Instead of focusing on the teacher and what he or she is trying to achieve, or the students 

and what they are actually learning, Freire focused on what teachers and students were 

doing together: investigating the students’ reality. This demands open and honest dialogue, 

not lead, but facilitated by the teacher. To facilitate means to give space to dialogue. On 

one hand it is silence and active listening, on the other it requires providing a seed, a basic 

idea, a generative word, from which dialogue can stem. In this dialogue, both teachers and 

students are experts. Students know more about the concrete reality that is being 

examined, and teachers know more about the generative words, or concepts that lie 

behind the reality. Coming from unique perspectives, teachers and students examine each 

other’s views, and their objective must be to develop a new, shared understanding of the 

reality they are examining. (Beckett, 2013, pp. 50-52) 

As Kathard, Pillay H., Pillay D., Nippold and Joffe describe, many theorists and researchers 

have since focused their attention on the dialogical nature of education. Despite this, 

researches keep finding that not only are monological methods predominant in education 

across classrooms, disciplines, countries and different levels of education, but dialogical 

methods are almost completely absent in mainstream education. Promoting dialogical 

methods means fostering a genuine concern for one’s human partner in consultation, 

regardless of age or position of power, and an atmosphere of trust, care, sensitivity, mutual 

openness, and non-manipulation. Dialogic classrooms involve both teachers and students 

in co-creating layers of meaning. (Kathard, Pillay, Pillay, Nippold, & Joffe, 2015, pp. 223-

224) 

Freire’s background is mostly in adult education, and it is relevant to question, whether a 

dialogical approach to education is possible with children as young as six or seven, the age 

children start primary education in Finland. This has been studied and there are indications 

that it is not only possible, but beneficial to children’s thinking skills and their 

empowerment. (Kathard, Pillay, Pillay, Nippold, & Joffe, 2015)  



 

 

15 

Teacher-students, student-teachers 

If the mode of discourse Freire chooses for his classroom is dialogue, the role each 

participant takes in the learning process must also change. Freire points towards the 

oppressive postures embedded in the roles of teachers and students in banking education. 

Teachers and students are dichotomized into polar opposites: 

The teacher teaches and the students are taught; 

the teachers knows everything and the students know nothing; 

the teacher thinks and the students are thought about; 

the teacher talks and the students listen – meekly; 

the teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined; 

the teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the students comply; 

the teacher acts 

and the students have the illusion of acting through the action of the teacher; 

the teacher chooses the program content, 

and the students (who were not consulted) adapt to it; 

the teacher confuses authority of knowledge with his or her own professional 

authority, which she and he sets in opposition to the freedom of the students; 

the teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere objects. 

(Freire, Pedagogy of the oppressed, 1970, p. 54) 

Freire proposes instead for the teachers to see themselves as teacher-students. She should 

not divide her profession into the two activities of planning the lesson and narrating to the 

students. Rather, at any moment of her work, she is conscious of the concepts at play and 

ready to learn as well as share her own understanding. She considers her students as 

experts of the problem at hand – they should, after all, be problems related to the 

immediate reality of the students’ lives. She knows she can learn from her students just as 

much as they can learn from her, and her role is that of an accompanier and facilitator of 

learning. (Freire, 1970, pp. 61-63) 

Students, on the other hand, are no longer passive observers, but critical co-investigators 

and student-teachers (Freire, 1970, p. 62) who reflect on the object of study together with 

the teacher. As the teacher presents the students with material that is relevant to their 

world, their reality, both engage together in expressing their considerations on the issue at 
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hand. They become active proponents of their own learning, and are conscious that the 

teacher is learning too. They grow out of insecurities such as “is this a silly question?” or 

“maybe my opinion is wrong”, but rather understand that new understanding can only 

emerge as perspectives are considered broadly, and thus, any perspective is a valuable gift 

to the learning process. (Freire, 1970) 

Freire was asked by a teacher’s union in Sao Paulo about the role of a teacher who wants 

to teach in critical consciousness. Freire responded: 

I think the role of a consciously progressive educator is to testify constantly to his or her 

students his or her competence, love, political clarity, the coherence between what he 

or she says and does, his or her tolerance, his or her ability to live with the different to 

fight against the antagonistic. It is to stimulate doubt, criticism, curiosity, questioning, 

a taste for risk taking, the adventure of creating. (Freire, 1993, p. 50) 

Re-creating reality through praxis 

Freire’s principle of dialogue, as discussed earlier, differs from theories that consider 

dialogue merely a more effective and empowering teaching method. Freire’s education has 

a goal that can simply not be reached without dialogue. It is to liberate students to change 

society. As Beckett explains, Freirean liberatory education differs from other progressive 

pedagogies in that it has a specific direction towards which it wants to change society.  It 

aims to undo power structures of oppression, whereas for the most part, progressive 

education does not take a stand in what way the individual should influence society. 

(Beckett, 2013, p. 53) 

Many other theorists, such as Dewey, who service-learning researchers often refer to, are 

content with teaching young people to become citizens for our current system of 

democracy; citizens who are familiar with how society works and how one can make a 

difference through already existing structures, although they should increase in democracy. 

To Freire, however, the goal was not to work within the system, because it was oppressive, 

but to reconstruct it in the spirit of Marxist revolutionary praxis and liberation theology. 

For his students, then, empowerment meant total liberation from oppression through 

critical consciousness and meaningful action. This social process of educating liberated 

revolutionary subjects would lead them to freeing others as they have freed themselves, 
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and completely transforming society to a more democratic and just social order. What this 

democratic and just social order would look like is left up to the liberated students to 

imagine and create through their praxis. (Beckett, 2013, p. 53)  

As mentioned earlier, to Freire praxis means “reflection and action upon the world in order 

to transform it” (Freire, 1970, p. 33). Pedagogically, it should not be seen as explaining 

students their actions, but rather “dialoguing with the people about their actions” (Freire, 

1970, p. 35). To Freire, it is not enough to understand the world – a critically conscious 

person strives to transform it. While he reflects on his actions to transform the world, his 

understanding of the world becomes more refined. In reverse, as his perception of the 

world becomes more refined, his ability to transform it is heightened. This interplay of 

reflection and action which creates higher consciousness and transformation is Freire’s 

definition of praxis. (Freire, 1970, p. 47)  

Freire challenged the oppressed to “see their world clearly, consider the possibility of a 

better world and then fight to achieve it” (Beckett, 2013, p. 54). As discussed before, I 

consider oppression to be of two kinds – social and spiritual. They overlap in many ways, 

and should not be dichotomized. However, for the purpose of observing the 

dehumanization and liberation of people who cannot be considered socially oppressed, the 

concept of spiritual oppression is necessary. To be liberated from spiritual oppression 

(often, but not exclusively a disease of those who knowingly or unknowingly socially 

oppress others) demands an equally critical view of the world they live in. It is an awakening 

of consciousness about ones’ own nature and potential as well as the oppressive forces of 

the world, and a desire and capability to work towards the transformation of both society 

and the self. This implies that it is not only the oppressed, as Freire asserts, who can be 

liberated through critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970, p. 38). Anyone can be liberated, even the 

oppressors, when they learn to recognize the oppressive processes they are part of, and 

start to act to do away with such injustice. 

In this research, I do not propose a change through a revolution as Freire did, but I will 

question our existing social structures and propose a process of transformation, as he did. 

Change is not sudden. It happens as a long process, and needs to win over the hearts of a 

critical portion of the population within a community to become lasting and transformative. 

For this reason, it is important both to be familiar with what is, the old order of things, and 



 

 

18 

work for what ought to be, the “new structure emerging from the revolutionary 

transformation” (Freire, 1970, p. 37).  

Problem-posing arising from student reality 

Banking education approaches problems as items to be solved with a static, right or wrong 

solution. This gives the teacher the monopoly to the right solutions. Freire coined the term 

problem-posing education as a transformative way of using problems as the seed of 

education. It starts by looking at a problem that stems from students’ reality and observing 

the problem from each other’s perspectives in dialogue. Co-learners then develop a new, 

shared, constantly evolving understanding of the problem, take action to try different ways 

to solve it, reflect back to what was done and improving together the praxis of solving the 

problem, uncovering new problems in the process. Problem-posing thus becomes the 

privilege of all participants in the learning process, not just the teacher. (Freire, 1970, pp. 

60-62)  

Many educational philosophers come from a problem-posing standpoint. Dewey’s students’ 

problem is to learn something new. Peters’ and Scheffler’s students’ problem is to discern 

why what they’re learning is right or wrong. Freire’s students’ problem is to re-evaluate 

their entire world-view. While all types of problem-posing education strive to help students 

become innovative, solution-oriented thinkers, most problem-posing education has not 

given much consideration to the type of problems students should be faced with. As a 

result, the problems have often been very theoretical and divorced from the students’ lived 

realities. (Beckett, 2013, p. 55) 

Some philosophers of education have assumed that just by solving theoretical problems or 

simulated “real-life” experiential problems, students will automatically learn to apply these 

skills in their actual reality. However, this self-correction is an assumption that may not be 

true. Beckett (2013, p. 55) supposes that instead, students end up dividing their life into 

fragments – school life where they can apply the knowledge they gain in school, and life 

outside of school, where things learned in school bear little consequence. Their belief 

system about the world is thus not developed by anything they learn at school, and the 

goal of liberation remains unapproached. I must agree with Beckett that in order for 

problem-posing education to carry any significance to students’ real lives, the problems 
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that are being posed in the first place must be firmly rooted in the students lived 

experiences. From the teachers’ part this means that he takes into account students world 

views when planning the curriculum. If he does not, their dehumanizing world views cannot 

be challenged and the humanizing beliefs cannot be strengthened. As Beckett puts it, a 

teacher must be “prepared to challenge misunderstandings students treasure as their own” 

(2013, p. 55). At this point it must be acknowledged, that in Freirean pedagogy, the teacher 

does have a vital role in determining, which world views and beliefs are humanizing, and 

which are not. Criticism towards this viewpoint will be addressed in the next sub-section. 

Therefore, in critical pedagogy, the topics discussed in class are meaningful concepts 

chosen from the reality of the students. Freire called these generative words, because not 

only was the word a topic of exploration, it was also the root-word through which his adult 

students used to learn to read by breaking these words into syllables and studying the 

letters. (Freire, 1970, pp. 77-105) I will often use the word underlying concept to describe 

the same idea, because my students knew how to read, and we left out the syllabic 

exploration of the word. The teacher’s responsibility is to choose, usually with great input 

from the students, such concepts that relate closely to the lives of the students and carry 

meaning to them. Often these concepts have to do with problems that need to be 

addressed. 

Since the problems that are being discussed are closely related to the lives and world of 

the students, they feel increasingly obliged to respond to the challenges that arise. As they 

take action to respond to some of these challenges they unravel a network of related 

problems, and their understanding of their own reality becomes increasingly critical. They 

become conscious of the power relations, histories and systems that produce the reality 

they live in. Their consciousness of their own world is raised and their commitment to 

critical action grows. (Freire, 1970, pp. 60-67) 

2.1.4. Criticism 

Beckett (2013, pp. 55-60) introduces and responds to some of the criticism Freire’s 

approach has received. The first point he mentions is that Freire’s pedagogy is based on 

values that are not necessarily held by the diversity of oppressed peoples and their world 

views. It perpetuates some Western ideas that not all traditions agree with – for example 
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the idea of perpetual improvement, rather than sustaining a way of life. This means that 

the people who Freire seeks to help take full ownership of their own fate, might actually 

feel estranged by some of the values Freire incorporated in his pedagogy. Indeed, the 

potential for a clash between Freire’s commitments and his students’ traditions must be 

acknowledged. However, Beckett reminds, Freire’s cause is not against tradition itself, but 

rather the way structures, practices and power relations force the oppressed to accept a 

status quo that is only beneficial to the oppressors, as “tradition”.  

While his pedagogy definitely comes with specific beliefs and values, Freire is not offering 

a finished system or a way of life that the oppressed would just have to accept. Critical 

pedagogy must be ‘forged with, not for, the oppressed’ (Freire, 1970, p. 30) and an 

essential component of his pedagogy is the idea that in the process of liberation the 

pedagogy itself must be made, remade and even unmade, as participants understanding of 

reality and their needs grows and develops. In the recounts of his efforts in Latin America 

it can be detected that whenever students became wary of something alien in his pedagogy 

or his mode of thinking, Freire accepted their decision and started again from the beginning, 

this time taking their frame of consciousness as his starting point. (Beckett, 2013, p. 56) 

Another critique relevant to my study that Beckett (2013, p. 59) mentions is Ellsworth’s 

criticism that Freire does not sufficiently acknowledge his own learned oppressions. In 

other words, he implies the presence of an emancipated teacher, someone who has 

reached a sort of an enlightened stage of freedom. Even though this teacher may have less 

knowledge about issues important to the lives of the students than they have themselves, 

Ellsworth believes that Freire’s teacher is an illusion of perfect liberation. No teacher is able 

to fully overcome the oppressions they have been exposed to through society. Also, no 

students would be fully oppressed. Ellsworth argues that Freire forgets to acknowledge 

their learned freedoms (Beckett, 2013, p. 59). If a teacher acknowledges his or her own 

imperfections in regards of freedom as much as their knowledge of their students’ lived 

experiences, they would be better able to grow as a teacher and, while their students 

emancipate, they would emancipate themselves, too.  

Combining Freire’s work with the critique towards his work, we come to the vision that a 

sign of successful education is that both teachers and students reach a new, shared 

understanding, a new level of freedom and a new level of emerging capacity. In this context, 
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we do not need to see the teacher as perfectly liberated, or the students in desperate need 

for liberation, but rather both have great strength and weaknesses as all humans do, and 

are influenced by society in various degrees. The process of emancipatory, critical 

education aims to help both teachers and students advance in their strengths as human 

beings. In fact, Beckett (2013, p. 60) reminds us that perhaps this was already included in 

Freire’s pedagogy. After all, he himself explained that “the consciousness of 

incompleteness in human beings leads us to involve ourselves in a permanent process of 

search” (Freire, Fraser, Macedo, McKinnon, & Stokes, 1997, p. 312) and education is always 

“a mutual process of liberation” (Freire, Fraser, Macedo, McKinnon, & Stokes, 1997, p. 306). 

This also takes pressure off the teacher to liberate his or her students, and shared liberation 

becomes the responsibility of every participant in the educational process, although at first, 

the students may still have less commitment to it than the teacher.  

My own criticism on Freire’s pedagogy is towards his insistence that an oppressor cannot 

liberate themselves or others. Surely this is, in many ways true. Indeed, the oppressor does 

not feel liberated, but rather deprived of the privileges he used to enjoy when he was 

oppressing others, such as choosing whatever the kind of food he wanted to eat, clothes 

he wanted to wear, entertainment he wanted to enjoy, education he wanted to pursue or 

activity he wanted to engage in. Freire explains that while the oppressor now feels 

genuinely oppressed, in reality this is the beginning of his liberation. When he was enjoying 

all those privileges at the expense of others, he was actually dehumanizing himself by 

violating the rights of others. He was depriving himself of his own true nobility. This, 

according to Freire, means that the oppressor cannot liberate anyone, even themselves, 

until he is fully liberated and has reached critical consciousness. (Freire, 1970, pp. 38-39) 

While most of Freire’s reasoning is true and resonates with all that I know, there are two 

points at which my thinking differs. Firstly, I do not think people are simply oppressors or 

oppressed. Most of us are a little bit of both. The concept of intersectionality is helpful for 

understanding this point. In Freire’s writing the oppressors are separated from the 

oppressed mainly by their socio-economic class and sometimes by race or ethnicity. The 

oppressors are those who have, and the oppressed are those who have not. I agree with 

Yang, who suggests that Freire’s theory lacks the complexities and nuances of identity and 

diversity amongst real people, because the context where Freire’s theory was born was 
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limited (Yang, 2016, p. 841). In addition to class and race, there are many other reasons 

why an individual might be oppressed, for instance because of their gender, disability, 

religion, immigration status, age, language or education. Not only does this mean that an 

individual may be privileged or underprivileged for layers of different reasons, but also that 

each type of oppression affects the other. Yang, for instance, uses the terms gendered or 

racialized classism to refer to classism that is different to each person depending on what 

other social groups they represent (Yang, 2016). A middle-aged Finnish man’s experience 

of working class poverty will be different than the experience of a young working class 

refugee woman from Iraq. Yang argues that intersectionality, the intersection of multiple 

forms of oppression that can exist in the life of a single person, is helpful in doing away with 

the dichotomized view of oppression inherent in Freire’s writing. It also means that most 

of us are in some way oppressed and in other ways oppressors.  

To add yet another layer, Freire defines as oppression anything that is limiting our ability 

to be fully human (Freire, 1970, p. 39). If this is so, there are many forms of oppression that 

are not perpetrated by any particular individuals or groups of people. I defined such forms 

of oppression as “spiritual oppression” and described them briefly on page 11. Is it possible 

to find an oppressor who is responsible for example for the tendency for people to have a 

loss of purpose and meaning in their lives? Isn’t it instead the entire system, including 

education, politics, media and other structures, that robs people off this fundamental 

aspect of what it means to be human? Of course, Freire acknowledged the existence of 

oppressive systems and his explicit goal was to build new, humanizing systems (Freire, 1970, 

p. 37). However, I want to use language that does not deepen the already steep ridge 

between the oppressors and the oppressed. 

Having established that being oppressed or an oppressor is not as straight forward as Freire 

puts it, I will issue my second disagreement with his theory. Freire claims that oppressors 

cannot liberate themselves or others (Freire, 1970, p. 38). Since anyone can be both 

oppressed and an oppressor, I claim that anyone can, and should participate in their own 

liberation. This, of course, requires the individual’s volition. Why should someone with 

privilege want to be liberated from his or her own violence against others? Even those who 

enjoy mostly a privileged life are, due to social media, becoming ever more conscious of 

the sufferings of others. This does not, of course move everyone, not even most people, 
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enough to develop the volition to stand in solidarity with the oppressed. However, 

education that strives, from childhood, to raise consciousness of human suffering on one 

hand and human potential on the other, can help a rising number of individuals, even those 

who Freire might see as oppressors, to participate in their own liberation as well as that of 

their fellow human beings. 

Although Freire’s pedagogy was born in a specific circumstance, amongst people who were 

clearly oppressed by more or less distinct groups of oppressors, I see Freire’s conceptual 

framework extremely useful for other critical educators, who will continue to elaborate on 

it with their students. I see critical pedagogy as a broad framework, which can include all 

types of teaching methods and practices, and be accommodated to all kinds of 

communities, cultures and their lived experiences. For example, using generative words to 

learn to read, or speaking about slums or minority self-governance would not be the most 

relevant approaches with my own students, who are children, who already know how to 

read, and who do not represent ethnic minorities or live in slums. I can still use the basic 

principles outlined above in my projects and teaching, and using Freire’s framework, 

develop methods that work in my context. Ideally, Freire’s legacy is an army of critical 

educators, sharing the goals of his critical pedagogy, applying the principles he laid out and 

adapting them to the requirements and needs of their students, learning with their 

students what works and what does not, and at times, adding to and questioning even the 

basic principles. 

Beckett (2013, p. 61) finishes his discourse on Freire’s pedagogical philosophy by 

juxtaposing once more the need for students to learn and the need for teachers to learn as 

well. He says that perhaps the only way to solve this false dichotomy is to see education in 

the light Freire himself suggested: a cooperative enterprise in which teachers and students 

seek to develop a shared understanding of the world and liberate themselves to live 

conscious of the powers which influence them and able to influence the world. I will add 

that in this same enterprise, the special role of the teacher is to develop, with the help of 

her students and in constant discourse with her colleagues, a constantly evolving pedagogy. 

2.2. (Critical) Service-Learning 
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In the following sub-sections, I will introduce service-learning in its basic form, but will also 

explore how using critical pedagogy can deepen the service-learning experience. I will first 

discuss the historical and theoretical background of service-learning. Then I will (re)define 

the term service, using a framework offered by the Preparation for Social Action –

programme by FUNDAEC (Fundación para la Aplicación y Enseñanza de las Ciencias). After 

this, I will present studies on how service-learning influences students, and introduce the 

requirements for quality practice developed by and for service-learning practitioners. 

Finally, I will introduce the service-learning cycle (preparation, action, reflection) as a whole 

and then each element separately. 

Service-learning is a teaching and learning strategy where students explore a phenomenon 

and then plan and implement a meaningful service-project to address issues related to the 

topic. For example, a project might focus on understanding renewable energy. After 

preparing themselves by gaining an understanding of renewable energy, why it is 

important and what obstacles there are for its widespread use, students might create an 

energy-saving plan for their school and hold a campaign to reduce the school’s carbon 

footprint. After the project, the students would reflect on what they learned in both the 

preparation and the action phase of the project. These three phases, preparation, action 

and reflection are the key elements of service-learning.  

In this way service-learning integrates curricular academic learning and reflection with 

community service. Brabant describes relevant community service as service that is 

deemed desirable or necessary by the respective community partner(s) (2011, p. 109). 

Students’ learning is typically measured qualitatively, through critical reflection exercises, 

where students deepen their understanding of the concepts that were studied during the 

project, and strengthen their ability to create links between what they learned in the 

classroom and what they learned in the projects they conducted in community 

environments. Committed practitioners of service-learning are also careful to foster 

democratic learning spaces both within and beyond the classroom. This way students learn 

through collaboration, feel greater ownership of their own learning because their voices 

are heard, develop their individual moral framework and link what they learn in classroom 

with the reality of their lives. (Brabant, 2011, p. 109) 
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Before going deeper into the method, its history, theory and practice, I will say a few words 

about the terminology I will use. Different authors use one of two ways of writing service-

learning; with a hyphen between the words (service-learning), or with empty space 

between the words (service learning). I have chosen to use the hyphenated version of the 

word service-learning because to me, the hyphen symbolises reflection – the part of the 

process that connects meaningful service with profound learning (Stewart, 2011, p. 38). 

Without reflection the service action as well as the knowledge gained in the preparation 

phase remain thin, and may not find expression in the students’ thoughts, words and 

actions. Thus, the visual form of the word includes three elements: service, curricular 

learning and constant reflection between the two (fig 1.). 

Because the purpose of my research is also to test the suitability of the method to the 

Finnish curriculum, I wanted to find a good Finnish translation for the word. I found two 

options in the very limited literature that exists in Finnish language: palveluoppiminen and 

vapaaehtoistyön kautta oppiminen. The first one means literally service-learning, while the 

second means learning through volunteer work. The likely reason why some would prefer 

to use the longer word is, because service, palvelu, has a very different connotation in 

Finnish than it does in English. Service is most readily linked with service professionals such 

as waiters, flight attendants, baristas etc. Sometimes it is even linked with court-ordered 

community service as a punishment for minor crimes. However, the longer option uses the 

phrase volunteer work instead of service. As I will later establish, volunteer work and 

service have very different implications. I also believe that the Finnish language could use 

a word closer to what service means in English. The idea of offering one’s service to one’s 

community in either formal or informal settings is not widely discussed in Finland, and I 

SERVICE-LEARNING 

Reflection on concepts that connect the two. 

Curricular learning 
Meaningful community action 

Figure 2. Components of Service-Learning. The figure illustrates how the visual form of the word includes the different 
components. 
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think it should be. Therefore, I choose to use the word palveluoppiminen, with the hopes 

that if it becomes popular in Finland, it could help redefining what service, palvelu, means 

to us Finns.  

Service-learning can take place in different levels, starting from pre-primary up to higher 

education. Most research I encountered concerns service-learning in higher education, 

where graduate- or post-graduate students of different disciplines are guided to implement 

and supplement their learning in practical projects that benefit communities. A major 

portion of service-learning research revolves around the academic service-learning 

movement in higher education. Since my students are younger, I will be mainly using 

service-learning literature that concerns the K-12 age groups (pre-primary, primary, 

secondary and high school). Despite the differences between the discourses around K-12 

and academic service-learning programmes, at its core, all service-learning circles around 

the same principle: students’ learning is enhanced by trying to solve real problems from 

within a real community (Fleener, Jewett, Smolen, & Carson, 2011, p. 14). Because of this, 

I will also use literature from the realm of academic service-learning when describing 

principles that are adaptable to K-12 programs. 

Two strands emerge from literature: traditional and critical service-learning. Mitchell 

(2008) developed a comprehensive analysis of the elements that distinguish these two 

strands. She explains that critical service-learning has three features that link with critical 

theory, and in that sense with Paulo Freire. Firstly, critical service-learning works to 

redistribute power amongst all participants in the relationship, including students, teachers, 

parents, community partners and school administration. Secondly, critical service-learning 

strives to develop authentic relationships in the classroom and in the community. Thirdly, 

critical service-learning does not stop at addressing immediate community needs, but work 

for social change. (Mitchell, 2008, p. 50) Throughout the following paragraphs I will explore 

the implications of critical pedagogy to service-learning. 

2.2.1. History and theoretical background 

Service-learning is a relatively new pedagogy, with most of its literature and research 

written from the 1990s onwards. While still devoid of a solid, holistic theoretical framework, 

many of its theoretical elements stem from the philosophers of antiquity (Speck & Hoppe, 
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2004, p. 1). Here I will briefly narrate the history of service-learning and highlight some of 

its more recent theoretical influences. 

While philosophers such as Plato, Socrates, John Locke, Immanuel Kant and many others 

who wrote about education have always agreed that an outcome of education should be 

an ethically and socially conscious citizen, even civil servant, the idea that community 

service would be a part of the curriculum and a method through which knowledge of other 

fields of study is acquired, is rather new. (Speck & Hoppe, 2004, pp. 3-4) 

The idea that real life experiences could be used as a method of learning was a significant 

contribution from John Dewey, an early systematic proponent of progressive education 

and experiential learning, who is often cited as a foundational reference in service-learning 

theory, although he never used the term himself (Stewart, 2011, p. 51). Dewey departed 

from the early modern rationalism and empiricism of the beginning of the 20th century. In 

his time, education was mostly acquired through a didactic approach where students were 

lectured about the basic facts they would need in order to solve future problems. In 

contrast, Dewey argued that knowledge is a tool to cope with the world, and is best 

acquired when students are continually applying their knowledge to respond to real 

challenges. Their knowledge grows as they reflect on these challenges, uncover areas of 

knowledge needed to respond to the problem, and learn in constant interaction with 

experience and reality. Not only is this type of learning more effective, according to Dewey, 

because the students have to immediately apply the knowledge they learn, but also more 

engaging and motivating because the learning happens in the students’ actual life context, 

and there is no need to artificially make it interesting. (Speck & Hoppe, 2004, p. 5) 

Dewey himself never outlined a pedagogy based on community service, and not all 

Deweyan pedagogy can be considered service-learning, since there are other ways of 

teaching students through real-life experiences. As strategy that asks students to apply 

knowledge to solve social problems, service-learning is, however, no doubt a type of 

Deweyan pedagogy. Service-learning asks students to concern themselves with very 

specific types of real-life problems. Although Dewey himself did not advocate for social 

justice to be the focus of the problems, some of this focus on social issues, justice and civic 

engagement can also be derived from Dewey’s commitment to democracy in education 
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and his emphasis of knowledge and learning as social activities (Speck & Hoppe, 2004, pp. 

6-7).  

Dewey and his colleagues and students in the University of Chicago founded a Laboratory 

School where, on one hand, educational researchers were experimenting with new, 

progressive, experiential pedagogies, and on the other, students were learning by applying 

scientific problem-solving to real life challenges. Under Dewey’s wing one of his disciples, 

William H. Kilpatrick, developed what he calls the project method, where all learning was 

organized around projects, a significant element in service-learning. (Speck & Hoppe, 2004, 

p. 8)  

One of the first explicit proposals for a service-learning type pedagogy was outlined by Paul 

Hanna in his 1936 book Youth Serves Community. With a foreword from William Kilpatrick, 

this book describes a pedagogy where students enhance their own skills by serving social 

needs in projects related to public safety, civic beauty, community health, industrial 

improvement, protection of resources, local history and fostering arts (Speck & Hoppe, 

2004, p. 8). 

One of the main critiques of progressive education from proponents of liberal education 

was its lack of rigor – there was a fear that in the midst of exciting but complicated projects, 

students would not have the time to memorize the important scientific and factual 

concepts they would need when they enter the workforce. Dewey’s response was simple. 

He never advocated for a complete abandonment of instruction by a teacher, and asserted 

that the students must be given relevant knowledge which they then were responsible to 

apply to the problem at hand. The types of experiences that the students are exposed to 

should also be very broad, not to prepare students for a specific task, but to be able to face 

any challenge they may later encounter in life. This assures a broad base of knowledge and 

makes possible, even necessary, the rigorous study of sciences and arts. (Speck & Hoppe, 

2004, pp. 9-10) 

Another critique coming from a positivist, “value-neutral” viewpoint argues that service-

learning and progressive education in general take too much standing on values. 

Proponents of this viewpoint argue that education should give students factual knowledge 

and an overview of different values, but not take a stand on how these values should be 

preferred, that is, applied, to society and social problems (Speck & Hoppe, 2004, p. 9). 
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Dewey’s own approach was that there is no timeless set of eternally applicable values, and 

that each situation deserves its own solution. He was not an advocate of socialist, 

anticapitalist or antimarket agenda, but rather wanted his students to innovate new 

solutions to each problem. Purely Deweyan service-learning is, according to Speck and 

Hoppe, relatively neutral (2004, p. 11). I do not fully agree with this, because Dewey 

advocated for a democratic society, which is not a neutral goal, but it is far less radically 

value-laden than, for instance, service-learning based on Freire. 

Today, service-learning practitioners and researchers come from different moral 

backgrounds and while some of them practice service-learning as a rather ambivalent 

pedagogy that is merely advocating a spirit of helpfulness, many attach a world view or an 

agenda to their method, more or less transparently. As previously explained, this research 

is based on the stated goals and ethical implications of Paulo Freire’s work combined with 

and modified by my own thoughts. From my overview of service-learning literature I 

conclude that many proponents of the pedagogy welcome the opportunity to challenge a 

positivist or morally relativistic view of research and education, and openly state their 

vision not only for what is, but also for what ought to be. I join these ranks as I claim openly 

that my version of service-learning does not aim to be ethically neutral, but makes bold 

statements about humans, the world and the potential our relationship with the world has. 

I am compelled by my critical perspective to highlight another contribution that is often 

left out in service-learning origins narrative. It is the significant work of Jane Addams, 

relevant also because her work was contemporary to Dewey’s and exerted influence on 

him, as they both lived and worked in Chicago. While his contribution was mainly 

theoretical, she developed service-learning practice in her Hull House settlement and 

introduced partnerships and neighborhood involvement as essential elements of service-

learning (Daynes & Longo, 2004). The Hull House settlement offered mostly European 

working class immigrants a community where they lived, but could also develop their 

talents by learning and teaching knowledge, skills and crafts to each other. Dewey actually 

visited the Hull House in 1891 and was extremely impressed by the work that was done 

there. In a personal letter to Jane Addams he said he got insight into how things should be 

done and he was convinced she had found the right way. After this the two became friends 

and formed a partnership between University of Chicago and the Hull House. Instead of 
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arguing who preceded who, we can say that the two influenced and complemented each 

other in the practical and theoretical aspects of developing pedagogy (Daynes & Longo, 

2004, p. 9). If John Dewey was the father of service-learning, Jane Addams was its mother. 

For the time when progressive experiential education was out of vogue from around 1940s 

to 1985 (Speck & Hoppe, 2004, p. 12), service-learning continued to develop, this time 

associated with social justice movements. These movements were particularly strong in 

Black communities, who arose to oppose Jim Crow laws and segregation in the South. 

While neither the Civil Rights Movement, spearheaded by Martin Luther King, Jr., nor the 

Black Nationalist movement, led by Malcolm X used service-learning explicitly, they 

developed programs that aimed for social change. While very differing in methods, the 

former being non-violent and the latter militant, they both used community education and 

community service as important elements of their programs. The Black Panther Party 

synthesized and systematized some of these efforts, and ran, alongside its more aggressive 

methods, community development programs that were vital to many impoverished 

neighbourhoods, offering medical attention and food services to those in need, while 

educating the activists working in their lines about policies, law and political action  (Oden 

& Casey, 2007). I wanted to highlight this part of service-learning history because service-

learning discourse has been criticized of its Whiteness – in particular leaving out non-White 

contributions to its development. (Bocci, 2015; Hernandez, 2016) 

Despite earlier, remarkable efforts to combine civic action, experience and learning, the 

word service-learning seems to have been used for the first time in 1966. Since then, the 

concept gathered momentum as it was institutionalized through federal and state 

legislation, schools and colleges that adopted service-learning as a formal policy, and a 

growing body of scholarship. Service-learning became a solid method with its own 

conferences, literacy, definitions, organizations, funding streams and best practices. By 

2008, about a third of American high schools offered service-learning programs. (Levine, 

2011, p. 344) 

In recent years, service-learning research has advanced to the point where there is a high 

demand for clear research frameworks, to enable more rigorous research with clear 

parameters. Another need is to develop articulated theories for service-learning 

scholarship. Service-learning started from a practical and social justice background, and 
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each researcher is using a combination of different theories, because no holistic view of 

the philosophy behind service-learning has been outlined (Fleener, Jewett, Smolen, & 

Carson, 2011, p. 3). My thesis will not attempt to create such a theory, but it will use 

Freirean critical pedagogy as a lens that can give service-learning practice the depth that 

comes from having a philosophy and vision behind action. 

Currently, in mainstream practice, service-learning is seen as a way to cultivate civic 

engagement, and to respond to a problem of political idleness in current young generations. 

It is also seen as a way to foster capacities the students will need as they enter the 

workforce, such as learning how to build community connections. (Speck & Hoppe, 2004, 

p. 16) From a critical perspective, this is not enough. Critical service-learning aims for 

transformation of society, not merely activating the young to contribute to society as it is. 

This leads us to a current debate that is steering different types of service-learning practice. 

This debate revolves around the age-old question – do we educate to integrate youth into 

society, or to help them change it. The answer depends on whether we are using traditional 

or transformational youth development as a background. Diemer, Voight and Mark 

articulate this debate in their article Youth Development in Traditional and 

Transformational Service-Learning Programs (2011). A service-learning practitioner whose 

view of youth development is traditional aims to educate good citizens who have political 

skill and know how to serve the needs of their community and influence the world through 

and within the current system. A practitioner who views youth through the lens of 

transformative youth development aims for the youth to be able to recognize injustices 

caused by systemic flaws in society, and to work for social transformation. In projects of 

this type, the focus is on addressing root causes of social problems instead of merely fixing 

them through traditional means. Both elements are needed. Often projects that address 

root causes are very challenging and offer less sense of gratification, because influencing 

lasting social change takes time. For this reason, especially beginner service-learners might 

benefit more from simpler projects where the results are clear and rewarding. However, 

as I am using Freirean critical pedagogy as a theoretical background, I cannot be satisfied 

with a traditional understanding of educating young people to be good citizens of a society 

that is based on broken and biased systems. To me, the goal of critical service-learning is 

to help raise young people who can look at entire systems critically and through creative 
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action take steps to transform those systems. They transform themselves as they are 

transforming society. They adopt a posture of learning and they look at every choice they 

make critically, reflecting on its influence on their own growth as well as society at large. 

This debate is strongly linked with the discourse between traditional service-learning and 

critical service-learning (Mitchell, 2008). Traditional service-learning practitioners tend to 

look at young people through the lens of traditional youth development theory, whereas 

service-learning practices that are critical of current power structures represent ideas 

similar to transformative youth development theory. 

2.2.2. Defining (a life of) service 

Offering service towards the well-being of society is a very personal experience but 

simultaneously links us to the very destiny of society. It is a powerful link between the 

individual and society, and can transform both. Here I will offer my value statements 

related to service – attitudes that I want to raise in my students but also to have towards 

my own work as a teacher. 

It is easiest to begin with a simple and straight forward definition of service. In service-

learning literature it is often defined as action that aims to “meet the needs of a community” 

(Diemer, Voight, & Mark, 2011, p. 160). The critical approach to service-learning 

emphasizes that it is not enough to merely meet community needs, but to question their 

root causes and work to advance social justice in the community. A student is not only 

helping someone but contributing to change. (Mitchell, 2008, pp. 51, 55) 

A desired outcome of service-learning is a service orientation. It means that students begin 

to see themselves as part of the common good, and recognize in themselves the capacity 

to bring value to their community (Diemer, Voight, & Mark, 2011, p. 162).  Acquiring a 

service orientation is, of course, a process that extends longer than the duration of one 

project. Here, I will not only define a single act of service, nor merely a service orientation, 

but a life of service. At best, service-learning instils in the young members of society a desire 

to lead a life of service and social awareness and gives them a sense of purpose. 

To this end, it might be useful to consider a few other concepts that contribute to a deeper 

understanding of service. Fundación para la Aplicación y Enseñanza de las Ciencias 
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(FUNDAEC) offers a very useful conceptual framework for a life of service in their course 

material for social action (2010). I have gathered to the chart below the main concepts 

described in the material and a few other concepts from Freire and service-learning 

literature. The reader is sometimes addressed as “you”, because many of the concepts 

discussed touch an individual’s posture towards service, and become easier to understand 

when one tries to relate personally. I will then make a few remarks on the differences 

between service, philanthropy and charity. 

Element Concept in a life of service 

Conviction Nobility of the human being and essential oneness of humankind. By 

oneness of humankind is meant that all conceptions of superiority or 

inferiority of human beings based on race, ethnicity, culture, gender, 

religion or other categorization are unfounded; that while diverse, 

humanity is essentially one species; and that striving for the wellbeing of 

all humankind without the exclusion of some is, indeed, possible. 

(FUNDAEC, 2010, p. 41) 

Critical faith in the power of humans to “make and remake, to create and 

re-create, faith in their vocation to be more fully human”. (Freire, 1970, p. 

72) 

Purpose Twofold: to advance the well-being of society, and your personal 

intellectual and spiritual growth. Each individual has unique talents and 

characteristics. Through service, you can develop and refine these qualities 

and use them to promote the welfare of humankind. (FUNDAEC, 2010, pp. 

13, 41) 

Vision A prosperous, ever-advancing world society available to the entire human 

family, not divided by racial, ethnic, religious, gender or other dividing 

factors, and sustainable for other living creatures and the planet. 

(FUNDAEC, 2010, p. 41) 

Attitudes • Profound love for the world and for the people. This love takes the 

form of courage and commitment to others. (Freire, 1970, p. 70) 
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• Humility. No sense of superiority or paternalism.  You belong to the 

community you are serving, and see yourself and others as potential 

collaborators and beneficiaries (FUNDAEC, 2010, pp. 41, 73). You do 

not project ignorance to others. You recognize that all have valuable 

knowledge. You see yourself and others as people who are 

attempting, together, to learn more than you know now. (Freire, 

1970, p. 71) 

• Joy and enthusiasm, not doing things begrudgingly. (Freire, 1993, p. 

32) Sincere, primarily not driven by selfish motives such as money 

or power (FUNDAEC, 2010, p. 41). Active, energizing hope that 

transformation is possible. (Freire, 1996, pp. 8-9) 

• Collaboration. Service is a shared effort where anyone’s unique 

talents can find a place. There is no competition, instead, 

participants accompany one another to advance in their path of 

service. (FUNDAEC, 2010, p. 41) Collaborators are able to trust each 

other, because their actions coincide with their words. (Freire, 

1970, p. 72) 

• Attitude of learning – obstacles are overcome with patience by 

reflecting and consulting together and learning from challenges. 

There is no fear of failure and mistakes are seen as opportunities to 

grow. (FUNDAEC, 2010, pp. 41, 73) 

Institutions Service recognizes the influence of social structures on the well-being of a 

community and strives to influence them positively (Mitchell, 2008, p. 51). 

Any institutions created for organizing service are not motivated by power, 

but concern themselves with mobilizing the talents and energies of the 

members of society towards its well-being. (FUNDAEC, 2010, p. 41) 

Leadership Historically leaders have heaped misfortune on the vast majority of 

humankind. Leadership needs to be redefined completely. True leadership 

is to inspire and assist others to undertake noble acts of service. This kind 

of leadership can, in itself, be considered service. (FUNDAEC, 2010, p. 41) 
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Time Continued long-term effort as well as intense activity such as events and 

projects. Commitment. (Daynes & Longo, 2004, p. 10) 

Coherence A life of service is a coherent life. Any aspect of life can contribute to the 

well-being of others. Studies, hobbies, starting a family, occupation, time 

spent in different social spaces and other areas of life can all increase a 

person’s capacity for service and offer different arenas for transformative 

action. (FUNDAEC, 2010, pp. 43, 47) 

Table 1. Conceptual framework for a life of service 

Service projects or processes always have a social context, the community within which the 

service takes place. Different programs are more and less conscious about the relationship 

between the young person and the community they are serving. Critical service-learning is 

intentional about fostering between youth and the community relationships that are 

participatory, not paternalistic (Mitchell, 2008, p. 51).  As the Attitudes row in Table 1 

indicates, the definition of service used in this thesis demands, that those who serve do not 

separate themselves from those who are being served. In other words, students in service-

learning programs must feel that they are a part of the community they are serving, and in 

this way avoid feelings of superiority, pity or paternalism. There should not be an “us” and 

“them”; providers of service and the “Others”; servants, those who serve, and servees, 

those who are being served. This does not always have to mean that students do their 

service-projects within their own neighbourhood or demographic community, although 

these contexts make it easy to help students identify strongly with the community they are 

serving. It does mean, however, that participants in a critical service-learning programme, 

in particular the teacher, must make efforts to bridge the gap between “us” and “them”, 

even if the students clearly belong to a demographic different than those most influenced 

by the project.  

In America, the birthplace of service-learning, this challenge often arises when adolescents 

from predominantly white institutions do service-learning projects in underprivileged 

neighbourhoods of colour (Van der Dussen, 2009, p. 26). Our project with the 6th graders 

posed a similar problem – my students came predominantly from upper middle class 

ethnically Finnish families, and those their project mostly concerned were refugees and 

immigrants mainly from the Middle East. The challenge is to have the students identify a 



 

 

36 

community to which both belong, a community whose well-being increases when all of its 

members’ needs are met. This way they can understand that their project for the 

integration of refugees and immigrants concerns them too, because they are, also, living in 

Oulu, and influenced by each other’s well-being. Ward and Wolf-Wendel (2000) urge 

service-learning practitioners to use language that creates in the students an attitude of 

“doing with” a community rather than “doing for”. This way participants recognize that the 

problems being addressed through service-learning impact all of us as a community 

(Mitchell, 2008, p. 57).  

Already Jane Addams recognized and addressed the same challenge:  

We find in ourselves the longing for a wider union than that of family or class...but 

we fail to realize that all men are hoping; and are part of the same movement of 

which we are a part. Many of the difficulties in philanthropy come from an 

unconscious division of the world into the philanthropists and those to be helped. It 

is an assumption of two classes, and against this class assumption our democratic 

training revolts as soon as we begin to act upon it. (2002/1899, p. 62) 

Her philosophy did not view service-learning as a way to deliver services to passive poor 

recipients who could not help themselves. She believed instead that service was an 

obligation linked with citizenship, and involved co-creating well-being by those with shared 

interests (Daynes & Longo, 2004, p. 11). People who share interests might share cultural 

elements or inhabit the same living spaces; the block, the neighbourhood or village, the 

city, region or country. One can even feel kinship and connection because we share this 

planet, the Earth as our home. Presumably, the closer to one’s everyday reality this living 

space is, the easier it is to identify with. Naturally, when doing a project on global warming, 

it is relatively easy for students to understand that the issue touches us all. When dealing 

with, for example, urban farming as a way to tackle food deserts in the South Side of 

Chicago, it might take more effort for a young person from an affluent neighbourhood to 

understand how addressing this injustice concerns her. In her service, she will encounter 

the social structures that make up our society, and understand that working to do away 

with these injustices liberates her, too, to become more fully human (Freire, 1970, p. 38). 

She will also recognize that a society cannot be fully liberated if any part of it is suffering or 

under oppression. 
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This attention to how those who serve identify with the community they are serving is an 

important difference between service and, say, charity or philanthropy. Charity often 

consists of someone with means giving to someone without means. As discussed in 

previous paragraphs, this setup creates an otherness between the giver and the receiver. 

It may foster paternalistic attitudes in students and should be avoided. Another difference 

is that, while charity and philanthropy often focus on giving money or goods to those in 

need, service projects go beyond this. Of course, elements of fundraising and material 

means may also be required to achieve project goals, but money alone does not solve 

problems. Service always requires social action. (CPS Civic Engagement & Service-Learning, 

2015, p. 5) 

This question of charitable service has been at the root of one of the fiercest debates in 

service-learning pedagogy during the past two decades. Some educators favour simple 

charitable acts of service while others advocate for political activism or social change. Many 

argue that direct, simple acts of service is a good place to start, but not enough in itself: 

critical service, the aim of which is societal transformation, must increase in complexity and 

reach a level where deep societal structures are addressed. (Daynes & Longo, 2004, p. 9) 

Chicago Public Schools, where I did an internship at the Civic Engagement and Service-

Learning Team, solved this problem by promoting three types of service activities: direct 

service, indirect service and advocacy or awareness projects. Because my students’ 

projects were related to refugees, I will give examples of each type of project related to 

that issue. Direct service consists of relatively simple projects where the students actually 

meet those whom their work influences, such as cooking nutritious food at a refugee centre. 

Indirect service may benefit a larger group of people because it usually involves providing 

organizational support for a community partner, such as arranging a hygiene supplies drive 

to help a refugee organization. Advocacy and awareness projects are targeted at 

structures of society and aim to change the way communities or institutions perceive things 

or function. For example, a class might organize a community education event or festival 

to give refugees and local populations the possibility to learn about each other and build 

relationships, or petition local governance to improve specific conditions at a refugee 

centre. One project may combine any of the three different types of service. (CPS Civic 

Engagement & Service-Learning, 2015, p. 17) 
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Another interesting way to solve this contrast between addressing immediate community 

needs or addressing root causes of social ills comes, once again, from Jane Addams’s Hull 

House. Hull House was focused on addressing problems of the neighbourhood where it was 

located (Near West Side of Chicago), whether they were essential needs or structural 

reform. Because it had a permanent location, it had a sense of commitment to that 

community. This long-term, committed neighbourhood presence made it possible that 

every action, whether it was addressing essential needs or structural reform, could be seen 

in a larger context of public problem-solving. (Daynes & Longo, 2004, p. 10) 

Neighbourhood schools might benefit from establishing service-learning programmes that 

are committed to and focused mainly on the well-being of that neighbourhood. In that way, 

both simple acts of charitable service and projects that aim for systemic change can find 

their place. Of course, in such programmes, it is important to zoom out occasionally so that 

students get a global perspective on what they are doing. 

Critical service-learning literature seems to have one definition of service that I do not fully 

subscribe to. For example, Mitchell argues that service means responding to the root 

causes of social inequalities (Mitchell, 2008, p. 56). I understand the motivation for this 

type of argumentation. Critical service-learning advocates want to make sure that students 

are not merely addressing immediate community needs, but identifying and challenging 

the structural injustices that create the need for service (Mitchell, 2008, p. 57). However, 

there is an underlying assumption that if there are no social inequalities, there is no need 

for service. I disagree with this notion, because although today the need is for people who 

are willing to tackle social injustices through their service, that does not mean that service 

becomes unnecessary if there were no injustices. Service can be seen as any contribution 

to the advancement of society. Even if we imagine a utopia with no social injustice, service 

can have an important role as individuals and communities strive to use their capacities to 

advance arts, sciences and social and spiritual well-being. There is no ceiling to 

development. Civilization is ever-advancing. In this context service is a “relationship 

between people who bring the full resources of their combined humanity to the table and 

share them generously” (Remen, 2000, p. 198). Choosing a life of service, therefore, does 

not necessitate inequality, although the rampant inequality of today’s world creates an 

urgency for it.  
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2.2.3. Quality practice 

While it has been difficult to find agreement on the definition of service-learning, there is 

relative consensus of the standards of quality practice, especially in primary and secondary 

education service-learning (Billig, 2000, p. 660). As the review in the previous sub-chapter 

shows, service-learning can have extremely positive results for students’ academic and 

social life. However, these benefits are not automatic. As service-learning has become 

more popular, it follows that it is being practiced in an increasing variety of ways. Not all 

practices yield the results described above. (Billig, 2007) 

In 1998, revised in 2008, National Youth Leadership Council and National Service-Learning 

Cooperative compiled years of research and studied the essential elements of quality 

practice in service-learning for students between kindergarten and 12th grade (K-12) (Celio, 

Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011, p. 166). Eight signifiers of quality practice emerged, each with 

statistical evidence of effectiveness in several studies either in the field of service-learning 

or a closely related form of pedagogical reform (Billig, 2007). Below I will briefly introduce 

each of the eight indicators for quality practice. The texts in the boxes and the numbered 

lists are directly from the official K-12 Standards for Service-Learning Quality Practice 

(National Youth Leadership Council, 2008).   

 

Link to Curriculum 

Service-learning is 

intentionally used as an 

instructional strategy to 

meet learning goals 

and/or content standards. 

Indicators:  

1. Service-learning has clearly articulated learning goals. 

2. Is aligned with the academic and/or programmatic 
curriculum. 

3. Helps participants learn how to transfer knowledge and skills 
from one setting to another. 

4. Takes place in schools, is formally recognized in school board 
policies and student records.  
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Reflection 

Service-learning 

incorporates multiple 

challenging reflection 

activities that are ongoing 

and that prompt deep 

thinking and analysis 

about oneself and one’s 

relationship to society. 

Indicators: 

1. Reflection includes a variety of verbal, written, artistic, and 
nonverbal activities to demonstrate understanding and 
changes in participants’ knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes. 

2. Occurs before, during, and after the service experience. 

3. Prompts participants to think deeply about complex 
community problems and alternative solutions. 

4. Encourages participants to examine their preconceptions 
and assumptions in order to explore and understand their 
roles and responsibilities as citizens. 

5. Encourages participants to examine a variety of social and 
civic issues related to their service-learning experience so that 
participants understand connections to public policy and civic 
life. 

 

Youth Voice 

Service-learning provides 

youth with a strong voice 

in planning, 

implementing, and 

evaluating service-

learning experiences with 

guidance from adults. 

Indicators: 

1. Service-learning engages youth in generating ideas during 
the planning, implementation, and evaluation processes. 

2. Involves youth in the decision-making process throughout 
the service-learning experiences. 

3. Involves youth and adults in creating an environment that 
supports trust and open expression of ideas. 

4. Promotes acquisition of knowledge and skills to enhance 
youth leadership and decision-making. 

5. Involves youth in evaluating the quality and effectiveness 

of the service-learning experience 
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Partnerships 

Service-learning 

partnerships are 

collaborative, mutually 

beneficial, and address 

community needs. 

Indicators: 

1. Service-learning involves a variety of partners, including 
youth, educators, families, community members, 
community-based organizations, and/or businesses. 

2. Partnerships are characterized by frequent and regular 
communication to keep all partners well-informed about 
activities and progress. 

3. Partners collaborate to establish a shared vision and set 
common goals to address community needs. 

4. Partners collaboratively develop and implement action 
plans to meet specified goals. 

5. Partners share knowledge and understanding of school and 
community assets and needs, and view each other as valued 
resources. 

 

Diversity 

Service-learning promotes 

understanding of diversity 

and mutual respect 

among all participants. 

Indicators: 

1. Service-learning helps participants identify and analyse 
different points of view to gain understanding of multiple 
perspectives. 

2. Helps participants develop interpersonal skills in conflict 
resolution and group decision-making. 

3. Helps participants actively seek to understand and value 
the diverse backgrounds and perspectives of those offering 
and receiving service. 

4. Encourages participants to recognize and overcome 
stereotypes. 

Meaningful Service 

Service-learning actively 

engages participants in 

meaningful and personally 

relevant service activities. 

Indicators: 

1. Service-learning experiences are appropriate to participant 
ages and developmental abilities. 

2. Addresses issues that are personally relevant to the 
participants. 

3. Provides participants with interesting and engaging service 
activities. 

4. Encourages participants to understand their service 
experiences in the context of the underlying societal issues 
being addressed. 

5. Leads to attainable and visible outcomes that are valued by 
those being served. 
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Celio, Durlak and Dymnicki have conducted a meta-analysis of studies that focus on the 

influence of service-learning on students. In that analysis they also asked, whether the 

presence of standards for quality practice had any influence on the effectiveness of service-

learning programs. They used the same eight standards listed above, but were only able to 

account for four of them, due to insufficient data. They were able to control for link with 

curriculum, youth voice, community partnerships and reflection. 

There were two interesting findings. Firstly, a fairly large percentage (21%) of the programs 

studied in the meta-analysis did not report the presence of any of the eight standards for 

quality practice. 33% reported the presence of one standard, 15% reported the presence 

of two standards, 16% reported the presence of three standards and only 15% of the 

Duration & Intensity 

Service-learning has 

sufficient duration and 

intensity to address 

community needs and 

meet specified outcomes. 

Indicators: 

1. Service-learning includes the processes of investigating 
community needs, preparing for service, action, reflection, 
demonstration of learning and impacts, and celebration. 

2. Is conducted during concentrated blocks of time across a 
period of several weeks or months. 

3. Experiences provide enough time to address identified 
community needs and achieve learning outcomes. 

 

Progress Monitoring 

Service-learning engages 

participants in an ongoing 

process to assess the 

quality of implementation 

and progress towards 

meeting specified goals, 

and uses results for 

improvement and 

sustainability. 

Indicators: 

1. Participants collect evidence of progress toward meeting 
specific service goals and learning outcomes from multiple 
sources throughout the service- learning experience. 

2. Participants collect evidence of the quality of service-
learning implementation from multiple sources throughout 
the service-learning experience. 

3. Participants use evidence to improve service-learning 
experiences. 

4. Participants communicate evidence of progress toward 
goals and outcomes with the broader community, including 
policy-makers and education leaders, to deepen service-
learning understanding and ensure that high quality practices 
are sustained. 
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programs reported using four standards of quality practice (Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011, 

pp. 172-173). It seems likely that too many service-learning programs are overlooking or at 

least not rigorously practicing enough of the standards for quality practice. 74% of the 

programs reported using reflection, which had the highest prevalence in the programs, but 

the fact that the rest of the projects did not mention using reflection at all means that there 

are service-learning programs out there with poor quality. Using the definitions for service-

learning that I use in this research, such projects would not even quality as service-learning.  

Secondly, those programs that did implement one or more standards of quality practice, 

had significantly higher levels of effectiveness than those that did not. Due to insufficient 

data, the study was not able to determine if applying more standards of quality practice 

would mean more effective learning. Moreover, different standards for quality practice 

may hold different significance for different age groups. For example, student voice may 

be more significant for older students, and age-appropriate service activities may be 

particularly valuable for younger children. (Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011, p. 175) 

All in all, the standards for quality practice are an important consideration for any 

practitioner who is preparing for a service-learning project or assessing it. A word of caution 

from the perspective of critical service-learning is necessary here. Not all service produces 

the same kind of learning. Traditional service-learning has been criticized of making it 

possible for students to form paternalistic attitudes towards the community they are 

serving, strengthening a notion of “us and them”, validating in students’ minds the 

hierarchical structures that create social and economic inequality, preserving and even 

fostering student’s prejudices towards a population and mobilizing privileged students to 

embrace and participate in perpetuating systems of privilege. Indeed, if the students do 

not have the opportunity to prepare themselves by understanding the root causes of the 

issue they are tackling, if they are not provided with the space to problem-solve some of 

these root causes with their own voices, if their actions are not linked, at least partly, to 

social justice, and if they have no opportunities to reflect on the deeper implications of 

their service, the service experience becomes, at best, flat. It is therefore essential that the 

teacher is intentional about helping the students analyse the root causes of the issues they 

are studying from a critical perspective. (Mitchell, 2008, p. 51) 
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This critical perspective is implicitly, but only partly visible in the current standards for 

recommended practice. Particularly the recommendations related to youth voice and 

reflection, as well as indicator #4 under meaningful service can already foster a critical 

approach to service-learning. However, it would be an interesting, and eventually 

necessary project to translate these quality practice recommendations to more perfectly 

reflect critical pedagogy and to fit the Finnish school system. 

2.2.4. The service-learning cycle 

A service-learning project usually follows a cycle with different phases. There is a variety of 

models for such a cycle. The current model advocated by the National Youth Leadership 

Council is called the IPARD –model. It includes five phases: Investigation, Preparation, 

Action, Reflection and Demonstration (National Youth Leadership Council, 2013). Other 

models might include Evaluation (E) added to the very end of the litany, or exclude some 

of the phases. In my thesis I will use a simpler model for two reasons.  

Firstly, all models I have seen in literature include at least the three components I will use, 

namely, preparation, action and reflection. Secondly, the additional elements inside, for 

example, the IPARD model (Investigation, Preparation, Action, Reflection, Demonstration), 

can be fitted into the cycle of preparation, action and reflection without making them 

separate phases. This gives more flexibility to when the different phases of the cycle take 

place.  

For example, the I, which stands for investigation or inquiry, can be seen as the main 

component of the preparation phase. Preparation is, most importantly, the critical 

investigation of the topic at hand, and possibly practical and logistical preparations for the 

action part. D, which stands for demonstration, is not, in my experience, always a necessary 

part of service-learning. It can be very useful for stakeholders and encouraging to the 

students to demonstrate the results of their service, but it is not always applicable or 

necessary. When viable, it can be seen as a part of either the action component, or the 

reflection component. For example, if students have investigated the health impact of 

different foods and rallied a food drive to collect food for families in need, they might also 

decide to educate their families about healthy food and call together an educational event 

where they present their findings and demonstrate their work through presentations, food 
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plates, information boards, videos and picture stories of their service process. This kind of 

demonstration can be seen as an awareness-raising part of the service action, because it 

aims to educate the community about healthy food. Another type of demonstration, which 

might be included in the reflection process, after which students present to school staff, 

other students or each other what they learned through the project and what impact it had 

on the community. E, which stands for evaluation, can easily be seen as an essential part 

of the reflection component. Therefore, investigation, presentation and evaluation can all 

be included in the three main phases: preparation, action and reflection. For these two 

reasons mentioned above, I will present here a service-learning cycle that only includes the 

three main components. 

Some models use charts to show the cycle as a step-by-step process. These models can be 

useful for teachers for pedagogical planning, but should not be taken too rigidly, because 

in reality, especially reflection is an element that occurs throughout the entire duration of 

the project and takes different forms depending on what part of the cycle is going on. 

Below, I will present two charts. The first one is a simple model I have made based on 

Freire’s idea of praxis. It has only two components, critical action and critical reflection. 

This model, while more accurate in terms of what happens on the theoretical level, is not 

very helpful for a teacher who is planning a service-learning project and needs to think 

about when different forms of reflection might take place in different parts of the process. 

The second model, more useful for teachers, is adapted from National Youth Leadership 

Council’s model of a service-learning cycle (National Youth Leadership Council, 2013). 

In figure 3, the grey arrow represents reflection. Freire makes it very clear that action and 

reflection are not distinct phases but happen simultaneously (Freire, 1970, p. 109). The 

action is complemented by reflection, whereas in figure 4, reflection is a distinct, 

chronologically separate part of the process. In service-learning literature, many authors 

remind practitioners that guided and intentional reflection should happen throughout the 

service-learning experience, even though there is a separate, structured space reserved for 

reflecting in the end of each project (Stewart, 2011, p. 38). 
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Figure 3: Action and reflection in Freire's model of praxis 

 

 
Figure 4: Service-learning cycle 

To understand the two visuals together, one can think that the grey line of reflection in 

figure 3 is embedded in the project phases of figure 4. In the preparation phase reflection 

takes the form of reflection for action. During the action phase there is reflection in action. 
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In the reflection phase participants reflect on action. In essence, preparation is just another 

name for pre-service reflection, and in this way, the two models can be reconciled.  

While figure 4 helps in lesson planning, in the light of figure 3 the teacher understands that 

one cycle of service-learning is not just a single project that helps students feel more 

motivated in school, but an essential part of a whole process of lifelong learning, where the 

student becomes increasingly conscious of the society they live in and learn to transform it 

together with others. In this context, each service-learning project gets a new meaning and 

requires a level of depth that goes beyond addressing immediate community needs, but 

rather seeks to understand underlying processes of society, how they are formed and how 

they could be re-formed. Each project is not a separate cycle, but builds on the previous 

ones towards critical consciousness in the students, and structural change in society, as 

depicted in figure 3. 

The projects are not merely aiming to give a student an understanding of a specific issue, 

meet curricular goals or give them life-skills for surviving in this society, but rather 

developing attitudes, qualities and skills that lead to a lifelong commitment to contributing 

to a transformation of society. 

Likewise, in this light a service-learning program is not merely a pedagogical method the 

school has chosen to adopt. Critical service-learning programs, implemented around the 

world, could be seen as seeds of an entirely new type of education. This pedagogy, of 

course, is not ready yet, but as it is developed by practitioners who themselves are 

becoming increasingly critically conscious, it may evolve into a system of education that 

could replace the systems that currently perpetuate social or spiritual oppression (see 

chapter 2.1.1 under the title “Education to transform”). 

In the next three chapters I will introduce each of the three parts of a service-learning cycle 

in light of critical pedagogy. 

Critical preparation (reflection for action) 

In the preparation phase, students and teachers agree on learning goals, explore the 

underlying concepts from different angles, identify a project, establish and nurture 

community partnerships, make logistical arrangements and plan for how the service 

project will be carried out. The teacher’s role is creating clear lesson plans for this period 
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so that the consultation carried out in class is structured but allows for flexibility and 

creativity. It should be facilitated in a way that invites sharing of opinions and thoughts. 

(CPS Civic Engagement & Service-Learning, 2015, pp. 15-16) 

To create a democratic classroom, the teacher must carefully plan how the students’ voices 

will be a significant part of the projects planning, execution and reflection. The teacher 

must take into account the students’ age and capacities when determining how much 

guidance the students will receive in making decisions and which decisions may have to be 

made by the teacher. Activities must situate students’ experiences and values at the centre 

of the classroom content and create links between them and realities within society. Power 

relations within the classroom change as the space is equally owned by teachers and 

students (Webster & Coffey, 2011, p. 251). Plenty of time must be structured for 

discussions where the class can engage in collaborative decision-making and planning. Billig 

suggests that once the learning goals have been agreed upon by students, staff and 

potential community partners, the goals should be clearly displayed in written form. She 

also reminds teachers that just like for any other lesson plan, differentiation may be needed. 

(Billig, 2007, p. 20) 

In terms of Freirean pedagogy, the most important activity of the preparation phase, that 

is, the exploration of concepts related to social issues, is actually a form of reflection. It is 

“reflection upon the world in order to transform it” (Freire, 1970, p. 33). The starting point 

for the content of the whole service-learning cycle is a present, concrete situation that 

reflects the aspirations of communities the students relate to. This situation is presented 

to the students as a “problem which challenges them and requires a response – not just at 

the intellectual level, but at the level of action” (Freire, 1970, pp. 76-77). The projects I 

carried out with the 6th graders, for instance, derived their content from two situations: the 

influx of refugees to Finland and their integration to and influence on Finnish society. 

Once the problem or situation has been identified, students and teachers engage in an 

investigation on reality around that problem and their perceptions of it. Freire explains that 

each person has a thematic universe surrounding any given facet of reality they are familiar 

with. This thematic universe includes the themes, or concepts, through which a person 

understands a certain reality. I have also used the word conceptual framework to describe 

the same phenomenon. Students and teachers engage in a dialogue where the interactions 
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between each of their thematic universes and the world can give rise to a new 

understanding of the problem at hand. Freire calls this awareness critical consciousness, or 

conscientização (Freire, 1970, p. 100). (Freire, 1970, pp. 77-78) 

Mitchell, a proponent of critical pedagogy, offers several perspectives on how to make sure 

the discussions carried out in the preparation phase achieve sufficient levels of critical 

consciousness. She emphasizes that when examining a theme, students must be guided to 

investigate the root causes of societal problems. For instance, when students are trying to 

understand refugee influx in Europe, they should carefully investigate the causes of this 

movement of populations. If their explanation points towards flaws or weaknesses in 

individuals’ characteristics instead of structural injustices, they have not developed critical 

consciousness over the issue.  (Mitchell, 2008, p. 55) 

Instead, teachers should help their students examine the issue through questions of 

unearned privilege, divisive lines in society, biases, social injustice and unequal distribution 

of power and resources, which create the need for their service (Mitchell, 2008, p. 57). In 

addition to investigating and discussing factual knowledge content relevant to the issue at 

hand, learners should be given space to examine their own identity, personal histories and 

experiences of privilege and oppression. This allows for the development of an authentic 

relationship with the world where the self is not separate. Students reflect on their own 

place in oppressive structures and their role in changing them. Activities that help in 

growing this type of self-awareness include experiential activities, simulation exercises and 

personal reflection. (Mitchell, 2008, p. 61) 

Another question that a teacher must consider when facilitating a critical service-learning 

project is, “whose knowledge is valid?”. I have already discussed the importance of 

dialogue between students and teachers alike. Mitchell adds that finding creative ways to 

invite knowledge from community members can provide inside information about 

community needs and concerns. Community members can also help students and teachers 

see more clearly how problems are caused by structural injustices, especially if students 

and teachers come from a background more privileged than the community they are 

serving. (Mitchell, 2008, pp. 55, 57) 

Mitchell gives practical suggestions on how to achieve the integration of community 

knowledge in classrooms. Bringing community members to the classroom in teaching and 
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issue expert roles is an obvious possibility. She suggests that the service-learning class can 

be reversed by having classes in the community. In general, class configuration makes a big 

difference in trying to move beyond hierarchical power structures within the learning 

environment. The classic configuration where teacher is placed in front of the students can 

be altered by placing everyone, including teachers, students and community members, in 

a circle. This highlights the equal importance of everyone’s voice and gives everyone a good 

view of each other. Mitchell also recommends trying to have classes in less formal spaces, 

for example lounges with comfortable couches, which can reduce estrangement. She 

continues to question whether it always has to be the teacher who facilitates the class. 

Students and community members facilitating a session can approach a topic from a 

surprising new angle that induces creativity (Mitchell, 2008, p. 58). These actions help in 

redefining power within the classroom and bring the dynamics closer to Freire’s vision of 

student-teachers and teacher-students understanding the world together.  

Finally, for service-learning to be critical, it must be able to create authentic relationships 

between collaborators, including students, teachers, community organizations and other 

community members. According to Mitchell, this is often very difficult to achieve due to 

insufficient preparation. Students, especially when coming from a school outside the 

community, do not know much about the community they are going to serve in. They are 

often unprepared for their tasks they are about to do and have little understanding of the 

community organization they will be working with. Community organizations and other 

members do not know much about the students, their histories, knowledge, skills and 

experiences. Service-learning agencies may have an inadequate understanding of the 

purpose and methods of service-learning. Asking students to engage in service action under 

such circumstances is a disservice to both the students and the community, and a missed 

opportunity. Because developing authentic relationships is a desired goal of a critical 

service-learning pedagogy, appropriate preparation for the relationship is extremely 

important. Mitchell’s study shows that authenticity necessitates good communications 

between all parties. Dialogue should be open throughout the service-learning process, and 

long-term partnerships are preferable, in order to create evolving relationships with 

community partners. From the school’s perspective, active listening and effective 

conversation become important in developing positive dialogue. Mitchell found that 
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avoiding academic jargon and slang, co-developing ground rules and working to ensure 

stakeholders have equal voice regardless of age or social status are strategies for effective 

communication. (Mitchell, 2008, p. 60) 

Mitchell summarizes beautifully the spirit of the deliberations in a critical service-learning 

classroom:  

A critical service-learning pedagogy moves beyond simply doing service in 

connection to a course’s academic content to challenging students to articulate their 

own visions for a more just society and investigate and contemplate actions that 

propel society toward those visions. (Mitchell, 2008, p. 55) 

Critical action 

As discussed in many previous sections, one of the challenges of critical service-learning is 

to make sure that the acts of service designed by the students are not merely helping 

someone, but questioning the structural inequities that necessitate their service in the first 

place. This is challenging, because often action that addresses structural problems requires 

a highly sophisticated understanding of the structures that create social injustice and a long 

period of time, as well as specific skills and experience that younger students may not yet 

have. In addition, such long-term projects do not always provide the same sense of 

accomplishment than shorter, more direct projects do. This may disillusion students who 

had high expectations on the impact they would be able to exert. However, service-learning 

has been criticized of being too focused on fulfilling the needs of the students and too little 

concerned with the actual needs of the community. (Mitchell, 2008, p. 52) 

The crucial question is: which is more important, that the acts of service feel meaningful to 

students, or that they address the root causes of a real community need? Researchers offer 

different solutions to this question. Billig reminds, that if the task the students take on is 

too big, such as solving homelessness, the students will likely feel frustrated because their 

efforts do not exert the influence they hoped. She suggests taking on smaller tasks, 

commensurate to their age and capacities, to be able to see the fruits of their labour (2007, 

pp. 24-25). While I think that students do need to experience the sense of fulfilment that 

comes from being able to tangibly improve the world even in a small way, I do not think 

this should happen at the expense of the quality of service to the community. On the 
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contrary, it is important that students understand that profound change does not occur 

overnight, and it takes hard work, sacrifice and long-term commitment to collaboration. 

Service-learning should not become a way to entertain students with feelings of 

gratification. It should help them learn to find joy in overcoming difficulties together, 

laboriously working towards an ideal, enthusiastically engaging in challenging tasks and 

exerting their utmost effort while transforming themselves and their communities. This 

does not mean a life of suffering and pain, but deriving joy from leading a life of meaning, 

and not being shaken by temporary setbacks. It is my experience that working together can 

make even difficult tasks enjoyable, and spice up challenging situations with humour and 

laughter. This is why I strongly advocate for service-learning projects that are planned and 

executed collectively, instead of the common practice of sending students off to different 

community organizations to do a few days of service without the support of his or her peers. 

Mitchell proposes that critical service-learning practitioners must find ways to organize 

community projects that create structures and conditions that promote equality, 

autonomy, cooperation, and sustainability. She warns practitioners from developing 

service-learning programs solely around the interests, skills, schedules and learning agenda 

of the students at the expense of addressing real community needs. She also recognizes 

the difficulty of this task and does not claim that any single project can address an issue in 

such a profound level, but asks practitioners to help students to analyse critically their work 

in the community. (Mitchell, 2008, pp. 53-54)  

I believe there are several ways to address the difficulty of creating projects that address 

the deeper injustices of society. Firstly, service-learning should be an ongoing part of a 

student’s education, not a one-off project with one teacher. This way the student will be 

able to start with simpler projects that address community needs on a basic level, and as 

he grows in capacity and experience, he may take on more challenging tasks and even begin 

to address systemic inequalities together with his classmates. The task of the school is to 

consciously help students build capacity for more complex forms of service. Such an 

experience requires schools to integrate programs of service-learning into their curricula 

instead of merely offering isolated experiences. 

Secondly, when students carry out simpler service projects due to limited resources or 

possibilities, the teacher must ensure that the depth of analysis and reflection is sufficient. 
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As mentioned in the previous section, students must explore the conditions that create the 

need for their service in the first place. Even if they are not able to address those conditions, 

at least they understand them, and are able to put their service in that context. This 

reflection should occur throughout the cycle, during preparation, action as well as 

reflection. 

Thirdly, teachers can ensure that the community organizations chosen to collaborate with 

represent a mode of action that promotes sustainable social justice. Many organizations 

simply respond to immediate community needs, while others are more aware of the social 

context in which they operate. Choosing partners who engage in critical action will greatly 

enhance the possibilities to address root causes through service-learning projects. 

Finally, engaging classes and entire schools in long-term partnerships can involve students 

in an on-going process where the school becomes an active member of the community and 

participates in developing equitable structures within it (Mitchell, 2008, p. 61). Perhaps, for 

example, the school collaborates with a community organization to develop grassroots 

local governance in the neighbourhood, involving different populations from all 

generations in decision-making processes and advocating for issues important to the 

community in higher levels of government. Each student might only play a small part, but 

over the years, hundreds of students will have participated in democratizing the 

neighbourhood and affecting real change within it, while learning about democratic 

processes and whatever issues are on the table at any given time. 

Another element that is important to take into account in critical service-learning action is 

creating authentic relationships between students, the school, community organizations 

and community members. As mentioned in the previous section on critical preparation, an 

ongoing dialogue between stakeholders is necessary in order for everyone to know each 

other sufficiently for authentic relationships. Mitchell adds that students may try to find 

commonalities between themselves and community members, to find common points of 

interest, and over time, as they engage in action together and share parts of their lives, 

sincere relationships may develop. She also mentions that collaborators engagement 

beyond service hours fosters stronger relationships. Informal meetings between students, 

teachers and community members offer possibilities for genuine friendships to be fostered. 

(Mitchell, 2008, p. 59) 
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Even programs based on such relationships cannot, however, diminish the gap between 

“us” and “Others” unless the language used in the service-learning program promotes a 

sense of belonging and mutual interests. Some teachers choose to frame the service as 

service for an ideal rather than service to individuals (Mitchell, 2008, p. 51). This helps the 

students understand that although their service is directly helping individuals, their work 

benefits all society, including themselves, because it is helping society to advance towards 

a higher ideal. This helps them avoid paternalistic views where they are sanctimoniously 

serving people who they consider to be helpless. It is important to make sure that the idea 

of serving an ideal instead of an individual does not, however, exempt students from 

developing the capacity for genuine compassion for individuals. 

Again, the aforementioned perspectives highlight that it is not possible to develop such 

relationships without collaborations that stretch through time and offer opportunities to 

foster authentic, evolving collaboration based on genuine caring for each other’s interests, 

not merely a give-and-take relationship. This type of long, committed partnerships where 

stakeholders are considered equal collaborators facilitate the development of high-quality 

critical service-learning programs with increasingly positive impact on students as well as 

profound influence on building vibrant communities.  

In organizing the action component of the service-learning project, the collaborators must 

also take into account a myriad of practical aspects. This depends, of course, on the nature 

of each project. Most commonly K-12 service-learning teachers should make sure the 

students have parental support for the project, either in the form of simple consent, or 

even as some level of participation in the project. Parents can certainly be considered 

members of the community. Questions of insurance, transportation, lunch and budget 

must also be considered beforehand. (CPS Civic Engagement & Service-Learning, 2015, pp. 

18-19) 

Students will also decide how they will document the service-learning process in a 

democratic way that shows multiple perspectives. Some commonly used methods include 

field notes (either individual or co-edited), journals, pictures, videos, reports, interviews, 

readings (CPS Civic Engagement & Service-Learning, 2015, pp. 18-19). Depending on the 

availability of technology, uses of different social media can give documenting a whole new 

dimension. Students can create Snapchat stories, vlogs on YouTube, an Instagram handle, 
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a Twitter handle or a new hashtag under which stories from the field can be posted. Careful 

documentation will also help students reflect on their experience already during the 

process, and is a good starting point for collective reflection after the project.  

Critical reflection 

Stewart calls reflection the “glue that allows service activities to manifest into actual 

learning” (2011, p. 37). He goes on to define reflection as a deliberation on past experiences 

or knowledge in order to make meaning, improve choices and actions and increase 

effectiveness in future attempts. It is meant to transform a learner’s existing schema, or 

thematic universe. (Stewart, 2011, p. 39) 

This is a fairly typical definition for reflection in traditional service-learning that strives 

towards quality practice. What happens when we overlay the critical lens? The first 

requirement for critical reflection is to understand that it happens all throughout the 

process, not just during the phase structured for reflection. This is even mentioned in the 

quality practice recommendations and should be part of traditional service-learning as well. 

(Stewart, 2011, p. 38) 

Just like preparation and action, critical reflection must be nested within the socio-political 

context of the service action and the issue in question. After having tried to understand 

social, political and economic questions related to their topic before their service, the 

students will, during and after the service, reflect on how they see these structures and 

power relations affecting political decisions and limiting options for oppressed groups. It is 

one thing to understand these power relations theoretically and another thing to interact 

with people whose lives are actually influenced by these systems of oppression. After their 

service action the students need the space to articulate their observations and feelings 

related to what they experienced. If the service activity is ongoing, for instance bi-weekly, 

it is good to offer opportunities to reflect and improve action after each experience, so that 

the service they offer can become increasingly sensitive to the social conditions that 

necessitate it. Diemer et al. give an example where participants’ efforts to improve an 

urban school’s playground is complemented by a discussion on the social structures and 

practices that leave urban schools underfunded and in need of participants’ service. (2011, 

p. 167) 
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In addition to the socio-political context of their service, students must reflect on the 

implications of their actions for transformation. They should examine the consequences of 

their service critically, considering both the positive impact they may have made on 

building vibrant, socially just communities, as well as the possible instances where their 

service perpetuated systems of injustice or were unable to affect systemic sources of 

inequality. Students should be guided to reflect whether their service was responding to 

individual human needs, which is also important, or addressing the social policies that 

create these needs and dependencies. (Mitchell, 2008, p. 53) 

Students must not, however, lose hope. The teacher should be careful not to criticize the 

service activity, when it fails to address root causes. Change is slow. As long as students are 

becoming increasingly aware of the principles behind affecting social transformation, are 

encouraged to continue growing in capacity to work for social justice and understand how 

deeply rooted these changes must be, the service-learning is doing its task. We cannot 

expect a group of 6th grade students to be able to change unjust policies that have been in 

place for centuries, but we can expect them to learn how to create new patterns of 

community life that will, over time, replace antiquated systems of oppression. Instead of 

seeing the work mainly as fighting against injustice, although that is a part of it, I see it as 

building vibrant communities that are taking collective action to shape a new kind of future. 

Much like Freire (1970, p. 37), I think ultimately society will be changed by creating a new 

way of life rather than changing the one that already exists. 

If a new structure and culture is to emerge in society, service must focus not only on 

transforming society, but also the inner life of each individual. It is the combination of 

personal and structural change that will gradually make possible a different kind of world. 

This requires reflection on the inner changes happening in those participating in the 

process. Steward addresses this by placing service-learning in a spiritual framework: “it is 

a spirit for action, justice, giving, equity, or something greater than oneself that leads to 

and sustains action in those individuals that are authentically connected to and oriented 

toward service” (Stewart, 2011, p. 49). Stewart suggests that perhaps parts of the reflection 

could be less analytical and more contemplative, even meditative, without requirements 

to produce durable records of these activities. Such time may be needed to cultivate the 

inner adjustments that happen when people go through mind-altering experiences. The 
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type of activities that might best address this need, is an area of further experimentation. 

Perhaps artistic, meditative or otherwise more introverted activities could help provide 

space for such self-reflection. Stewart reminds that it is the ethic of compassion and 

ultimately spiritual motivations that fuel a continued commitment to service (2011, p. 49). 

This is true especially in a world where it would be much easier to just let go and live one’s 

life for his or her own comfort, ignoring the needs of those who do not have the luxury to 

do the same. 

Mitchell emphasizes other, more analytical forms of self-reflection than Stewart. This 

requires questioning one’s assumptions and values (Mitchell, 2008, p. 61). While journaling 

can be effective for this type of reflection, Popok (2007) recommends that students share 

their writing in front of others in order to receive and respond to feedback. Such exchanges 

give opportunities for positive vulnerability and trust-building and creates a space for 

students to challenge one another, question each other’s ideas and adjust their thinking 

with new perspectives. It is also possible to present the different forms of reflection the 

students produced to a wider audience. 
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3. Action Research & Emergent Inquiry 

In this section, I will look at action research generally, but also through the specific needs 

demanded by pedagogical and service-learning research. Traditional scientific inquiry 

places high emphasis on deduction, mostly asking questions about what is true, trying to 

find that which is universal, precise and certain. Fields of study such as pedagogy, and many 

others, can add another dimension that directly tries to develop practice. These fields, 

which can be called complexity sciences (Keegan, 2009), do not see society as a collection 

of things (people, professions, institutions, organizations etc.). Rather, research in such 

areas focuses on the relationships between those things. These changing relationships 

form what we call culture, and thus, our area of study is this subjective, cultural web of 

meaning. Since complexity sciences are concerned mostly with humans and our societies, 

the way these sciences become useful is by thinking of meanings that could improve the 

well-being of societies.  In addition to “what is?” the question “what could be?” must be 

asked.  In these fields, innovation can only thrive if this question is asked, if the periphery 

is given attention, if exceptions are examined and if objectivity is coupled with that which 

is subjective. (Fleener, Jewett, Smolen, & Carson, 2011)  

To give a practical example, in physics it may be nearly impossible to deduce anything valid 

or significant from an odd incident occurring in a unique setting, under unusual 

circumstances without repeating those exact circumstances multiple times. However, in 

education it is often precisely this type of setting, a specific group of people in a specific 

place and time, doing something nobody has done in quite that way before, that give rise 

to new ideas that end up advancing the whole field. The main theorist I am using in my 

thesis, Paulo Freire, and the people he worked with from the various oppressed and 

indigenous communities in Latin America in the 1960s-80s, is an example of such an 

innovative force. 

Much of the science of education, especially pedagogical and service-learning research, 

deals with improving what and how we teach and learn. In order to nurture educational 

innovation and civic ingenuity, research such as mine must adopt methods that go beyond 

finding out what is, and focus on what could be, without losing the rigor of traditional 

scientific inquiry.  
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Because much of qualitative research is context-specific, collaboration and communication 

between researchers helps the scientific community identify particular patterns that 

emerge. Each researcher’s contribution to a larger body of experience is what makes the 

whole field advance. Groups bring their experience together. Borrowing from the world of 

commerce, hubs, co-creation and hive mind are concepts that can help researchers 

collaborate and find relevance in each other’s specific studies. Here, possibility and 

creativity can thrive. (Keegan, 2009) 

An important concept here is emergence. It is an abstract and challenging concept to 

understand, but it broadly describes ‘how larger patterns arise from local-level interactions’ 

(Keegan, 2009, p. 6). In emergent inquiry, the future is unknown and unpredictable, but 

can be more or less consciously created by what we are learning today, at this moment, 

based on our reconstructions of the past (Keegan, 2009). This emerging meaning we give 

to the world, which will, eventually, become our future, is created collaboratively through 

the efforts of different scientists, practitioners and all people in different local and specific 

settings, and brought together in scientific or social discourse. 

3.1. Action Research and Emergent Inquiry as Theories of Being and Knowledge 

In this sub-chapter I will explore some ontological and epistemological assumptions behind 

my action research. Both, but in particular my theory of knowledge, is based on principles 

found not only in action research, but in emergent inquiry, which I briefly explained in the 

previous paragraph. I will use these principles to understand both how knowledge emerges 

in a single research and how it evolves throughout history. 

Action researchers come from all walks of life, but they share certain ontological 

assumptions about the world and existence. McNiff & Whitehead articulate that they 

believe in people’s ability to create their own identities and allow other people to create 

theirs. This will not be easy, as people’s values may be radically at odds with each other. 

However, action researchers are committed to finding ways to live together despite 

potential differences. It takes a lot of hard work and effort to understand one another, 

develop caring attitudes and learn how to overcome prejudices. (McNiff & Whitehead, 

2002, p. 17) 
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Clearly, action research requires a personal commitment to action. Action researchers 

believe in a better future and work for it. Their work as researchers is value laden and 

morally committed, which is a radical transformation from the demand of traditional 

empirical research, where objectivity means detachment from the moral implication of the 

research (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 30). They see great potential in the present, 

acknowledging its shortcomings but using the now to improve action in a way that better 

reflects the future they want. This vision of a better society and an inherent hopefulness 

that comes with it is necessary for any action researcher. This hopefulness is strengthened 

by the fact that action researchers can influence something significant – their own action. 

It entails a constant honest reflection on their own practice, which helps them recognize 

that which is good and build on it, while taking action to better that which needs to, or can, 

improve. Because their work is based so heavily on values, they articulate learning 

processes through a language of values. Their communication typically includes ideas to do 

with truth, social justice and compassionate ways of living. (McNiff & Whitehead, 2002, p. 

17)  

What is particularly interesting about action research is the theory of knowledge it is based 

on. As in all qualitative research, knowledge is not treated as solid, findable facts. While I 

do believe such facts exist, for instance, in laws of nature, and it would be 

counterproductive for natural scientists to be relativistic about their findings in most 

instances, in human sciences a more flexible approach is needed. Humans are so complex 

and so full of creative potential, that most human sciences or complexity sciences need to 

treat knowledge differently. McNiff and Whitehead explain that for action researchers, like 

for most qualitative researchers, knowledge is never static and is being created by how 

people make meaning of reality. What makes action research special is that for researchers, 

knowledge is something that is done. It is a living process. It is in a constant process of 

evolution, developing as new ways to understand the world emerge. There are no fixed 

answers because answers quickly become new questions. One has to become an expert in 

asking questions that reveal new potentialities, starting with the wonderment “what would 

happen if…?”. (McNiff & Whitehead, 2002, p. 18) 

For me, the challenging part of this is that one has to become comfortable with working 

with uncertainty and inconclusiveness. To do this, there have to be solid value bases, which, 
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of course, will evolve as one goes along, but they give a foundation to what one is working 

towards and how one tries to improve action. Since knowledge cannot be owned by anyone, 

the power to create knowledge lies within every mind. All people can make meaning of the 

world. In fact, to Freire, this is a large part of what makes us human. By naming the world, 

that is, by giving it meaning, we transform it (Freire, 1970, p. 69). Action research is in fact 

very much in line with Freire’s idea of investigating a generative theme together with 

students – it is to “investigate people’s thinking about reality and people’s action upon 

reality, which is their praxis” (Freire, 1970, p. 87). To reiterate the action research 

perspective on qualitative research, researchers do not only study people’s views on the 

world, they study their actions on it, too.  

What makes me so content with this process despite the vagueness that comes with it is, 

that I do not feel like I am alone. I am a part of a global endeavor where those who have a 

vision of a better world and wish to create it, whether or not they are aware of the 

principles of action research or emergent inquiry, are creating knowledge in their 

endeavors. As we become better in sharing what we learn in these endeavors, both in the 

academia and in other discourses of society, we may actually have a chance to change the 

world more and more intentionally. This is what critical consciousness is about to me – 

being intentional about the kind of world we are creating. 

The understanding that knowledge creation is a collective effort is also one of the key 

distinctions of emergent inquiry. Emergent inquiry is not a commonly used term in 

qualitative research. In fact, I could find only a handful of papers using this term. According 

to Keegan, although emergent inquiry has no commonly agreed definition, it has been used 

in academic literature to describe forms of collaborative research, action research in 

particular. (Keegan, 2009, p. 10) 

Emergent research is shared. The researcher does not have the monopoly on valid 

knowledge. He is not deemed to be the expert. Rather, all those involved, such as research 

participants, clients and others who interact with the research share a role in the 

emergence of new knowledge (Keegan, 2009, p. 10). This type of collaborative research 

encourages creative interaction between participants and assumes the participants as co-

researchers (Keegan, 2009, p. 13). My research is ideologically collaborative, which means 

that I assume that my students, my co-researcher Minna and the teacher of the class, 
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Sampo (name changed to protect student identity) are all valid sources of learning and 

understanding, rather than objects of my research. However, while they were an important 

part of the ongoing reflection and analysis during the research process, and their 

reflections are actually my most important data, I did not involve them in the final analysis 

of that data. 

Emergent inquiry is also ongoing. It is linked with the past, present and the future. Charmaz 

explains how the concept of emergence “presupposes a past, assumes the immediacy of 

the present, and implies a future” (2008, p. 157). The present arises from the past but has 

new properties. The way I understand this is that the way we function now is determined 

to some extent by the knowledge, feelings and attitudes upon which we based our action. 

However, new concepts and understanding emerged and made us act in new ways today. 

Continuously, new understanding and attitudes will continue to emerge and shape the way 

we function, which makes the future unpredictable. However, if we become conscious and 

aware of new emerging ideas, we can become more intentional about the future and give 

it a direction. Knowledge is never final, and the attitude is that we are continuously 

sharpening our collective understanding of the world, finding values that are appropriate 

for healthy ways of living together, and trying to bring our action and structures closer to 

those values. 

Keegan highlights an interesting contradiction in emergent inquiry. Because knowledge is 

so fluid, and never final, dealing with it requires a sense of letting go, relinquishing control, 

while at the same time steering the process (2009, p. 9). It is impossible to force an answer 

to a question to emerge. Instead, the researcher observes the different emerging ideas 

until the question answers itself. Sometimes this requires asking a different question, and 

what emerges is the understanding that the original question was irrelevant. At the same 

time, although a researcher of emergent ideas must be comfortable with ambiguity, this 

does not mean relinquishing any structure or rigor. Quite the opposite, defining objectives, 

sample structuring, analysis and presentation are essential, and they provide the structure 

in which something new can emerge. Keegan compares this balance between structure and 

fluidity to ‘the edge of chaos’, a place between chaos and stagnation where creativity is 

fostered (Keegan, 2009, p. 11). This idea is very close to Freire’s and my own ideas on 

flexible, organic social structures (such as an educational system) that self-correct and 
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constantly reshape themselves for changing times and conditions, because collaborative, 

emergent learning is so embedded in them.  

In many ways this is reminiscent of grounded theory, where the concept of emergence is 

important. Grounded theory method, as explained by Glaser and Strauss in their 1967 work 

The Discovery of Grounded Theory, lets theory emerge from data, rather than compares 

data to presupposed theory (Charmaz, 2008, pp. 156-157). Their work and the work of 

grounded theory researchers after them has given important tools, rigor and structure to 

emergent ways of studying and reshaping the world.  

While a single study can use the concept of emergence to form a new understanding of 

things, emergence is also a larger scale concept. Different studies contribute to the 

emergence of new, recurring ideas, and through scientific discourse, conferences, 

publications and collaboration new ideas start to take foot. While my own study will not 

use emergent techniques to develop a theory, in the broader sense I consider it a 

contribution to the emergence of new ways of thinking about how education could be 

arranged in completely new ways.  

Overall, Keegan summarizes, emergent inquiry is an “attempt to describe and start to 

develop a theoretical understanding for what many qualitative researchers are really doing, 

which is a combination of facilitation, observation, leadership, analysis, critical thinking, 

reflectivity, reflexivity, emotional and sensory awareness, improvisation, hypothesis 

generation and testing, creative thinking, developing narrative and more, at the same time, 

as an ongoing ‘stream of consciousness’” (Keegan, 2009, p. 11). The ontological and 

epistemological assumptions behind action research and emergent inquiry are nearly 

identical and complement each other very well. 

3.2. Action Research as Methodology 

In action research and emergent inquiry, knowledge creation is seen as fluid, rather than 

the three distinct stages that provide the structure for traditional research paradigms: 

gathering messy, unstructured data, analysis and interpretation and finally articulating 

structured logical research outcomes (Keegan, 2009, p. 8). Instead, analysis and 

interpretation are embedded within and throughout the research process (Keegan, 2009, 
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p. 13), much like in Freire’s understanding of praxis. Analysis and interpretation are a sort 

of a structured and articulated reflection that occurs before, during and after the action 

part of the research. 

The philosophical similarity between action research, Freirean critical pedagogy and 

service-learning is the essential role of praxis. Therefore using action research was a very 

natural choice. I conducted two cycles of service-learning in a 6th grade in Oulu, Finland. 

The students were between 12 and 13 years old. The teacher of the class was present in 

most lessons I held. In addition, during the second cycle I was joined by a fellow-researcher, 

Minna. I will describe the details of the study in chapter 4. My choice of methodology 

proved suitable, because action research gave me the tools to improve my practice in a 

rigorous, reflective way. 

Keegan reminds us that the understanding that knowledge is emergent and holistic, i.e. 

involving the mind, body and emotion and concerned with personal and shared experience 

rather than fact or logic, does not mean that intellectual rigor is not important. Rather, 

rigor is found in the qualitative skills by which a researcher continuously analyses, reflects, 

monitors and evaluates the research process. (Keegan, 2009, p. 7) 

Action research has its particular tools and methods for rigorous reflection. The purpose of 

action research is improving practice. Educational action research can be used for real-

world social change. Researchers develop theory by explaining what they are doing, why 

they are doing it and what they hope to achieve. The theories naturally live, change and 

develop as people themselves change and develop. These theories describe the social and 

educational values that practitioners use as their guiding principles, and action research 

helps them to align their educational practice more closely with these values. (McNiff & 

Whitehead, 2011, pp. 14-15) 

The goal of this action research is to learn how to make sure that my service-learning 

practice is aligned with principles of education derived largely from critical pedagogy. I 

explained these principles in chapters 2.1. and 2.2. From this theoretical framework I 

developed a rubric which includes 16 elements that indicate that a service-learning project 

has a critical approach. The rubric is presented in chapter 4.4., and it served as a systematic 

tool that helped me reflect on my practice, as documented in the data I collected. In 

chapters 4 and 5 I will explain how these principles guided me in my efforts to improve 
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practice and what results these efforts had on my practice as a service-learning teacher. In 

the following paragraphs I will explain the principles of action research methodology that 

guided my research process. 

The role of the researcher is that of an agent. This means that I can, and should, act and 

bring about change, instead of just being a silent observer of the processes that I am 

studying. This is very natural, since it is my own practice that I am studying. Studying my 

own practice demands the ability to analyse and transparently articulate what influences 

my actions. I am a reflective practitioner. However, I am not studying my own practice for 

no reason. I am studying it because with my actions, and questioning my own actions, I am 

questioning the status quo, how things are done. Through this I am asking questions about 

how things could be done differently. (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 34) 

An important part of rigorous action research is to do some explicit reflection on my 

practice so that I can see the changes and trends in my own doing and learning as I act. 

McNiff and Whitehead suggest asking yourself (and potentially participants) three 

questions throughout the process, and write about each question in relevant intervals. The 

questions are ‘What did I do?’, ‘What did I learn?’ and ‘What is the importance of my 

learning?’ (2011, p. 67). Self-reflection is central because action researchers study their 

own action in company with other people, while those others are doing the same (McNiff 

& Whitehead, 2002, p. 15). My research partner Minna and I kept a journal throughout the 

process where we answered these questions after each class. We described what we had 

done (we called this ‘documentation’), discussed and wrote down what we had learned 

from our actions (labelled ‘learnings’) and most of the time wrote something about why 

this learning was significant. Sometimes the last question was only answered in the final 

analysis of the whole research. This journal and the essays we asked the students to write 

with similar questions became our primary source of data. 

Action research requires some time to accumulate learning. Often this is achieved by using 

cycles of action. McNiff and Whitehead suggest a minimum of two cycles. Each cycle 

provides for preparation and action, during which reflection is constantly happening, and 

a pause for structured reflection at the end. This is the form that praxis takes in action 

research, and is very similar to a cycle of service-learning. McNiff and Whitehead 
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recommend that if the first cycle is focused on learning, the second can focus on action 

informed by the learning from the first cycle. (2011, p. 123) 

In my research the first cycle was just an effort to do a service-learning project with 6th 

graders in a Finnish primary school. From that cycle I learned how much I really wanted my 

service-learning to be critically oriented, and in the second cycle my goal was to 

intentionally practice critical service-learning. Since I hadn’t finished my literacy review on 

critical service-learning before I begun the second cycle, I think I could have done a third 

cycle which could have been informed and designed to include even more elements of 

critical service-learning. However, I believe that the first two cycles helped me sufficiently 

develop my understanding of how much depth critical pedagogy can offer to service-

learning practice. 

Townsend reminds that because the interests of action researchers are linked to their 

immediate contexts, the potential to produce knowledge or results in widely applicable 

new practices are at best, limited (2014, p. 9). I have to remember that I am not studying 

how all service-learning should be arranged in order for it to be critical. Instead, I am asking 

if service-learning can benefit from a critical angle, and outline some basic principles which 

teachers will apply very differently depending on their context. The value of this is that as 

Townsend describes (2014, p. 9), and how I felt during the research, only a practitioner can 

understand the messy nuances and challenges of an actual educational situation. I am not 

theorizing on how critical pedagogy can improve the quality of service-learning. Mitchell 

(2008) has already started that discourse and I look forward to following where that 

dialogue leads. My role is to test how it is possible to actually put the principles of critical 

service-learning in practice. My context is a Finnish 6th grade classroom. 

Townsend responds to the common criticism towards action research that research and 

practice are such distinct activities that they cannot be combined (2014). Forgetting for a 

moment the technical empirical traditions of research, bringing to mind the Freirean 

concept of praxis, and the role of critical reflection in it, action research is a formalized 

version of praxis and very valid. As I have described in the previous sub-section, it questions 

the traditional Western framework of how knowledge is supposed to be created. In an 

emerging world where Western hegemony is hopefully crumbling, this type of research 
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must become increasingly common. While not at all undermining the merits of an empirical 

perspective to science, it allows for variety in how knowledge is created.  

Townsend mentions praxis as a possible (but insufficient) solution to the problem of 

combining practice and research (Townsend, 2014, p. 10) and describes it as a perspective 

on action research where practices are enacted on the basis of underlying ideas. These 

ideas can be, for example, theoretical or political (Townsend, 2014, p. 10), and in my case, 

partly both, since Freire’s critical pedagogy stems from political concerns. Townsend also 

questions whether the relationship between practice and research even is a problem, and 

if it is, does not undermine the efficacy of action research for specific purposes. (Townsend, 

2014, p. 17) 

Kurt Lewin’s work in the 40s marked the origins of actions research. (Townsend, 2014, p. 

7) His starting point was that “research which produces nothing but books will not suffice” 

(Lewin, 1946, p. 35). In agreement with this, to me, who’s centred her life around the idea 

of praxis, the notion that creation of knowledge (research) and putting it into reality 

(practice) would be incompatible is strange, if not absurd. I would go as far as to say that 

those two are invalid without one another, especially in any human activity. 

I will explain my approaches to data analysis and interpretation, validity and ethics in 

section three, which is the report from my field work. To conclude my exploration of action 

research as a methodology, I will offer my own definition of it, which best defines my 

approach. I merged it from a list of myriad definitions of educational action research from 

different authors, provided by Costello (2011, pp. 6-7). 

Action research is interested in the constant possibility to improve educational practice. It 

is conscious action disciplined by inquiry. Through meticulous gathering of evidence and 

critical, rigorous reflection, theory and values are improving practice while practice informs 

theory and refines values. 
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4. Critical Service-Learning in a Finnish Classroom 

In this chapter I will describe how I went about implementing critical service-learning in a 

Finnish classroom setting. I have not found evidence of any previous intentional service-

learning projects in a Finnish primary- or secondary classroom. I am aware of a service 

component that International Schools implement, but as it is mostly done without an 

explicit link to classroom content and sufficient preparation, this does not count as service-

learning as described in chapter 2.2. Several Finnish universities have used service-learning 

in some courses, sometimes using the name service-learning, sometimes not. However, as 

service-learning looks very different in higher education than K-12 education, I have 

decided not to refer to these projects. 

The school where I implemented two service-learning projects has over a thousand 

students and several school buildings in a rather homogenous, relatively affluent 

neighbourhood in Oulu, Finland. At the time of the projects I had been working as a 

substitute teacher in the school for six years, and knew much of the staff and many 

students in different grade levels. A vast majority of the students are ethnically Finnish and 

the neighbourhood in general has quite little interactions with immigrants and other 

ethnicities. I chose to do my project in a 6th grade classroom for two reasons. Firstly, I 

wanted to do the project with junior youth, pre-adolescents, who are in an inquisitive stage 

and are sensitive to issues of justice and equity (Ruhi Foundation, 2014; Graham, 2004). 

Secondly, I knew the class and the teacher Sampo very well, and knew that overall, the 

class liked dialogical learning and enjoyed engaging in conversations about societal topics. 

The topic of the first project was the refugee situation of the world, in particular the way it 

affects Finland. In autumn 2015, when the project occurred, the influx of refugees was at 

its highest point, and media was full of all kinds of information, opinions and perspectives 

on the issue. The second project continued the same topic, but from the perspective of 

media in particular. During the second project I was working with a fellow student, Minna 

Rönkkömäki, who collected data from the project for her own thesis related to media 

literacy education. 

This chapter will elucidate how I went about conducting my action research cycles and 

analysing the data I collected in the field. In chapter 4.1 I will describe the way I applied 



 

 

69 

praxis, reflective action, in my research process. Chapter 4.2 will detail the ways in which I 

collected data. Chapter Error! Reference source not found. describe how the data was 

classified, and chapter 4.4 introduces an analytical tool that I created for evaluating how 

critically the service-learning project was implemented. Using this rubric in the future will 

help me to be more systematic in making sure my project adheres to principles of critical 

pedagogy to a greater degree. In this chapter I will also show how I approached the analysis 

of the data. Chapter 4.5 will overview some logistical issues related to the project and 

outline the two projects. Finally, chapter 4.6 will examine some ethical considerations 

relevant to my research.  

4.1. Applying Praxis in This Research 

In this chapter, I will first present my research timeline, and then describe how I implement 

reflective action throughout the process on different levels. I will use action-research 

terminology. Each of the two projects I implemented with the students is called, from a 

research point of view, an action research cycle. Below is a timeline depicting the progress 

of my action research (Figure 5).  

 
Figure 5. Action research timeline. 

Sept 2015 Understanding action research Preparation for 1st cycle Reading & 
reflection

Oct 2015 1st cycle @ Ritaharju school Reading & 
reflection

Nov & Dec 
2015 Review of data from 1st cycle Supervisor: prof. Rauni Räsänen 

confirmed
Reading & 
reflection

Jan & Feb 
2016

Reading on critical pedagogy and 
service-learning

Work as a 3rd grade teacher slowed 
down writing progress until June

Reading & 
reflection

March -
May 2016 Preparation for and implementation of 2nd cycle @ Ritaharju school Reading & 

reflection

June - Aug 
2016 Writing the theoretical framework for critical service-learning (chapter 2 of this thesis)

Sept - Dec 
2016 Analysis and writing chapters 3-5 of the thesis

Jan - Mar 
2017 Writing chapters 1, 6, 7 and 8. Final editing and presentation.
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In Finland, the school year is split into two semesters, the autumn semester lasting from 

early August until late December, and the spring semester starting in January and ending 

in the first days of June. It made sense to have one project per semester, which allowed for 

careful preparation and planning in each cycle.  As figure 5 shows, however, I did not have 

the opportunity to finish my writing on critical pedagogy and service-learning until after 

the second project. Ideally, I would have wanted to implement the second cycle only after 

I had formed a fully coherent picture of what critical service-learning might look like, so 

that I could have implemented more critical elements in the second cycle. Since my 

research was not finished by March, when the second cycle started, I was not able to 

implement critical elements to our project to the extent I had wished. In addition, I changed 

the focus of my research in May-June. At first, I was planning to focus on how service-

learning could help reach the interdisciplinary goals of the new Finnish national core 

curriculum, and I implemented the first cycle with this in mind. As I was writing about 

critical pedagogy, which I intended to be merely a lens through which I could study service-

learning, I decided to focus the whole research around critical service-learning. Thankfully, 

I have always striven to have a critical approach towards learning, so my data for both 

cycles had enough elements of critical pedagogy to be able to change the focus. 

In this research process, I have applied praxis as action and reflection on my service-

learning practice in order to improve it. I wanted to develop my service-learning practice 

towards a set of values stemming mostly from critical pedagogy. To make sure that my 

whole research would operate on the principle of praxis, I did not do my research 

sequentially, starting with literary review, then proceeding to plan and implement field 

work and finally analysing and interpreting the data. That would have followed a more 

traditional view of action research cycles, very similar to a simplistic service-learning cycle 

(Figure 4, p. 46) where the four components that repeat themselves in an ongoing cycle 

are planning, action, observation and reflection (McNiff & Whitehead, 2002, p. 41).  

Instead, I was engaged in several activities simultaneously, intertwining action and 

reflection, much like Freire’s model of praxis suggests (Figure 3, p. 46). Throughout the 

semesters of autumn 2015 and spring 2016 I was simultaneously conducting service-

learning projects with 6th graders, while at the same time I was researching the different 
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concepts needed in my work, and reflecting on what I was doing based on what I was 

reading.  

During this research I have applied three levels of praxis. First, the large scale praxis where 

I prepared for, implemented and reflected upon my entire research. Second, the middle 

scale praxis where I prepared for, implemented and reflect upon each of the two service-

learning projects separately. Finally, I also prepared for, implemented and reflected on 

each lesson and interaction I had with my students. 

I have learned that there is value in giving structure and facilitating separate spaces 

dedicated for action and reflection, observation and planning. At the same time, they 

should not become so structured that the action and reflection become separate. For 

instance, when I was in the classroom, acting, I was constantly also reflecting on how the 

students were responding to the lesson plan and how I should adapt it to make it more 

accessible and useful for them. If one becomes too obsessed with structure, this flexibility 

is lost. As McNiff and Whitehead (2002, p. 56) explain, planning, acting, observation and 

reflection as well as other phases that some like to add, such as description, evaluation and 

modification can help make the process more systematic, but should not be used rigidly. In 

the beginning of this research I saw my work more sequentially, but the further the process 

evolved, the more I understood that true reflection leads to action and the consequences 

of authentic practice must immediately become the object of critical reflection (Freire, 

1970, p. 48). This means that all elements are intertwined. What makes the process 

rigorous is that I explicitly write down these processes as they unfold. 

4.2. Data Collection 

The writing down of my reflection in action was my most important source of data. This 

grew to be a learning journal of 43 pages, including the documentation and reflection on 

classroom activities and field visits with the students. My second most important data was 

my students’ reflection essays from the two projects, 22 essays from the first project and 

16 from the second. In addition, I drew from my lesson plans, task sheets, pictures from 

classes and materials produced by my students, as well as emails between me, the students, 

the co-teachers and the community organizations. 
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The learning journals were on two documents, 10 pages for the first project, 33 pages for 

the second. The reason the second project’s learning journal is so much longer is because 

firstly, I was working with a co-researcher, Minna Rönkkömäki, and having a thought-

partner meant that we had a lot more to write down. Secondly, when one of us was 

interacting with the students, the other was able to take accurate notes and document 

what was going on in the classroom, which was not possible when I was working alone. I 

found collaborating with another researcher very rewarding and helpful for my reflection 

process. 

The teacher used the student essays as a way to evaluate their Finnish writing skills. We 

told them we are not going to evaluate their opinions, but rather the way they are able to 

articulate and validate their reflections. Both student essay assignments were given as the 

last assignment of the project, after the collective reflection in the group, which meant we 

never got the opportunity to unpack or discuss their final essays. I will come back to discuss 

this in chapter 5. 

The photographic material was captured with written permission from parents and verbal 

permission from students. I will discuss this in 4.6. Ethical considerations. 

4.3. Classifying the Data 

As my data sources are many, I needed many different ways of approaching analysis. I 

analysed thoroughly two types of data: student essays and my co-researcher’s and my own 

field notes and reflections. The rest of the data was used to supplement and to fact-check, 

for example using pictures of student work to remember what the outcomes of some 

assignments were, or to remind myself what we agreed with the students would be the 

goals of each project. 

For analysing the student essays I created several charts. The first chart I created for both 

projects was the “What they learned?” –chart. It included all the things I could pick out 

from the student essays that they felt they had learned. I classified what the students 

reported to have learned in the three categories we used to make our learning goals: the 

mind, the hand and the heart. The mind meant learning knowledge, observations and facts, 

both through classroom inquiry and field work. The hand meant learning skills, and the 
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heart meant learning qualities such as kindness, patience or understanding. I first read all 

essays through to get an overview. Then I read them again, picked out each “learning” and 

wrote it down simply, in a generalized format. For instance, if a student said  “I learned 6 

words in Arabic..” and then goes on to list those six words, I wrote in the chart “Arabic 

words” and a number 1 after that, indicating that one student reported learning Arabic 

words. After that, whenever someone mentioned they learned a new language, or they 

learned words, or in any way were referring to the same thing although wording it 

differently, I added more numbers. Finally, during the first project, 14 students reported to 

have learned some words in a new language. This was a way of quantifying student learning 

experiences. In the chart for both projects, I followed the prevalence of two experiences: 

how many students reported learning something from the refugees? how many students 

reported overcoming prejudices? I noticed that these two themes occurred a lot and 

decided to see how prevalent they were. 

Another chart I created for both projects was the “Critical or not?” –chart. This chart was 

much less straight-forward to make. I read each essay again and picked out sentences that 

made me pause and think about what the students reflections implied. Sometimes it 

implied an improved ability to think critically, at other times it reflected a remaining overly 

simplistic way of thinking, and other times it reflected their feelings or experiences related 

to the project. I tried to list in this chart quotes from the students that were relevant to 

analysing the critical elements of the project. In the beginning, I tried to classified each 

quote under “critical” or “non-critical” columns but quickly found that it was not that 

straight forward. I ended up using many of these quotes in my final analysis of the projects. 

The chart helped me raise questions such as “what are signs that a student is making an 

effort to understand the complexities of the issue?” “what are signs that my critical 

approach to teaching has been successful?” “how do I make sure that I allow students to 

shake my world view, and not only the other way around?” and “how do I react when 

students write blatantly patronizing things but have experienced positive feelings for 

helping other people?”. In afterthought, I could have used triangulation for this one and 

asked one or two other individuals to read the essays and pick out sentences that said 

something about the critical approach used in this class. 
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Finally, for the analysis of the student essays from the second project, I also created a chart 

where I listed some of the students’ feedback on the project, what they wanted to learn 

more and how they expressed the influence of this project on their thoughts about 

themselves, the world and the future. These were questions that I asked the students to 

answer in the final essay of the second project. 

For the analysis of researcher learning journals I created a chart with five columns and a 

comment section next to each. The columns were titled “choosing the topic”, “making 

goals”, “preparation”, “action”, “reflection”, “pedagogical choices” and “communication 

with community partners”. In my analysis, I wanted to observe, what kind of efforts I had 

made in each of these phases of the projects to make sure the project was critical, and to 

identify instances where I may have missed an opportunity to teach from a critical 

perspective. After classifying my data, it was time to analyse it using a critical perspective. 

In the chapter below I will explain the tool I developed to do this. 

4.4. Rubric for Critical Service-Learning 

Very early in the process of starting to analyse my data I realized I would need a tool for 

identifying whether an approach I use was characteristic of critical service-learning or 

traditional service-learning. For this purpose, I created a chart for identifying features of 

critical service-learning. I made it by reading through chapter 2 of this thesis and identifying 

each element that would contribute to making a service-learning project critical. This chart 

is essentially a collection of my findings on what critical service-learning is, and therefore 

one of the most important outcomes of this research.  

The chart is presented below. A few remarks should be made. I found sixteen elements of 

critical service-learning. I categorized them under three titles for the sake of clarity. The 

titles are “philosophical assumptions”, “power and relations” and “coherence”. Each 

element is given a number and a short name for further reference. I then describe, how 

traditional service-learning usually deals with the element in question. This is usually not in 

any way undesirable, but simply not enough for effecting the kind of change critical 

pedagogy aims for. The third column describes what is required for service-learning to be 

considered critical. I do not assume any project can include all sixteen elements to a full 

extent, but rather see it as goals critical teachers can strive for. In addition, the difference 
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between traditional and critical service-learning should be seen as a continuum, not a 

checklist. A project might be able to use one of the elements to a fuller extent than another, 

but neither perfectly. In my analysis, I will test if this chart can be a useful tool for me as a 

teacher who wishes to grow in her capacity to offer service-learning in an increasingly 

critical way. 

 

Philosophical assumptions 

Element Traditional Service-Learning Critical Service-Learning Reference in Thesis 

1. Aim of the 

process 

• To cultivate civic 

engagement in students, 

to foster community-

related skills in young 

people.  

• To advocate a spirit of 

helpfulness and teach 

students to embrace civic 

duties. 

• Young people are viewed as 

and helped to become 

capable individuals who can 

develop their own character 

and capacities while 

transforming society.  

• To advocate service as a 

means to liberate society 

from current systems that 

dehumanize human beings 

and perpetuate injustice.  

2.2.1 History and 

theoretical 

background 

2. Definition of 

service 

Acts that aim to meet the 

immediate needs of the 

community. 

Acts that contribute to systemic 

change and the advancement of 

society, promote social justice 

and address root causes of social 

problems. Attitude of service as 

a way of life. 

2.2.2 Defining (a life 

of) service 

3. Sense of 

accomplishment 

Gratification for successful 

projects. Joyful feeling of 

helping someone. 

Students learn to rejoice in small 

steps of progress in the road 

towards social justice, since 

ultimate victory cannot be won 

during a single project or even a 

lifetime. The process includes 

both crises and victories. 

Gratification comes from 

knowing you are working for the 

advancement of justice and 

students learn to derive joy from 

overcoming obstacles together 

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. Critical 

action. 
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and enthusiastically engaging in 

challenging but meaningful tasks. 

Table 2. Sixteen elements of critical service-learning. Philosophical considerations. 

 

Power & Relations 

Element Traditional Service-Learning Critical Service-Learning Reference in Thesis 

4. Ownership 

and power 

Students and teacher make as 

many decisions together as 

possible. Student voice is 

important. 

Students, teacher, community 

members, community 

organizations, school 

administration and parents are 

increasingly involved in decision-

making processes, naming social 

issues and co-creating solutions 

for them. 

2.2 (Critical) Service-

Learning. 

5. Identification Students and teachers may 

sometimes identify themselves 

as people in a better situation, 

in a position where they can 

help people in need. 

Emphasis on seeing links between 

all participants. Making effort to 

identify one another as members 

of the same community, even 

when it is not obvious. Developing 

dialogical relationships between 

all members of this community. 

2.2.2 Defining (a life of) 

service 

6. Behaviour 

towards the 

community 

Does not always pay attention 

to attitudes, can accidentally 

foster paternalistic views. 

"Doing for" attitudes. Division 

between helpers and those to 

be helped. 

Pays attention to fostering 

participatory, not paternalistic 

attitudes towards community. 

"Doing with" attitudes. All are 

members of the same community 

and are affected by one another's 

well-being. Learning is horizontal, 

not hierarchical. Everyone can 

learn from one another. 

2.2.2 Defining (a life of) 

service 

7. Commitment 

to 

relationships 

Separate projects for each 

service-learning experience. At 

best, long-term collaboration 

with a community organization, 

but no connection between 

projects. 

Long-term commitment between 

school and the community to 

affect lasting change within the 

community. Occasional intense 

short-term projects bring 

momentum to this long-term 

commitment. 

2.2.1 History and 

theoretical background 

2.2.2 Defining (a life of) 

service  

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. 
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8. Collaboration Action part of the project can 

be completed collectively, but 

students may also work 

individually, isolated from the 

experiences of their peers, 

unable to leverage their 

collective talents. 

Although tasks may be completed 

in small groups or even 

individually, the overall project 

should be a collective effort 

where students have the support 

of their peers or even community 

members, can build on each 

other’s talents, and can 

continuously reflect together. 

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. Critical 

action. 

9. Integration 

of 

community 

knowledge 

Unspecified Blurred lines between classroom 

and community. Bringing the 

community into the classroom, 

and vice versa. Facilitating 

opportunities to share knowledge 

and understanding. 

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. Critical 

preparation. 

10. Classroom 

configuration 

Unspecified Reflects the equality of the 

participants, for instance sitting in 

a circle, or in a more informal 

setting. Occasionally, someone 

other than the teacher could 

facilitate the class. 

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. Critical 

preparation. 

11. Unifying 

language 

Unspecified Throughout the learning process 

the facilitators advocate a 

language that is unifying, rather 

than divisive. Language that 

minimizes the gap between "us" 

and "Others". 

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. Critical 

action. 

Table 3. Sixteen elements of critical service-learning. Power & Relations. 

 

Coherence 

Element Traditional Service-Learning Critical Service-Learning Reference in Thesis 

12. Curricular 

integration 

Individual projects help student 

achieve curricular goals. 

Project content may be 

designed with students’ 

learning needs in mind, 

sometimes at the expense of 

community needs. 

School integrates service-learning 

into its curriculum and allows 

students to grow in their service 

skills through a coherent service-

learning programme that extends 

through the years. 

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. Critical 

action. 
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In designing projects, both 

students’ learning needs and 

community needs are considered. 

13. Integration 

of reflection 

and action 

Distinct preparation, action and 

reflection. Although reflection 

is recommended to be used 

throughout the project, the 

approach is more linear. Often 

less reflection occurs 

throughout the other phases. 

Reflection is not separate from 

action. Spaces for reflection are 

arranged throughout the project. 

Mode of action is reflective, and 

thus, flexible and adaptable. All 

activities are characterised by an 

attitude of learning. 

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. 

14. Nature of 

preparation 

Students learn new knowledge 

and skills related to the issue at 

hand. Curricular learning goals 

are met. 

Students advance in their critical 

consciousness on the issue at 

hand and this consciousness 

demands/inspires action.  

Content is explored dialogically, 

and in a way that develops skills 

for critical investigation. 

Students learn to investigate 

issues critically. Exploration takes 

account of the complexity of the 

issues. 

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. Critical 

preparation. 

15. Raising 

capacity for 

increasingly 

complex 

service 

action 

Projects should address new 

areas of learning for the 

students. 

Project’s complexity increases 

with student capacity. To benefit 

society, and not merely the 

students, the projects must grow 

increasingly profound in impact, 

as the students become more 

aware of social issues and more 

skilled in designing projects that 

address root causes. 

2.2.2 Defining (a life of) 

service  

 

16. Twofold 

reflection 

Unspecified Students reflect on two areas and 

understand connections between 

them: 

• Community & Society 

Students reflect on how their 

project was able to affect 

change, and/or how it 

perpetuated current systems 

of oppression. Students will 

2.2.4 The service-

learning cycle. Critical 

reflection. 
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not suffer disillusionment by 

the slow change, but will be 

encouraged to commit 

themselves to a life of 

service. 

• Self & Identity 

Students reflect on their own 

place in oppressive 

structures and their role in 

changing them, as well as the 

attitudes, values and 

changes the project has 

affected in themselves. 

• Students learn to identify 

powers operating in society 

and how these powers 

influence themselves. 

Students also learn to 

identify how, in turn, they 

can influence society, how to 

be mindful of the kind of 

effect they have on it. Finally, 

they see how working for the 

advancement of society can 

help their own personal 

growth. 

Table 4. Sixteen elements of critical service-learning. Coherence. 

I used the rubric above to analyse the data. I looked at single items of data from my lesson 

plans, Minna’s and my reflections, student comments and other data sources, and then 

asked myself if what we did represented an absence or presence of any of the elements of 

the rubric. I will present examples of this type of analysis throughout chapter 5. 

4.5. Logistics & Lesson Outlines 

In this chapter I will lay out the logistics and content of the two projects. 

I did both projects in a 6th grade in Ritaharju school. Ritaharju school is a community centre 

of an affluent neighbourhood in the northern parts of Oulu, Finland. The families mostly 

live in owned houses or newly built row house apartments. The whole neighbourhood is 
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new, and rather homogenous in population; most are ethnically Finns, with a few 

exceptions. The school was, at that point, in three buildings, with another building being 

built further away. It is a growing school with over a thousand students. The buildings 

include a family library, a day-care centre and a youth centre, where social workers spend 

time with young people after school and offer activities. The families in the area are young, 

which means that so far, every year more students have entered the school than graduated 

from it. The primary school has grades from 1-6, but the school also integrates the 

secondary school grades 7-9. 

The school has an administration that supports grassroots initiatives for trying new things, 

and is trying to advance the cutting edge of education. They have applied teacher 

collaboration by combining entire classrooms so that the teachers can work together, they 

are blurring lines between school subjects by having integrated, phenomenon based weeks 

three times a year, and they offer “friendship lessons” once a week for all students as part 

of the curriculum, often mixing grades for these classes. Even the school architecture is 

designed to accommodate new learning methods and collaborative learning. It felt easy to 

approach the principal with my idea of service-learning. He found the idea interesting 

because it aligned so well with the new curriculum Finland was adopting in autumn 2016, 

and encouraged me to choose a class to work with. I discussed with the teacher Sampo, 

whom with I have worked before. I had taught his 6th grade before, and as mentioned in 

the introduction for chapter 3, knew them to be a group that enjoys dialogical learning. 

Sampo was in favour of the idea and we set up a schedule. Below is a summary of the 

projects. 

Project 1: Autumn 2015  Topic: Refugees 

Hours spent 11,5 contact hours 

- 6 hours before action, spread over a few weeks 

- 4 hours in action 

- 1,5 hours for final reflection  

Teachers Sampo (most of the time) and myself. Sampo took an 

observing and assisting role. 

Service action Visit to Vallinkorva emergency accommodation centre, which 

hosts newcomers who had arrived over the summer and 

autumn. Teaching Finnish to children through play and 
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drawing. Exchanging winter clothing vocabulary with adults in 

Finnish and Arabic through pictures. 
Table 5. Basic information about the first service-learning project. 

Project 2: Spring 2016  Topic: Refugee integration 

Hours spent 12-13 contact hours 

- 9 hours before action, spread over several weeks  

- 2-3 hours in action 

- 1 hour for final reflection  

Teachers Sampo (most of the time), my co-researcher Minna 

Rönkkömäki and myself. Sampo took an observing and 

assisting role. Visitor Yrjö Mikkonen who volunteers at Kastelli 

refugee reception centre. 

Service action Visits to three different locations.  

- Multicultural Centre Villa Victor to speak Finnish with Finnish 

learners. Various topics. 

- Speaking Finnish with students in a preparatory class for 

immigrant children in Koskela school. 

- Making friends with Finnish as a second language -learners in 

Merikoski school. 
Table 6. Basic information about the second service-learning project. 

 

In the classroom, I would have ideally had a teacher-relationship where I was actively 

working and reflecting with Sampo, the class teacher. This way I could have avoided a 

narrow perspective on what was happening in the classroom, especially because he has 

such a good understanding of the class dynamics and individual students and parents and 

may be able to account for things I could not. However, as he was not getting paid for the 

work I was doing outside of class hours, and he was extremely busy with his other duties in 

the school, I felt I could not ask him to plan and reflect with me before and after every class 

and engage in collaborative teaching. Instead, I did the planning, taught the classes as I 

pleased with him observing and assisting in most of the classes and afterwards we may 

have exchanged a few words about any observations we made, but did not have time for 

deeper reflection. 

For the second project I had a collaborative partner to work with, as a friend from my 

Master’s seminar, Minna Rönkkömäki, needed a project where she could study media 
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literacy education. We prepared each lesson carefully together, using shared Google Docs 

to document our planning. We shared roles and responsibilities of facilitating the lessons 

and reflected together afterwards. Sometimes we did not have the opportunity to reflect 

properly afterwards face to face, so instead, we used our shared Google document to see 

what we both reflected, commenting and adding to each other’s observations. 

The logistical reason for why we were not able to reflect every time immediately after class 

was, that I got a job at the same school as a 3rd grade teacher for the spring, and had to run 

to my own class immediately after the lesson. From the pressures of planning lessons for 

two classes while simultaneously doing literary research for this thesis and reflecting on my 

experiences, I understood that my situation was not optimal for a service-learning project 

in many ways. For instance, I did not dedicate enough time to research the messy and 

ambiguous refugee integration systems of Finland. I did not have as much expertise as I 

should have had, to be able to structure the classes in a more interesting way. An optimal 

situation might be when you have your own class, the school already has an established 

service-learning programme and relationships with the community, and the hours 

dedicated to this project were not limited to a couple of lessons a week, but rather, you 

could integrate it into every topic in the class’s schedule. In primary schools in Finland, this 

is possible, because one single teacher teaches all or most lessons to one class of students, 

and phenomenon-based learning is required in the new National Core Curriculum (The 

Finnish National Board of Education, 2016, pp. 30-31).  

The teacher could easily adapt each class so that the topic at hand would be approached 

from different perspectives. For instance, in art class students could have analysed art 

made by refugees, and created pieces that addressed an issue they cared about related to 

the topic. In mathematics, students could have studied statistics and created graphs to 

present important data in a way that is accessible to the public. In geography, refugee 

routes could have been discussed and in history, the history of the most common countries 

of origin could have been studied. At best, it would have been possible to blur the subjects 

altogether. This would have allowed for many more hours of work with students on the 

topic and a lot of flexibility and space to continue conversations that sparked a lot of 

thoughts in the students, without time constraints. However, during this project I had to 
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work within the limitations of the circumstances, and it is good to know that even with such 

a limited amount of time, a project like this is possible. 

In order to give a full picture of what was done during the two projects, I have provided 

below a lesson outline for both projects. 

 

Project 1 lesson outlines 

Lesson 1 

Introduction 

1 hr 30 mins 

We discussed the dates and logistics of this project. I decided to approach the topic of 

behavioural guidelines by discussing the concept of generosity and how it can help us 

have a good atmosphere during the project. We came up with an agreement of 

constructive behaviour together. I introduced the concept of service-learning through 

a discussion on issues the world and our communities are facing at the moment. We 

discussed what young people can do about these challenges, and what we can learn 

while serving our communities. I introduced the concepts of immigrant, refugee and 

asylum seeker through a discussion and a photo analysis exercise. I told the students 

an imaginary story of a refugee traveling from Iraq to Finland, compiled of real 

experiences, asking them to discuss the story and try to relate to it. 

Lesson 2 

Goals & 

research 

3 hrs 

We explored the root causes of the current refugee crisis. We thought of the effects of 

this crisis. I introduced the phases of preparation, action and reflection and their roles 

during the project. We came up with goals for the project together under three titles: 

mind goals (knowledge/understanding), hand goals (skills) and heart goals (attitudes, 

characteristics and qualities). The students came up with topics they want to research. 

The students split up into groups. The groups started making research plans based on 

the guidelines in their Finnish textbooks, and doing their research. Most groups got 

quite far along, and completed the remaining work as homework. 

Lesson 3 

Presentations & 

project prep 

1 hr 30 mins 

Students gave presentations of their topics. The topics were: Kosovo, Afghanistan, 

Somalia, Iraq, the journey of the refugees, helping refugees, challenges and advantages 

related to welcoming refugees, reactions of Finnish people towards refugees and 

refugee reception centres. We agreed upon and planned the content of our visit to 

Vallinkorva refugee reception centre. The planning was done in five groups. One group 

prepared to have conversations and learn each other’s languages with adults, four 

groups prepared games and activities with children. 

Lesson 4 

Visit to 

Vallinkorva 

We brought lunch from school and took two buses to Vallinkorva. On the bus each 

group went through their plan again. We met with an employee upon arrival, and went 

to pick up the children from their apartments. They were joined by their parents and 
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4 hrs 
other adults and young people. We did the activities and played football and basketball 

and had conversations with the inhabitants of the centre in a very joyful spirit. We took 

pictures together, said farewell and took a bus back to school. We discussed some 

initial comments and reflections on the experience on the bus. 

Lesson 5 

Reflection 

 1 hr 30 mins 

The reflection took place two days after the action part. First everyone filled in some 

keywords of what they learned on big posters. Each of them was titled with one of the 

different types of goals we had: mind, heart and hand. Then we sat in a circle and 

discussed reflective questions that I had prepared. 

How do you think our project addressed the problems refugees face when they 

come? Do you think it was a meaningful project? Why? Why not? Why are some 

people against welcoming refugees, and why are others for it? What do you think 

could help both refugees and Finns get over their prejudices? What do you think 

could help to integrate the refugees who do get asylum here?  

Many other questions were discussed during the session. Finally, I gave the pupils their 

reflective essay assignments and we celebrated with some sweets. 

Table 7. Lesson outline of the first project. 

Project 2 lesson outlines 

Lesson 1 

Introduction & 

Goals 

1 hr 15 mins 

I introduced Minna and the class to each other. We introduced the topic integration of 

refugees, which has been requested by some of the students after the previous topic. 

We wrote down the names of the three phases, preparation, action and reflection, on 

the board, and tried to see what we remembered from each phase of the autumn 

project. We looked at the UN Declaration of Human rights and discussed through some 

small group exercises which human rights were at risk for refugees in their home 

countries and in the countries where they seek asylum, including Finland. We also 

looked at a picture of Maslow’s hierarchy of basic needs and discussed, which of those 

needs might be compromised for a person who has to flee from his or her home. We 

came up with goals for our project in a similar way we did last time, divided into three 

types of goals: head (knowledge/understanding), hand (skills) and heart (qualities, 

attitudes and characteristics). 

Homework: Students were to prepare questions in their Finnish notebooks to ask from 

a visitor who works as a volunteer at a refugee reception centre and will visit the class 

in the coming week. 

Lesson 2 

Computer game 

We played an online game “Kovat kertoimet”, made by UNHCR. It is a game that helps 

students try to relate to what it would be like to have to be a refugee, all through the 
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45 mins 
different phases of fleeing from your home, traveling to a safer country, applying for 

asylum and trying to integrate into a new society.  

Homework: play the rest of the game at home. 

Lesson 3 

Visitor 

60 mins 

In the beginning of the lesson, we shared with the students the goals we had compiled 

from the goals different groups had suggested, and made final adjustments based on 

students comments. The rest of the lesson we spent having a conversation with Yrjö 

Mikkonen, a visitor who works as a volunteer at the Kastelli emergency 

accommodation centre. Everyone was sitting in a circle as equals. We had brought 

some candy to break the ice and make the situation a little less formal. 

Lesson 4 

Media analysis 

introduction 

45 mins 

We did an exercise in small groups about what and who affects our opinions. The 

purpose was to get the students to think about how much our opinions (on what to 

wear, what to think, how to behave etc.) are affected by ourselves, by other people 

close to us, media, and any other thing they might come up with. We played a game to 

illustrate the concepts of objectivity and subjectivity. The game involved looking at an 

object from different angles and trying to determine what can we know of the object 

from each angle (full game in appendix A). We discussed how being objective or 

subjective relates to the work of journalists and reporters, and what kind of angles 

different news sources might have on their reporting. We went through different types 

of news sources, including national news media, daily newspapers, tabloids, blogs, 

media affiliated with different groups or organisations and social media. We explained 

the homework and asked the pupils to choose, which type of media source they would 

like to focus on for finding their articles. The options were four: Tabloids, media written 

from the perspectives of refugees, daily news media and blogs. Students wrote their 

names under the option they chose. 

Homework: Collect interesting articles related to integration of refugees, and highlight 

with one colour all the facts they could find in that article. With another colour, highlight 

all the opinions in that article. 

Lesson 5 

Analysing 

articles 

 1 hr 45 mins 

Students shared and discussed the articles they had found in small groups. Some 

students had not been able to finish their homework so I helped them print out the 

articles they had found, while Minna was helping other groups to highlight facts and 

opinions in different colours. This exercise had been difficult to do at home since we 

did not have enough time to do an example in class while giving the assignment. After 

lunch, when everyone had facts and opinions highlighted from their articles, we went 

to the hallway. Minna and I had put tapes on the wall to form an x-axis crossed by a y-

axis. The students each took their article and were asked to pin it on the chart where 

they felt it belonged. The further left the students pinned their newspaper article on 
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the x-axis, the more it relied on opinions, and the further right they pinned it, the more 

it relied on facts. The higher up the students pinned their articles on the y-axis, the 

more conducive to integration they felt it might be. The lower down it was pinned, the 

more that type of writing was thought to slow down the integration processes. Most 

of the articles ended up quite close to the centre of the cross, leaning a little to the 

right (meaning that more articles were relying on facts) and a located a little higher on 

the diagram than the x-axis (meaning that more articles were conducive to integration. 

We analysed what we saw on the wall and talked about how our choice of news sources 

might have affected this image, and how it would have changed if we had chosen news 

sources that have a more specific agenda, for instance a right-wing newsletter or a blog 

written by refugees and immigrants. 

Homework: Find 1-2 articles with fresh ideas for advancing the integration of refugees 

and the wider society together. 

Lesson 6 

Needs 

assessment 

45 mins 

(Minna not 

present) 

The students shared the articles they found as homework with their small group. I 

asked each group to choose two interesting ideas to share with the rest of the class. I 

drew on the whiteboard a line. One the left side I wrote “What is already being done?” 

and on the right side “What is needed/what could we do?”. The students wrote their 

ideas on the board and we brainstormed a few more. We reviewed what was written 

on the board and had conversations on some of the ideas. We discovered that two 

ways that seemed to be quite important for integration were learning the Finnish 

language, and having friends from the wider society, not only other refugees. I 

explained that this lesson would help us plan tomorrow what exactly we would do as 

our service project.  

Lesson 7 

Review & 

preparation 

45 mins 

The first part of this lesson was a review of what is already being done for integration 

and by who. I facilitated the lesson in a structured way (teacher-lead) but dialogically, 

asking for what the students already know or think before adding something new. We 

listed what work to improve integration is currently being done by the public sector, 

organisations, by individuals and communities informally, by refugees themselves and 

by media. We looked at statistics related to how many actually get asylum and refugee 

status and discussed why this percentage has dropped recently. We watched a re-

enactment video made by Finnish Immigration Service of an asylum interview with an 

Iraqi refugee. I showed the students that the City of Oulu has an integration plan, but 

we did not go through it in detail because I was not prepared enough. I introduced to 

them Villa Victor an intercultural activity centre and a key actor of the integration 

programme of Oulu. At this point we started to think about where we would do our 

project. Since most of the suggestions of what we could do were related to teaching 

language or elements of culture, I suggested we could offer these activities at Villa 
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Victor, in one of the preparatory classes for refugee youth or at a refugee reception 

centre. We discussed what Finnish culture is about. We divided the students in groups 

and they decided when they would meet to do their homework. 

Homework: Minna & myself promised to choose places to visit. Students would plan a 

short activity through which language or culture could be shared between themselves 

and the immigrants or refugees we would visit. 

Lesson 8 

Project 

planning 

45 mins 

Each group shared their plans and they were typed up on a document and projected 

on the wall. Minna and I had made initial inquiries to some places, including two 

schools that have immigrant preparatory classes and Villa Victor. We showed the 

locations of the venues on Google Maps and described the places. The class discussed 

who would go where, and possible dates. This was all typed up on the document. I 

explained to them that I would correspond with the venues and let them know the 

students would be in touch so that they can agree on a date. The groups of students 

would be responsible for writing an email to the venue contact person with a suggested 

date. They would first send it to me, and after getting comments from me, they could 

send it to the venue contact person themselves, cc:ing it to me. I forwarded all emails 

to Sampo and Minna. Only I was present during this class. 

Homework: Write and send the emails as a group. 

Lesson 9 

Action 

~120 min/group 

It took a long time, between 2 weeks to 1,5 months to agree on a date with the venue 

contact person and to do the visits. Many students were ill during visits so some of the 

groups had to be shifted around, and some 3-5 students opted out of the whole action 

component, because it became inconvenient due to illnesses and other, coinciding 

school work. In the end three groups, comprising of 18 students, worked in the 

community. 

 

Group 1 (4 students + Minna). Merikoski school Finnish as a second language class. 

Eight students from the school, a few years older than our students. The students 

played soccer together to break the ice. After the game, groups split into two to have 

a discussion. Finnish as a second language students have been in Finland for quite a 

long time, and they are highly proficient in the Finnish language. Our students had 

prepared questions for discussion about culture, hobbies, free time, things that were 

common with both groups of students. 

 

Group 2 (4 students + Minna). VALO-class (preparatory class for immigrants) at 

Koskela school.  
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Students in this class had recently arrived in Finland and were beginning to learn 

Finnish. They were of different ages. Half of the group taught the VALO-students to 

make paper airplanes and the other half played a board game. There was a little contest 

in flying the paper planes in the corridor and the group playing the board game were 

engaging in a lively discussion in Finnish. Especially the group playing board games 

seemed to form a bond. 

Group 3 (10 students + Linda). Villa Victor intercultural activity centre. 

Since this occurred about a month and a half after we had planned our activities, we 

reminded ourselves of our goals and plans on the bus on the way to the venue. Two 

teachers of Finnish classes for immigrants joined their groups and we were invited to 

do our activities with them. The students were all adults and in Finland for different 

reasons. There were maybe 20 or 30 of them. The students came into the class little by 

little. While we waited, I asked the teachers to tell our students a little bit about what 

it is like to teach Finnish. When there were about 10 students inside the class, we 

started by everyone introducing ourselves in Finnish. The first group had prepared a 

candy-tasting game and taught words for describing tastes so that the students could 

describe what they thought of the Finnish candy they were given. They were also given 

pieces of paper where they could mark what they thought of the candy. After this ice-

breaker game the other group invited a few of the students outside the classroom to 

play a board game with Finnish words in it. The adults seemed to enjoy playing this 

game that my students had made from scratch, and interacting with Finnish children. 

The students seemed happy about the success of the game, and almost all adults went 

to play it at one point or another. Meanwhile, the rest of us were discussing in the 

classroom. The students had prepared questions about living in Finland that they 

wished to learn about. Throughout the conversation, many words that came up in the 

conversation were written on the board in Finnish, and the students were writing them 

in their notebooks. In the end, we taught each other the word “friend” in all the 

different languages we could find in the group. The atmosphere by this time was very 

joyous and it was clear this had been a very different kind of a lesson for the immigrants 

and a joyful learning experience for my students. 

Lesson 10 

Reflection 

60 mins 

We sat in a big circle. In the beginning students were popcorning out their thoughts 

about the project. There were both content and frustrated comments. All comments 

were accepted and explored, asking further questions about how they felt and why and 

what they had learned from their experiences. Minna, myself and Sampo were also 

commenting on things we had learned, or would do differently next time, or had 

enjoyed. We looked back at our goals and discussed if we had achieved them or not 
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and why. We had prepared two posters, each depicting a tree. One tree was dead, the 

other was flourishing. On the dead trees roots we asked the students to write all the 

causes of the refugee crisis they could think of and all the reasons why it is difficult for 

refugees to find their place in their new home countries. On the roots of the flourishing 

tree we asked the students to think of all the things that could decrease the need for 

people to leave their homes in search for security, as well as things that could make it 

easier for refugees to find their place in the societies and cultures they enter. This was 

a way of summing up what we had learned during the project. We were planning to do 

a reflective art activity but ran out of time. 

Homework: An assignment (appendix B) for a reflective essay that would serve as data 

for our research. Sampo would evaluate the essays to give them a grade for Finnish 

writing skills, but based on quality of reflection, not on their opinions. 

Table 8. Lesson outline of the second project. 

4.6. Ethical Considerations 

There were a few issues related to research ethics that I had to take into consideration. 

Because the study involved underage students, I had to make sure I inform the parents 

thoroughly of what my plan is, and acquire their permission to use the materials the 

students produce during the research. As I was also planning to take photographs, I had to 

make sure I have explicit, written permission from parents to use the photographs. I asked 

for two permissions – one to use the photographs as data for my research, and the other 

to use the photographs for presentations and other materials I may create about service-

learning and my thesis.  

For this purpose, I created quite an elaborate and lengthy information leaflet (Appendix C) 

and included the permission sheet. Because service-learning is very new and the topic of 

refugees is politically sensitive, I wanted to thoroughly explain both service-learning and 

the ethical guidelines I would be operating under as I facilitate conversations about this 

sensitive topic with the students. I also wanted the parents to know beforehand that our 

project would involve meeting refugees, some of whom might be newcomers, and perhaps 

visiting a refugee reception centre. Because many of the children and their families live in 

an area where the refugee population is nearly non-existent, I knew this might arouse some 

worry or questions with some of the parents. Therefore, I made my contact information 
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available and made it very clear that I was happy to be approached for any questions or 

concerns.  

One parent contacted the teacher of the class, asking some questions about the visit and 

expressing concern. The student was not allowed to participate in the action portion of the 

first project, and we fully cooperated, telling the parents that the trip was not compulsory. 

The student stayed at school doing some other work during the project. For the second 

project the student was allowed to participate, because the visit was to a school, not to 

reception centre. Another parent voiced their concern that there were some crimes going 

on at refugee centres, but because the teacher and I were going with the students and it 

was during the day time to a family facility, the parents allowed their child to participate in 

the trip. 

One unpredictable issue was the fact that when we went to the reception centre, a lot of 

the refugees were so excited about the visit, that they wanted to take pictures with the 

students. We were all in big groups and everyone was visible and in plain sight, but I felt 

the need to tell the students personally that if they felt uncomfortable being in the pictures, 

they should either say “no thank you” or come to talk to me, and I would ask the 

photographs to be removed. However, since the situation was so genuine and sincere, no 

students felt the need to remove pictures from the refugees’ camera phones, and nobody 

felt threatened by this behaviour. After the trip, I asked the teacher, Sampo, if this was a 

problem, and he said it was not. We decided that when I wrote the parents about the trip 

and how it had gone, I would mention this issue to make sure there are no 

misunderstandings. Had I anticipated it, I should have written the parents beforehand and 

explained this was likely to happen. 

Because the topic of refugees is a politically sensitive subject, we wanted to make sure the 

classroom would be a safe space where no-one feels their comments are judged. To 

achieve this, we made a pact with the students: 

Then we went through our basic rules - everyone is generous. If you are one of those 

[people] who is usually very talkative, you can be generous by offering space and time 

for others to talk, and if you usually don’t share your ideas, you can be generous by 

offering what’s on your mind. If anyone has difficulty expressing him or herself, we try 

to help them explain it to us. (My journal, project 1, lesson 1) 
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There was another challenge related to students using their voices. How would I respond 

to potentially prejudiced or even racist comments? To what extent was I allowed to support 

a certain view of refugees over another? While none of the students expressed malicious 

intent or racism, quite the opposite, I wanted to be sure of my boundaries. I checked the 

new Finnish Core Curriculum, and thankfully I found that in the interdisciplinary goals I 

could find explicit statements that justify my support for views that are appreciative of 

diversity and against racism. These statements were under the second interdisciplinary 

goal (L2), related to cultural competencies, communication and expression. This is my own 

translation of the original text. 

The students are guided to view cultural diversity as an inherently positive resource. 

They are also being guided to recognize, how cultures and world views effect society 

and daily lives and how media shapes culture, and to consider what kind of things, 

contrary to human rights, cannot be accepted. (The Finnish National Board of Education, 

2016, p. 15) 

The interdisciplinary goals actually matched with many of the learning goals we set for the 

projects together with our students. With this knowledge as my support, I felt confident 

guiding the discussions into directions that would gently help students appreciate diversity 

and base their opinions on facts, not hearsay. For instance, there was a situation when a 

student expressed the idea that refugees carry Ebola and bring it to Finland. Instead of 

bashing or admonishing the student for this obviously faulty argument, I asked the students 

to find out facts – is this in fact true. When we found out which countries were affected by 

the Ebola epidemic and where most refugees come from, and how far apart these two 

areas of the world were, the misunderstanding was corrected without embarrassing the 

student.  

While I now knew that I was justified by the Finnish board of education to speak of diversity 

as a positive resource, I was careful not to express strong views of what the correct 

immigration policy would be. Of course, students were aware that Finland is bound by 

certain international agreements regarding refugees and their rights, but there is still room 

for discussion in the national debate about immigration policies. After our research, I told 

the students openly that I did not know everything about immigration policy, but that 

generally I am more inclined to thinking we should help people of other nations as much 
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as we can, particularly because we enjoy such privilege here in Europe, even if it may 

sometimes mean that we must give away of our own wealth. I also said that I believe a lot 

of effort and funding should be put into integration, to avoid further problems experienced 

both by refugees and Finnish nationals. I told the students this was not the only valid 

opinion, but I wanted to express so that they would not have to try to guess what my 

opinions were. I explained that this way they can even put my words in the right context 

and know what values are behind my words, and I would not judge them if they have a 

different opinion on immigration policy, as long their opinions were informed and not 

contrary to human rights or the basic idea of diversity as an asset. Education is always filled 

with values, whether we are transparent about them or not, and I decided to trust my 

students’ ability to think for themselves and explain to them openly what I think, but only 

once, so that the focus of our project was on the way they make sense of the world, not on 

the way I do. 

There was one more ethical consideration related to the students’ relationship with 

refugees. The students spent a lot of time during both projects discussing how difficult it 

might be for refugees to make Finnish friends in this country, and how we should be kind 

to them when we see refugees in Oulu. While this is a good thing, I had to think about it 

carefully, because I do not want the students to be naïve. In general, being kind to strangers 

is difficult to balance with personal safety, especially for women and girls, and the risks are 

even higher where there are chances for cultural misunderstandings. For instance, if a girl 

smiles at a boy, it is more likely to be interpreted as an invitation to approach in Arab 

cultures than in Finland, and misunderstandings may happen. How can we be kind to 

strangers without compromising our own safety, regardless of the gender or nationality of 

the stranger? On the other hand, how can we make sure we are not being extra cautious 

with someone because of our prejudices? We discussed these issues explicitly and 

mentioned some limits that should not be crossed. For instance, we should never go from 

public places into private places such as cars or areas where we cannot be seen with anyone 

we do not know. Simple kindness does not mean you cannot say no. This was a challenging 

discussion and I would like to be more prepared next time. 

Finally, as I am taking a critical lens to service-learning, I must be both explicit about the 

lens throughout the research and express clearly when I fall short of practicing service-
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learning in a way consistent with critical pedagogy. Only this way can I honestly learn and 

analyse my experiences in a way that might be useful for the community of scientists and 

practitioners. 
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5. Critical Service-Learning Elements in My Practice 

This chapter includes the analysis of the data I gathered. The amount of data was vast. 

Every action or inaction, every word spoken, every pedagogical choice and every 

relationship could be observed and analysed under the critical lens, asking how critical each 

approach was. Using the rubric for critical service-learning proved to be helpful in deciding 

what to focus on. I have organized the presentation of data according to the three major 

subsections of the rubric: philosophical assumptions, power and relations, and coherence.  

While I have addressed every element of the rubric in a general assessment of the projects 

(Appendix D) here I will only expand on those elements that became instrumental for my 

final conclusions. 

While the rubric indicates a binary (traditional vs. critical) for the sake of clarity, I see critical 

service-learning practice as a continuum. In no way, did I manage to facilitate perfectly 

critical service-learning projects for my students. I made many mistakes, even some 

obvious ones, as I will demonstrate. I do argue, however, that the rubric I created is helpful 

for a teacher who strives to improve the quality of her critical service-learning pedagogy 

(for the rubric see the tables in chapter 4.4.). Having a critical approach to any situation 

requires unlearning a lot of patterns of thought and behaviour, and this tool helped me to 

evaluate where I have a lot more unlearning to do, and in what areas I am improving as a 

practitioner. 

As I assessed the data against each element of critical service-learning, my question was 

not “was my practice critical?” but rather “to what extent was my practice critical?”. I have 

answered this question in the chapters below. To make reading easier, I have included a 

summary of the critical service-learning elements in the beginning of each chapter. In the 

text, I will refer to the rubric by mentioning the numbered elements in brackets. When I 

quote my journals, I will indicate the project and lesson which that journal entry was about. 

For the first project, the journal is referenced as “my field notes”. For the second project, 

the journal is referenced as “our field notes” because Minna and I co-wrote the journal. I 

have indicated if the notes I am quoting were written by Minna. When I quote the students’ 

reflection essays, I will use random letters of the alphabet to distinguish between different 

students. References to other data sources will also be indicated. 
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5.1. Philosophical Assumptions 

The first section of the rubric, philosophical assumptions, deals largely with how 

participants in a critical service-learning project might relate to their work and the 

transformation they are working towards, both in themselves and the world at large. Below 

is a summary of the three elements under this section. 

Element Critical Service-Learning 

1. Aim of the 

process 

• Young people are viewed as and helped to become capable individuals who can 

develop their own character and capacities while transforming society.  

• To advocate service as a means to liberate society from current systems that 

dehumanize human beings and perpetuate injustice. 

2. Definition of 

service 

Acts that contribute to systemic change and the advancement of society, promote social 

justice and address root causes of social problems. Attitude of service as a way of life. 

3. Sense of 

accomplishment 

Students learn to rejoice in small steps of progress in the road towards social justice, 

since ultimate victory cannot be won during a single project or even a lifetime. The 

process includes both crises and victories. Gratification comes from knowing you are 

working for the advancement of justice and students learn to derive joy from 

overcoming obstacles together and enthusiastically engaging in challenging but 

meaningful tasks. 

Table 9. Elements of critical service-learning. Philosophical assumptions. 

5.1.1. Service that contributes to systemic change 

The most challenging item in this section of the rubric to put into practice was item 2, which 

states that critical service-learning requires for the service action to address more than 

immediate community needs and rather try to affect a change of a more permanent nature. 

In service-learning projects that are conducted in higher education, this is very possible to 

arrange. Since critical service-learning is less common in K-12 education, ideas for how to 

do this with younger students are scarce.  

The challenge was threefold. First, my own capacity to facilitate conversations through 

which students could identify influential projects needs refinement. Second, the students 

are still very young at age 12 and we cannot expect them to be able to do everything it 

takes to organize a more complex project. Students of this age would benefit from several 

service-learning experiences during their school career, during which they could build their 

capacity for increasingly effective social justice action. The first project is likely to be very 
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simple, which was the case in our project. Finally, my time with the students was limited, 

and I was not able to help them establish a more permanent, active relationship with the 

community we were serving. Often, a simple project that merely responds to immediate 

needs can expand into an effective and transformative project if it is sustained over a longer 

period of time. For instance, if we had more time, my students who discussed and shared 

language lessons with refugees, could have taken it further and create regular spaces 

where Finns, refugees and immigrants could come together to cross bridges, teach each 

other languages and have open dialogues. 

I will reflect further on the first challenge below. The second challenge is closely related to 

item 15 of the rubric (Raising capacity for increasingly complex service action), and I will 

discuss it further in that connection. The third challenge is linked with item 7 (Commitment 

to relationships) which I will discuss in chapter 5.2. 

I looked at the actions I took when we were designing the projects, and tried to identify 

where I could improve my accompaniment of the students, so they could plan more 

impactful projects. I identified a crucial skill that I need to learn as a practitioner of critical 

service-learning; the ability to facilitate a conversation with my students where we create 

a mind map of root causes and systemic problems behind an issue based on our 

investigations, and then brainstorm ideas for a process of lasting change. It is much easier 

to just look at immediate community needs and come up with little ways in which we can 

help. I have plenty of experience in this and it is not very difficult – the kids always come 

up with a plethora of ideas. Facilitating enthusiastic conversations that result in ideas for 

more effective projects will be a new challenge I am glad to take on.  

One of the times when a teacher has to be particularly aware of the definition of service 

when it comes to critical service-learning is when she is helping her students formulate 

their service goals. Below I have listed the learning and service goals for our two projects. 
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Learning goals for project 1 

Head Hand Heart 

• What cultures and countries do 

refugees come from to Finland? 

• Why do some people have to leave 

their homes and become refugees?  

• How do the refugees travel to 

Finland? 

• Learn how to communicate 

flexibly, without a shared 

language. 

• Learn how to teach Finnish. 

• Learn a few words of Arabic. 

• Courage 

• Patience 

• Kindness 

• Openness 

Service goals 

1. To teach a few words or sentences of useful Finnish. 

2. To make refugees happy and make friends with them. 

3. To make them feel welcome. 

4. To help them find warm winter clothing. 

Table 10. Learning goals for project 1. 

 

Learning goals for project 2 

Head Hand Heart 

• How do the refugees experience 

their life in Finland? 

o What is life in Finland like 

compared to their home 

countries? 

o Are they content? 

o What do they do in their 

free time? 

• What does Finland do to advance 

the integration of refugees? 

• What does Finland do to advance 

the education of refugees and their 

children? 

 

• To learn, how to become 

better at the following things 

with refugees: 

o Sports 

o Cooking and baking 

o Languages 

(Finnish/Arabic) 

• Learn to understand refugees, 

both their lives and to 

communicate with them. 

• Find out what we could learn 

from them: culture, customs, 

language, stories etc.  

• Continuing the 

four goals from 

the previous 

project: 

o Courage 

o Patience 

o Kindness 

o Openness 

• Lack of prejudice 

• Curious and 

investigative mind 

Table 11. Learning goals for project 2. 
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As can be seen, each of the goals in the first project, for example, while laudable in 

themselves, are only responding to the immediate needs of refugees on a short-term basis. 

None of our service goals were related to promoting structural change that would improve 

social justice for refugees on a longer term. Teaching words of Finnish to some of the 

newcomers is lovely, but does not address the issue that not all refugees have access to 

quality Finnish education, or that lack of knowing Finnish is still an obstacle for finding a 

job. Similarly, wanting the refugees we meet to feel welcome in Finland is beautiful, but 

does not address the fact that approximately one third of asylum seekers from Iraq did not 

get asylum in Finland in 2016, and a political party that advocates a strict immigration policy 

won the parliament. Even if they were made to feel welcome by us, are they truly 

welcome? I was not explicit enough with the students about trying to design our project in 

a way that would address root causes and therefore our service goals stayed at the level of 

addressing immediate needs. 

I will shortly describe the process by which we came to these goals and then analyse, how 

one might go about it differently so that the goals would be more in line with a critical 

definition of service. In both projects, the goals were made together with the students after 

the first introductory session of the project. During the first session we explored some of 

the root causes of the topic – the refugee crisis in general for project 1, and the challenges 

in integration between refugee communities and the majority population for project 2. The 

purpose of this was that the students would have some understanding of the structural 

problems behind the question at hand before creating goals for the project. After that, I 

asked small groups of students to discuss and write down some goals under each title 

mentioned in the tables above. After discussing possible goals in small groups, we complied 

them into collective goals for the whole class. 

While this approach allowed the students to fully participate in thinking of the objectives 

of our project, making the connection between the root causes and our project goals more 

explicit could have helped to make the aims more critical. Consequently, the service action 

developed around these goals could have had more potential for influencing refugee 

integration in a significant way. I could have shared with the students structural problems 

in EU and Finnish law that cause refugee human rights to be compromised, or systemic 

obstacles for the successful integration of refugees and the majority population. After 
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recognizing some of the underlying impediments, we could have had a think-tank session 

in groups to identify ways we could advocate even small changes to these structures, or 

ideas we could implement through which some of these obstacles might be overcome.  

For example, many companies in Finland require employees to know very good Finnish 

even for jobs that can be done with minimal language skills, such as janitorial duties or 

working in a restaurant kitchen, and this means that many refugees, after receiving asylum, 

are unemployed, even if they are highly skilled and motivated to work. We could have, for 

instance, advocated for a few companies to pledge to employ a number of refugees and to 

offer them a training programme in the Finnish they would need to excel in their work. 

Our exploration of the underlying causes of the problems refugees encounter was 

profound but messy, and because we did not form a holistic picture as a group, it was 

difficult to even discuss which structural issues we might try to tackle. I will address this 

challenge more thoroughly in chapter 5.3, where I discuss item 14 of the rubric (Nature of 

preparation).  

Overall, the service action in our project did not match the description in item 2. Our 

projects did not affect a long-term change. In reality, making projects that address root 

causes with 6th graders who never experienced service-learning before, and many of whom 

never even met refugees would be very difficult to imagine. That is why the emphasis 

should be on building capacity. A critical way of thinking and acting grows over time, if the 

students engage in service-learning continuously throughout their school career. 

Participating in several projects over time should gradually build capacity in the students 

for systemic change. The role of the teacher is to be aware of the way student capacity is 

growing and what capacities they might need to develop next.  

5.1.2. Sense of accomplishment is derived from progress 

Another element worth discussing in this context is item 4 (Sense of accomplishment) in 

the rubric for critical service-learning. It indicates that learners with a critical consciousness 

will recognize, that while great joy can be derived from simply helping others, long term 

change will take continued effort. Such effort will include crises and victories, and we 

cannot rely on short term gratification if we wish to stay motivated to work for social justice. 
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Because of the nature of our projects, students got to actually spend time face-to-face with 

individuals whose lives they were hoping to help improve. This type of direct service-

learning usually offers the most instant gratification, and indeed, it is not exaggeration to 

say that every one of my students was beaming with joy after the first project. During the 

second project, the frustrations started to become more apparent. Arranging the visits 

were challenging because of scheduling, many students were ill and could not participate 

in the action part, and some students were growing weary of the topic and would have 

wanted to choose another issue. At this point, I should have seen the opportunity to bring 

to their consciousness that lasting change demands devoted effort. Perhaps we could have 

stopped to reflect on why we were feeling frustrated (I was, too), why frustrations and 

temporary setbacks are a natural part of the process and where we could derive joy and 

motivation to keep going. We could have discussed about how we can stop seeing setbacks 

as failures, and instead adopt an attitude of learning, where we work together to overcome 

difficulties. I also tend to take things too seriously sometimes, and could have taken the 

opportunity to encourage some more humour in our discussions at this point. 

When the visits finally did take place, most students were delighted again: 

It was difficult to come up with a plan for the service project and implementing it was 

challenging, but finally everything succeeded well. We had a great time in Villa Victor 

and it was great to get to implement the project. (Student A, project 2) 

I think service-learning was really fun and the idea is great, because you benefit from it 

and you also get to help others. (Student B, project 2) 

Overall, I felt that during the first project the students experienced great bursts of joy and 

energy for doing something they never knew they could do, while the second project 

brought them to reality and showed them that serving the advancement of society is not 

easy and includes frustrations. One student commented “it’s obvious that less than 30 

people cannot change the world [...], that is a fact of a realist.” (Student C, project 2). This 

student and two others expressed significant frustrations in their essays and I wish we had 

had one more conversation as a group after I had read their reflective essays, so that I could 

have helped them resolve some of these frustrations. The honesty with which these 

students approached their reflection would have been fertile ground for one more 

reflection that could have helped the other students, as well. 



 

 

101 

I want to finish this section with an example of how just knowing that you can have an 

impact on the world can give such a sense of accomplishment and joy and is so important 

for students. There is one student in this class who usually hears a lot of negative feedback 

during his school day, because he is difficult to control and often disrupts the class. He is 

very talkative, but does not generally mean to cause problems. The way I saw him, he has 

a caring heart and an acute sense of justice, but has a hard time controlling himself. When 

the topic of discussion in class is interesting to him, he is very engaged, but interrupts and 

talks over people all the time, although almost always on topic, and often makes good 

observations. During the first project, after the very first lesson when I had introduced to 

the class the idea of service-learning and explained that as a part of this process we would 

do a service project, he came to talk to me right after the class ended. He asked “are we 

really gonna get to help the asylum seekers?” I said “yes, we are!”. His face lit up, but still 

not quite believing what I said, he asked again “really, are we going to make a difference 

for real?” I said “yes, we will actually go to one of the centres and do something meaningful 

to help”. He still couldn’t believe it, so once more he asked “really, we’re gonna do 

something that matters?”. His face lit up every time I assured him that this is our intention.  

To some students, this kind of activity is extremely motivating. At the risk of sounding 

sentimental, I must say that my heart felt like exploding of happiness to see his reaction. 

This is the potential our students have, and many of them are just waiting for it to be tapped  

into, instead of learning things just to be able to survive in society. Fundamentally, this is 

what item 1 is about. A critical educator gets to witness in her students the capacity to 

improve themselves while transforming society. 

5.2. Power & Relations 

The second section of the rubric, power and relations, appreciates that the way a project 

develops relationships and empowers each protagonist is a necessary area of consideration 

if the project aims for sustainable transformation. Below is a summary of the eight 

elements under this section. 
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5.2.1. Ownership, inclusion and power of decision-making 

Item 4 asks a practitioner of critical service-learning to include many participants in the 

process of civic transformation. These participants should be, to the extent possible, a part 

of the discourse where social issues are named and potential solutions are discussed and 

decided upon. The first requirement is to involve the students themselves. Student voice is 

also important in traditional service-learning. In my projects students had an active role in 

choosing the topics of the project, deciding what goals we would aim towards, planning 

Element Critical Service-Learning 

4. Ownership 

and power 

Students, teacher, community members, community organizations, school administration and 

parents are increasingly involved in decision-making processes, naming social issues and co-

creating solutions for them. 

5. Identification Emphasis on seeing links between all participants. Making effort to identify one another as 

members of the same community, even when it is not obvious. Developing dialogical 

relationships between all members of this community. 

6. Behaviour 

towards the 

community 

Pays attention to fostering participatory, not paternalistic attitudes towards community. "Doing 

with" attitudes. All are members of the same community and are affected by one another's 

well-being. Learning is horizontal, not hierarchical. Everyone can learn from one another. 

7. Commitment 

to 

relationships 

Long-term commitment between school and the community to affect lasting change within the 

community. Occasional intense short-term projects bring momentum to this long-term 

commitment. 

8. Collaboration Although tasks may be completed in small groups or even individually, the overall project 

should be a collective effort where students have the support of their peers or even community 

members, can build on each other’s talents, and can continuously reflect together. 

9. Integration 

of 

community 

knowledge 

Blurred lines between classroom and community. Bringing the community into the classroom, 

and vice versa. Facilitating opportunities to share knowledge and understanding. 

10. Classroom 

configuration 

Reflects the equality of the participants, for instance sitting in a circle, or in a more informal 

setting. Occasionally, someone other than the teacher could facilitate the class. 

11. Unifying 

language 

Throughout the learning process the facilitators advocate a language that is unifying, rather 

than divisive. Language that minimizes the gap between "us" and "Others". 

Table 12. Elements of critical service-learning. Power & relations. 
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the content of the visits, and during the second project, even deciding where to visit and 

communicating with the organizations we were collaborating with, as I will later show. 

Including youth voice is relatively easy and one of the more commonly upheld quality 

practice recommendations in K-12 service-learning (Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011, p. 

172). However, critical service-learning requires more. As item 4 of the rubric indicates, 

other community members must be involved. This could mean school staff and parents, 

but most important from a critical perspective is the involvement of the community which 

is most affected by the issue at hand. Of course, in our projects this means mainly refugees 

and perhaps immigrants, who share some of the challenges refugees experience, and to a 

lesser extent, other concerned citizens of Oulu. 

In this thesis I have defined a community as the growing, changing flow of interactions and 

relationships between individuals, institutions and sub-communities. A community rarely 

has rigid boundaries. In other words, it is not always clear who can be considered a member 

of a community and who cannot, and who has the power to define this. Communities can 

exist on various levels of shared geographical spaces – in a neighbourhood or a village, in a 

town or a city, on a regional level, a national level, a continental level and even the world 

community, which includes all of humankind and the environment we interact with. A 

community can also be a group of people who identify with one another for reasons other 

than sharing a living space, for instance a religious community, a political community, an 

ethnic community, a community that share a specific need or interest, a community 

organized around a hobby or an age group or its subcultures. These communities can 

overlap and include one another – for example, the community of Oulu includes various 

neighborhoods and groups of people who all identify both as being “oululainen” (a member 

of the Oulu community) and as members of their particular sub-community. Refugees 

belong to a myriad of other communities and thus, have a myriad of other needs or 

interests, but share some of the specific needs related to their status in their host country. 

Community organizations, on the other hand, are institutions that function within a 

community. They do not represent the whole community, but a particular viewpoint into 

it. In critical service-learning there is a danger in equating community organizations with 

the community itself. Some projects that I have seen claim that they involved the 

community because they have been collaborating with organizations. For critical service-



 

 

104 

learning, if a project does not involve the people whose lives the project mostly influences, 

I do not think it can claim fully collaborating with the community.  

There are many situations where community partners and the community itself could have 

completely different perspectives on an issue. For instance, in the USA many service-

learning projects have to do with homelessness. While schools often collaborate with 

organizations who work to help the homeless, homeless voices themselves are rarely heard 

in a way that significantly affects the project design. Our project had the same problem. 

Since we were not able to engage refugee voices in the preparation and planning phase, 

we missed out on an opportunity to design the project together with the population who 

is most affected by the problems we were trying to address. 

Forming partnerships with community organizations, while not the same thing as 

collaborating with the affected community itself, is also valuable. We consulted with three 

refugee reception centres and a local Red Cross representative whose focus is on the 

refugee relief. We directly collaborated with the cultural centre Villa Victor, the emergency 

accommodation centre in Vallinkorva and different schools who offer basic education to 

refugee and immigrant students. These collaborations had significant influence on the 

direction of our projects. For example, by calling the Red Cross representative and the 

refugee centres we found out that coming to reception centres to spend time with children 

and families was valuable, because there was very little to do for the young children who 

do not go to school. Another thing we could do was to go and help sort clothes at a second-

hand market that was opening to sell very affordable clothes to the refugees who had 

recently arrived and had not yet bought their winter clothing. While we did the former and 

not the latter, we also used the idea of helping refugees buy winter clothes by teaching the 

adults the vocabulary with which to ask for the right things during our first visit. This was 

much appreciated by the adults, and they took pictures of our visual guides and asked if 

they could hang them on the walls of the emergency accommodation centre. 

Another challenge I had with applying critical pedagogy, was the integration of community 

knowledge, item 9 on the rubric. Since our focus during the second project was on 

integration, the students were interested in questions related to what the Finnish society 

is doing to help refugees integrate, and what more could be done. However, we never 
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thought about what refugees are doing to integrate themselves and live successfully in a 

new society. 

The students set for themselves learning questions, but the only question from a refugee 

perspective asks how they are experiencing their life in Finland. We ended up asking this 

question from refugees and immigrants who we met during our visits. However, the 

conversations were quite shallow and based on student essays, what they learned from 

these conversations were related to hobbies, the refugees’ feelings about the cold weather, 

and feeling more safe than in their home countries. 

Overall, 10 of the 16 students who submitted a reflection essay for the second project 

concluded that refugees are happy and content here, despite the fact that Yrjö, the visitor 

who volunteers at a reception centre, explained to us that the time asylum seekers spend 

in the refugee reception centres can be extremely frustrating and psychologically tasking, 

even traumatizing, because of the uncertainty of their future, tensions between people 

from different religious or national backgrounds packed in a small place, and extreme 

boredom and idleness. Only four students commented on things that might make 

integration difficult for refugees, mostly related to the very different social culture in 

Finland compared to most of their home countries. One student spoke of it as follows: 

Here the culture is also very different, and it takes time to adapt to that. That prevents 

the refugees from feeling at home, as well as racism, which only works to slow down 

integration and making the world a fully equal place for every human being and animal. 

(Student D, project 2) 

Had our goals been more explicitly interested in how the refugees themselves experience 

integration and its challenges, not only would have our conversations with them been more 

profound, but also the refugees would have been given the voice to express both their 

victories and challenges, name their problems and look for solutions together with my 

students. This would have, of course, demanded a more long-term relationship with the 

people we worked with, because having such deep conversations requires the partners to 

have developed a trusting relationship with one another. Now, our conversations were 

quite shallow. Although the refugees (and some immigrants) themselves said that they 

enjoy their time here, which might explain why ten of my students came to the above-

mentioned conclusion, perhaps they were not feeling that the conversation was open to 



 

 

106 

going more deep into the topic and they were polite and wanted to give answers that would 

please the listeners. What a missed opportunity! Making sure that community knowledge 

is appreciated is an important element of critical service-learning, and while Yrjö’s insight 

represented knowledge from a certain part of the community, the input of those who are 

mostly affected was almost entirely missing. 

Students, however, enjoyed quite a lot of opportunities to influence the project. 

Particularly the second project gave us an opportunity to give the students more 

responsibility and freedom. While Minna and I made initial contact with the community 

partners we were going to work with, we wanted to give students the opportunity to raise 

their capacity to work directly with the organizations. We asked the groups of students to 

write an email message to the organization they were planning to visit to agree the time of 

their visit. Since this was the first email the students ever sent to an organization, we gave 

them quite precise directions:  

Write an email in which you tell the contact person of the destination of your visit: 

• Who you are 

• What the goals of your visit are 

• What you plan to do 

• What you would like to learn 

• When do you suggest to visit.  

(Visit planning document, project 2) 

I asked the students to send their emails to me first, so I could check them. Most emails 

needed some corrections by the students after the first draft, but they were generally very 

clear, sincere and appropriate. After I gave them the green light, they sent the message 

from their school emails to the contact person and to me as a cc: recipient so I would get 

the responses. Here is an example of one of the emails sent out by students: 

Hello. We are students from Ritaharju school and we would like to visit you during our 

project. We would like to teach them [Finnish students] about typical Finnish sweets 

and teach them related vocabulary and bring some sweets as a treat. We would like to 

learn about their cultures and languages. Would Wednesday 27 April around 12.30 be 

suitable to you? There is another group coming from our school at the same time. (Email 

message from a student on April 19, 2016) 
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I am very pleased with our choice to let the students do this themselves and in addition to 

giving students more power, it was also conducive to building student capacity for more 

complex projects in the future (Item 15. Raising capacity for increasingly complex service 

action). Students were a little surprised that they were given this much responsibility. One 

student’s comment in his reflective essay implies this:  

I got to write official email to an adult and plan a lesson to the VALO-class [preparatory 

class]. It was fun! (Student E, project 2) 

I interpret the student’s choice of words ”got to write official email to an adult” to imply 

pride and even surprise that they got to do this. 

During the second project we also got the opportunity to include the voices of the teachers 

from Villa Victor in our reflections of the project. I wrote them an email thanking them for 

the visit and sharing with them what our students had reflected on the bus and what we 

felt we had learned. I asked them if they could also share with me what they had thought 

of the visit and whether it was useful for their Finnish students at all. Their responses were 

as follows. 

Teacher 1: 

The visit was absolutely useful, especially from the perspective of integration. 

Integration is largely advanced by positive interactions between immigrants and Finns. 

Your students were very friendly, shared sweets and gave away a game they had made 

themselves, so most definitely it was a lovely experience for the students, and they 

surely felt welcome on behalf of Finnish children, who welcomed them very well. It was 

also a nice thought that the teaching was mutual, when the [adult] students got to 

teach words to the children. Certainly someone must have also learned a new Finnish 

word or two during the visit. (Email addressed to me 19 May 2016) 

Teacher 2:  

Thank you for your visit, it was indeed a lovely experience! I asked the students what 

they thought of the lesson and everyone seemed happy. One student was absolutely 

enamoured and said that the children were adorable.  

I would say the visit left the students with a positive image and made them feel that 

people here in Finland are interested in them. 
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I thought it was good that the words that came up in conversation were written on the 

board, so that the Finnish students had better chances to learn new words and keep up 

with the conversation. 

If there is something to be developed, the game the students had made could be 

adjusted so that almost every square could have a word or a phrase, so there would be 

a little more communication during the game. (Email addressed to me 19 May 2016) 

The students, Minna, Sampo and I were delighted about the feedback. During our collective 

reflection with the students this feedback also steered us to come to the conclusion that 

our project was less about teaching Finnish and more about creating genuine connections 

between Finns, immigrants and refugees. 

Overall, these projects taught me how important it is to consider carefully who are the 

different community groups that are affected by the project, and should therefore be 

included in reflection as well as action. They also taught me how much the students can 

learn by interacting with community organizations directly, and how helpful it is to have 

genuine conversations with the representatives of those organizations when planning and 

reflecting on our projects.  

I am happy with the way my students and some community organizations were involved in 

the reflection, action and decision-making processes, but what I wish to do better next time 

is to include the community as a whole in those same processes. According to Freire’s 

critical principles, we must treat people as subjects who have the power to change their 

situation. We should not try to change a situation for a population, but with a population. 

Students must learn to go out of their way to include in consultation those who are not 

usually included, especially when they are about to plan a project that aims to influence 

their lives. One of my students beautifully described the need for genuine dialogue in trying 

to solve challenges related to integration: 

He, who is prejudiced, is not fully open. It has to do with being honest. Because to 

understand refugees, we must first be honest both from our side and theirs. We must 

learn and remember, that being a refugee is very difficult. It is important for us to also 

understand their troubles, and how we can help them equally. This can only happen 

through collaboration from their side also. (Student F, project 2) 
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5.2.2. Students and community interact and overcome prejudices 

This student’s comment brings me to another point I want to raise based on the rubric was 

item 6, behaviour towards community. This element emphasizes that students attitudes 

towards the community should be participatory, and not paternalistic. It is also linked to 

the previous item 5, which deals with how to student identify with the community. It is 

difficult to behave in a participatory way when you do not truly feel you belong to the same 

community as those who you are working with, and you don't clearly see how your project 

is benefitting all members of that community, including yourself. In our case, the gap was 

quite wide, since the students came from an affluent neighbourhood where even 

immigrants, much less refugees, are a rare sight, and in their daily life they do not see 

foreign nationals as members of their community. On the other hand, the refugees we 

visited during the first project lived in an isolated location away from the city where they 

hardly had opportunities to interact with the wider society. From both sides, seeing one 

another as a community was a challenge, and I did not find enough evidence in my data 

that I as a teacher made an active effort to bridge this gap by directly discussing with the 

students how this projects affects the whole city of Oulu, not just the refugees. However, 

we did discuss carefully and with detail how we should behave towards those we would 

encounter during our field action. 

Therefore, I was delighted of my student’s attitudes towards those who we went to visit. 

In their reflection essays, 8 out of 22 students during the first project and 6 out 16 students 

during the second project reported to have overcome prejudices during the projects. One 

student said that he “learned to know refugees more as individual people” (Student G, 

project 1). Others described the kind of stereotypical thinking they had before the visit and 

explained how the visit had changed their minds. One student said:  

I thought they would be closed off and not get excited by anything. I also thought that 

they would be angry and would not like us, but no! They are very friendly and open and 

enthusiastic about anything. They smile a lot and are very happy. (Student H, project 

1) 

Of course, the conclusion of this student is another stereotype, this time positive, and it 

may take some time for her to come to see each new person as an individual. Nevertheless, 
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her comment shows a dramatic change in how she perceived refugees before and after the 

meetings. Despite their initial prejudices, the students approached the new acquaintances 

very openly and showed no signs of patronizing or prejudiced behaviour. One student 

commented: 

I learned that prejudices were made to be vindicated. You don’t always have to be as 

prejudiced as you are. It’s also worthwhile taking new steps in life and go forward 

despite your fears, like I have done, too. (Student I, project 1) 

Students were sometimes shy and nervous to approach new people, but courageously 

stepped out of their comfort zones, especially considering that with most of the people 

they met, they had no shared language. This was a completely new experience for the 

students. Especially during the first project I was very proud of how they went out of their 

way to form connections. Even the shier students in the class took initiative to engage with 

the refugees at Vallinkorva centre. Of course, the refugees on their part showed a 

welcoming attitude and even the adults were visibly curious to meet Finnish school children. 

When students were feeling shy, they rallied each other to go together to talk to someone. 

One student commented: 

For example when someone knew English, I got to speak with them. I could not have 

done it without the others, who came with me to chat with the adults. (Student J, 

project 1) 

In addition to helping one another during the project, it is good to also note that our goals 

were collective, not individual. This may help alleviate an individualistic and perhaps 

competitive culture. As our goals were collective, students knew they would not be 

evaluated individually and the success of our project would depend on our ability to 

collaborate. This gave us a genuine feeling that this was a team effort. Item 8 

(Collaboration) on the critical service-learning rubric speaks to this feature. Doing projects 

collectively, thinking of learning goals collectively and evaluating success collectively were 

my conscious efforts to break away from an individualistic approach to growth. 

Collectivistic ways of thinking, balanced with an individual’s self-reflection and self-

awareness work well with the Freirean idea that healthier societies grow out of peoples’ 

interactions with each other, the world and their own growing consciousness. 
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In addition to the genuine and open way the students, myself, Minna, the class teacher and 

the refugees and immigrants communicated, the students also recognized that everyone 

in this process could teach one another. While the mutual learning may not have yet 

reached very profound levels, 9 out of 22 students in the first project and 6 out of 16 

students in the second reported to have learned something from refugees. These reports 

were unprompted, as we included no question in their reflection assignment related to 

horizontal learning. Students said they learned languages, in particular Arabic and English, 

and sports, in particular basketball and football. While the relationships formed during 

these projects were mutual and sincere, they were short-lived, as we would not have 

further opportunities to meet with the same people again. In the rubric to critical service-

learning, these points correspond to item 6 (Behaviour towards the community), which was 

participatory and not patronizing, and item 7, (Commitment to relationships), which we 

were not able to achieve due to the short-term nature of our project. 

After both the visit to Vallinkorva and the visit to Villa Victor, the students and I briefly 

reflected on our experiences on the bus. One of the main outcomes of both reflections was, 

that while we were very happy with the effect the visits had on us, and hopeful that it had 

been useful for the people we met with as well, we were very conscious that in order to 

have a long-term effect, visits of this nature should be regular. We realized that while the 

premise of our visits was to teach Finnish, perhaps the more important effect of our visits 

was providing opportunities of genuine interaction between two groups who, in society, 

seldom get to socialize; refugees and Finns who live in homogenously Finnish 

neighbourhoods. We recognized that there is a need for spaces like this in society, but to 

have a more profound influence, they would have to be regular and offered to larger 

audiences. Mending the social gap between immigrants and the wider society clearly 

meant something for the students. One wrote that we should try to spend more time with 

refugees in public spaces, another described how important it was to make sure that 

refugees and Finns get opportunities to play sports together in mixed teams, and another 

suggested that Finns could take refugee friends berry picking together (student essays for 

project 2). 
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The same sentiment that the students had was also reflected in Minna’s and my reflection 

journal. This project was less about teaching a language and more about building 

relationships. 

 A large part of each action visits this time was conversation. Actually talking with the 

people they were meeting, getting to know them in each group. This required breaking 

ice. It was not just teaching Finnish, doing the exercises -  it was trying to cross barriers. 

(Our field notes, project 2, lesson 9) 

One group had great success with crossing barriers. The group that visited a preparatory 

class for refugee and immigrant children who had recently arrived, after some initial need 

for ice-breaking, were so carried away playing board games together that they “did not 

want to leave because they really hit it off with the other boys” (Our field notes, project 2, 

lesson 9. Minna’s entry). It was truly a shame that we did not have the opportunity to 

continue these seedlings of positive relationships. 

If I was doing this project with my own class, I would help the students to think of spaces 

in which they can offer opportunities for refugees and Finnish citizens to interact with one 

another in genuine settings on a regular basis. I believe such long term efforts could 

significantly protect both groups from isolationist tendencies where they only seek contact 

with those who are like them. Recognizing that a sense of community does not exist 

strongly between refugees and those from the majority population, these projects could 

have become opportunities for community building if we had the opportunity for long term 

commitment. 

5.3. Coherence 

The subtitle “coherence” in the rubric deals mostly with issues of balance; balancing 

student needs and community needs, balancing action and reflection, and making sure that 

all phases of the service-learning cycle, preparation, action and reflection, reflect principles 

of critical pedagogy.  

 

 



 

 

113 

Element Critical Service-Learning 

12. Curricular 

integration 

School integrates service-learning into its curriculum and allows students to grow in their 

service skills through a coherent service-learning programme that extends through the years. 

In designing projects, both students’ learning needs and community needs are considered. 

13. Integration 

of reflection 

and action. 

Reflection is not separate from action. Spaces for reflection are arranged throughout the 

project. Mode of action is reflective, and thus, flexible and adaptable. All activities are 

characterised by an attitude of learning. 

14. Nature of 

preparation 

Students advance in their critical consciousness on the issue at hand and this consciousness 

demands/inspires action.  

Content is explored dialogically, and in a way that develops skills for critical investigation. 

Students learn to investigate issues critically. Exploration takes account of the complexity of the 

issues. 

15. Raising 

capacity for 

increasingly 

complex 

service 

action 

Project’s complexity increases with student capacity. To benefit society, and not merely the 

students, the projects must grow increasingly profound in impact, as the students become 

more aware of social issues and more skilled in designing projects that address root causes. 

16. Twofold 

reflection 

Students reflect on two areas and understand connections between them: 

• Community & Society 

Students reflect on how their project was able to affect change, and/or how it perpetuated 

current systems of oppression. Students will not suffer disillusionment by the slow change, 

but will be encouraged to commit themselves to a life of service. 

• Self & Identity 

Students reflect on their own place in oppressive structures and their role in changing 

them, as well as the attitudes, values and changes the project has affected in themselves. 

Students learn to identify powers operating in society and how these powers influence 

themselves. Students also learn to identify how, in turn, they can influence society, how to 

be mindful of the kind of effect they have on it. Finally, they see how working for the 

advancement of society can help their own personal growth. 

Table 13. Elements of critical service-learning. Coherence. 

5.3.1. Service-learning was not integrated in the school curriculum 

Item 12 on curricular integration suggests that a critical service-learning project should not 

be an isolated project but a coherent programme within the school’s curriculum. This was 

an addition not based on the literature, but the experience I gained from the field. I 
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understood that many of the elements critical service-learning demands are very difficult 

to fulfil unless the students can be engaged in a continuous process of capacity building, 

especially because they are still young. My projects were not able to include this element, 

because I was working in a school where service-learning has never been done in Finland 

before. I have discussed this point in some of the earlier sections and will address it again 

in the discussion and conclusion chapters of this thesis, as it is one of the main findings of 

this research.  

5.3.2. Reflection for, in and on action 

Another element of the rubric that I would like to bring out is the way reflection was 

integrated into the two projects. In traditional service-learning learning, one of the 

recommended practices does state that reflection should be ongoing and challenge the 

students to reflect on themselves as well as society (National Youth Leadership Council, 

2008). These themes correspond with items 13 (Integration of reflection and action) and 

16 (Twofold reflection) of the rubric, and are, at least in principal, somewhat similar in 

traditional and critical service-learning. 

While some traditional service-learning projects could reach critical standards for praxis 

(reflective action), most of them still treat reflection as events that occur a few times 

throughout the project, particularly towards the end. In the Freirean model of critical 

pedagogy, reflection should occur throughout the learning and action cycle. It is possible 

to argue that what is called preparation in traditional service-learning is actually reflection 

for action. The reflection that occurs throughout the action phases could be called 

reflection in action, and the thought processes that are necessary after one cycle of a 

project could be called reflection on action. Indeed, in Freirean critical pedagogy, action 

should not be just a phase – it should be a continuous process upon which the participants 

are constantly reflecting. This was not entirely possible due to the temporary nature of my 

relationship with this class. However, I made effort throughout the project that reflection 

would occur not only at the very end, but consistently from phase to phase, and that the 

group was approaching its activities in a learning mode. These correspond with item 13 

(Integration of reflection and action) of the rubric. 
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This ongoing reflection occurred with students as well as amongst the teachers. We even 

had the opportunity to do some minimal reflection with some of our community partners. 

Refugee voices were, once again, missing. This was, perhaps, the gravest shortcoming of 

these projects. To demonstrate what exactly was reflected on, by whom and how it 

affected our action, I will show examples of reflection situations below. 

I […] gave an example that for example me and Linda must stay objective as our 

research and Linda continued that yea even though it is our project and we think it is so 

great we must write down if something does not work and why it is not working. (Our 

field notes, project 2, lesson 4, Minna’s reflections) 

This was a moment in class when we were discussing with the students what the concepts 

of subjective and objective mean. I felt it was very important that we showed transparently 

to the students that we are also in a process of learning. Hopefully this also gave the 

students the feeling that they could offer criticism when it was needed, and indeed, some 

of the feedback presented in this thesis show such criticism on part of the students. 

Without transparently sharing with the students that we also reflect and improve on our 

work, how can we expect them to do the same? 

The excerpt below gives an example of how Minna and I were reflecting on our work during 

the process. In addition to documenting what exactly we did with the students, we usually 

had the opportunity to discuss after each class and write our thoughts in our journal. For 

example, in one journal entry from Minna’s and my field notes of lesson 4 of the second 

project, I expressed that due to the business of my schedule, I had not studied thoroughly 

the different aspects of it in order to form a holistic picture of the concepts related to 

integration. I felt that this affected my ability to facilitate our conversations with the 

students. These thoughts changed the way I planned my lessons. I started spending time 

before lesson planning looking up the Oulu city integration plan, understanding the kind of 

financial support refugees receive, understanding the asylum process and statistics related 

to it, finding out what the public sector, refugees themselves and different organizations 

are already doing for integration and what some of the challenges are. After this reflection 

Minna and I decided to add a whole new lesson to the process, because we recognized that 

the students needed to understand more comprehensively what practical integration 

processes currently look like. The fact that we were reflecting throughout our practice 
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really helped in addressing some of the inadequacies of our lesson plans. On the other hand, 

because I had not yet developed the rubric for critical service-learning, our reflections had 

no framework and we missed out on many good questions that we did not think to ask 

ourselves. We were just reflecting on whatever came to our minds instead of methodically 

reflecting on the critical elements of the service-learning process. 

However, despite the lack of a reflective framework, constant reflection was an element 

we succeeded to implement throughout the projects. We even engaged our visitor, Yrjö 

Mikkonen in reflection, and had some valuable discussions on the way our relationships 

with our students affect our teaching. 

Another type of reflection that occurred throughout the project were reflections with 

students. For instance, we discussed the UNHCR game “Kovat kertoimet” where students 

step into the shoes of a refugee of their own age in a simulation of the journey from their 

home to a new country, trying to integrate into this new society. We asked them to reflect 

on their experience playing it with the following questions:  

What kind of decisions did you have to make? How did you decide what to do? Were 

your decisions influenced more by your own well-being or the opinions of others? Are 

the words and actions of the other characters in the game just? How did you feel about 

the actions of the other game characters? (Our field notes, project 2, lesson 4) 

Clearly, the game cannot give the students even remotely an idea of how it feels to leave 

your home because it is not safe to stay. The students needed to worry only about passing 

to the next level, rather than surviving. However, it gave them some idea of the type of 

decisions a refugee might have to make on their way. 

As we proceeded in our media analysis and our inquiry into how integration works or does 

not work, reflection was ever-present. I used the language of learning, telling the students 

openly what I was learning through our conversations and asking them what they were 

learning. When conversations went too far off-topic, I asked them to think if their comment 

was relevant by considering, if their comment or question would help us to advance in our 

understanding of the topic at hand. 
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Also, students reflected immediately after each service visit on our way back on the bus. 

Here is an example that shows what students were saying when we discussed what just 

happened on the way back to the school: 

The kids really wanted to stay a longer time, and they also thought of things we could 

have done, such as cooking or baking together with the residents of the centre. Perhaps 

a longer stay, or even a regular, weekly activity, would make the service even more 

meaningful than a short one-off experience. (My field notes, project 1, lesson 4) 

The following example is from the second project: 

Afterwards on the bus we were reflecting together how it went. The students were very 

happy and said it felt very good to do something meaningful. We talked about wanting 

to do this more regularly because it would have more effect. They felt they had to learn 

how to speak Finnish slowly and clearly, because at first they talked too fast. Then they 

gradually found a way to talk with the immigrants in a way that most everyone 

understood. (Our field notes, project 2, lesson 9) 

In addition to all this reflection going on throughout the projects, we had two final 

opportunities to gather our thoughts. In the end of each project we first did a collective 

reflection where we sat in a circle, discussed what we had learned, how the project had 

affected our thinking and how it may have influenced society. After these collective, 

structured reflections I gave the students a writing assignment so that they could engage 

in some personal reflection. Before discussing the relationship between these two types of 

reflection activities I will present some examples of both. Below is a summary of a 

conversation we had during our collective reflection after the first project. L means me, S 

means a student. I have not numbered each different student, because I did not write down 

who said what, but I did write down that these comments were made by several different 

students – the majority of the class participated in this discussion. My notes in Finnish were 

bullet points. In my translation I have formed the thoughts into complete sentences that 

reflect the gist of what was said but not word to word. The excerpt is fairly long to illustrate 

the nature of these conversations. 

L: Why are some people against welcoming refugees and some people for it? 

S: Some would like to give asylum to more people, others want to close the borders. 
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S: Those who want to close the borders might think that the people who come here are 

not really in trouble in their home countries. They are also afraid of criminals, or that 

refugees would take their jobs or live off of government money. 

S: Yeah, and why would countries not let people in even though they have so much 

space? Like in Russia?  

S: Maybe some of them are unemployed themselves for example in Finland they might 

be afraid that they would take their jobs. 

S: Well those countries should just create more jobs then! 

S: Some people want to first help their own countries, like if there are homeless people 

in Finland they want to help them first before helping people from other countries. 

S: And other people think that because refugees don’t always seem poor, cos they have 

new phones and nice clothes, then that would mean they don’t need help. 

S: But imagine if Russia would attack Finland and we would not be given asylum. 

Standard of living doesn’t make a difference, war effects everyone 

S: In war it doesn’t matter if you’re poor or rich, everyone needs safety, money doesn’t 

matter so much. 

S: Yeah those who want to give more asylum… They want to help other people. They 

might think what if it happened to me, would I want help if I was in a vulnerable 

situation. I’m sure we’d also want to go into safety if we had war here. 

S: If we were in an emergency and had to go to another country, I’m sure other people 

would be more willing to accept us into their countries if they know we have also 

welcomed others in our country.  

S: Yeah, they think about others than just themselves. 

S: It’s good to have different cultures in Finland. At least we get different foods than 

just basic Finnish food. 

S: Also our way of thinking and culture can become more varied. But then again, even 

though they come from different cultures, they also have to try to integrate in Finland. 

For example in those countries where women aren’t allowed to walk alone in the 

streets, they shouldn’t demand us to do the same here. 

S: It’s refreshing to have people who look all kinds of ways walking around the streets, 

like in Helsinki. Then Finland is less racist. 

L: What do you think could help both the people who come here and us who already 

live here to get over our prejudices? 

S: This kind of trips, that they can get a little taste of what Finnish people are like. 
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S: Elsewhere in Finland and in Sweden some people have for example thrown rocks at 

buses, thrown burning bottles and drawn Nazi symbols. That must feel terrible if you 

have come from a war zone and then someone goes and does something like that. At 

least they can notice that some people care, because we visited them, especially 

because we are children. 

S: Meeting them also removed some of our own prejudices, now we know more what 

they are like. 

S: Yeah the refugees took pics when we were there. If they send those pics forward and 

spread the word about the good things we’re doing, then maybe the other refugees will 

realize that some Finns actually care about them. 

S: Yeah visiting the centre helped remove my prejudices, I thought in the beginning that 

they would be totally stupid and we can’t be with them, but visiting the place helped 

me not think like that anymore. 

S: I would never had had the courage to go to a foreign stranger to ask for help, but 

now that we went there and I noticed that they are really so lovely, I could easily ask 

for help from someone who’s foreign. 

S: For example I thought at first that they don’t want to talk to us or they don’t like 

children and they don’t want to learn anything, but it wasn’t true at all. 

S: I thought they’d just be in the corner quietly and not do anything, but immediately 

when we went there they were happy and joined us as we walked. 

S: We found a common understanding really quickly, especially with the little kids. 

S: I first thought like would I have the courage to go and talk to them, but then I did 

because I had all my friends doing that with me. There were others in the same 

situation, so together we found the courage. 

S: When I started to think about this afterward at home, I was thinking like I could never 

have thought I could go all over a refugee centre, talking to people in English! 

S: I thought they would be totally bored there with us, but then they were really happy 

about our visit and took pictures. 

S: I’m usually really shy and never talk to anyone, but still had the courage to talk. 

(My field notes, project 1, lesson 5) 

In addition to this example of a conversation during a collective reflection, it was interesting 

to look at the student’s reflective essays and how they summarized what the experience 

was about for them. The reflective essays were more personal compared to the collective 

conversations, the thoughts were articulated more accurately, and sometimes more 

sensitive opinions, which they may not have had the courage to say in class, were portrayed. 
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I think that this project taught me most about being without prejudices, again. After 

the autumn project I had many positive thoughts about refugees. When we started the 

spring project, I noticed that some of my prejudices had come back. As the project 

advanced my mind changed and by the time we were doing the visit I thought I didn’t 

have any prejudices towards the people we were going to teach Finnish to. But when 

we started to talk with the people, they knew Finnish very well. Then I thought that we 

had come to teach Finnish to people who had already studied Finnish for a long time. 

But then I heard that some of them had only studied Finnish for a few months. Again I 

noticed that I had prejudices against them even thought I wasn’t even conscious of it 

myself. (Student K, project 2) 

There might be different kinds of habits and cultures here than in the home countries 

of refugees. For example, in their home countries you might greet anyone you are 

passing by, but in Finland, not so much. People might wonder if a stranger greets them. 

(Student L, project 2) 

As these examples show, some students were able to really think about themselves and 

examine their own thought processes, while others mainly reflected on the outward 

outcomes of our project. Asking them to give examples of how they used the virtues and 

attitudes we had set as goals during the project really seemed to help those students who 

were not used to self-reflective activities. Reflecting on the self is just as important as 

reflecting on the influence our project had on society, and in critical service-learning both 

are considered necessary (Item 17. Twofold reflection). Students were at very different 

levels when it comes to self-reflective skills, and once again the importance of seeing 

service-learning as a process of capacity building is highlighted. We cannot expect all 

students to have a level of depth in their self-reflection if we do not give them consecutive 

opportunities to develop this skill. 

In some essays I found lines of thought that I felt would have deserved an opportunity to 

be discussed together and needed a response. Unfortunately, we did not have the chance 

to do this because my time with the students was limited. The following two excerpts are 

from one student’s essay. Most of this essay was quite similar to the rest of the students’ 

reflections, but the last paragraph surprised me, particularly because this student had not 

shown any signs of lack of motivation during the project. 
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The culture here is very different, and it takes time to adapt, which takes away the 

feeling of being at home from the refugees. So does racism, which just prevents 

integration and prevents this world from becoming a fully equal place for all humans 

and animals. (Student M, project 2) 

And seriously, just less than 30 people cannot change the world or the opinions of the 

refugees themselves, that’s just a fact. There was no other point exept that the refugees 

saw some basic Finnish 6th graders and this wasted our free time and lessons, which we 

could have used to learn about something that has more influence in this world. Think 

realistically, is the biggest worry in the world refugees? Or are there any more 

important things in this world than integrating refugees? My personal answer to the 

first question is no and the second is yes.[…] I think we should have made the project 

about something much more important such as the destruction of the world and how 

people are idiots. Shortly, the problem of the project was the topic. (Student M, project 

2) 

Her comment shows frustration over three things. First, she was not happy with the choice 

of topic. Second, she seems to have a sense of cynicism or pessimism towards the world 

and our possibilities to influence it. Third, she seems to see the displacement of people 

from their homes and their integration in new countries as a somewhat trivial problem. If 

any student in the class feels this way, I believe these questions deserve to be addressed – 

not as direct responses to her essay, but as a dialogue to share with the whole class. I could 

have asked the students to think what are the most important issues of the world and why. 

I could have asked them to reflect on whether the acts of individuals make a difference, 

and what happens when we stop doing things because we feel overwhelmed by it. I could 

have validated the feeling of being overwhelmed – it is natural and should not be 

suppressed or demonized – while giving the students the opportunity to encourage each 

other. I could have shared with them statistics on how many people are affected by the 

refugee crisis globally, to demonstrate that while in their neighbourhood they may have 

only seen one or two refugees, in the global scale, this is an issue that deserves attention 

like any other, and show them examples of small, local actions by other people that became 

movements that had real influence. 
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5.3.3. Critical preparation – its content, skills and pedagogy 

Having touched upon the items of the rubric related to reflection, I will now analyse how 

well our preparation phases reflected principles of critical pedagogy. Some of the key 

points, as reflected in item 14 of the rubric (Critical preparation), include that students 

should advance in their critical consciousness of the issue at hand, that students have 

opportunities to sharpen their skills for critical investigation of reality, and that the way 

content is explored is dialogical. My analysis is that all these elements were quite well 

represented, but that particularly because of the age group in question, the complexity of 

the issue might have been too overwhelming because we did not pay enough attention to 

forming a bigger picture. I will demonstrate these points through a few examples. 

First I want to discuss the way we advanced in our critical consciousness during the 

conversations of the preparation phase. To identify moments where critical understanding 

may have advanced collectively, I identified conversations where we looked at the root 

causes behind the refugee crisis. I found that while we did manage to dig deeper on many 

topics, there was a lack of coherence in our investigation. Only afterwards did I realize, that 

I should have asked myself the question “root causes of what?”. This way we could have 

built the investigation around two clear questions: 

1. What are the different reasons why refugees have to leave their homes in the first 

place? 

2. Why is it difficult for refugees to integrate into the new societies they become part 

of? Why specifically in Finland? 

While both questions were constantly discussed, I think it was not always clear to the 

students which question we were trying to understand better. During the first project we 

focused more on the first question, while still tackling a lot of issues related to the second. 

Most of the second project was dedicated to the questions related to integration. 

Here are a few examples of the kinds of conversations we had around both questions. 

During the first project, we discussed many of the stereotypes or assumptions our students 

have been exposed to about refugees. They brought up these assumptions quite bravely, 

really wanting to know if the assumptions were correct or not. One such assumption is the 

commonly held belief that most asylum seekers come here not for safety, but to exploit 
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the Finnish welfare system. We had already talked about the most common reasons for 

leaving, including war, famine, environmental reasons, lack of human rights etc. As an 

example, I had shown a picture of Aleppo before and after bombings, and asked them how 

they would feel about staying in Oulu if Oulu looked like Aleppo after bombings. 

However, I agreed with students that it is possible that some people come here to benefit 

from the comforts of the Western World. I asked the students to consider for a moment, 

why is it that Europe and North America have a higher standard of living than the rest of 

the world in the first place. Is that fair? How did we end up in this situation? Where did we 

get all our riches? Students quickly figured out that we have a higher standard for living 

largely because during colonialism and ever since, the West has used the natural and 

human resources of other continents for its’ own benefit, and has been able to accumulate 

wealth at the expense of other regions. This exploitation is still present in our global trade 

and debt systems even if we are not consciously taking part in it. I wanted the students to 

consider that perhaps the reasons why people move to wealthier countries in search for a 

better life is embedded in our history and injustices in current trade systems. Of course, 

the solution is not simple, and this does not necessarily mean that we should let everyone 

come and take their share. On the other hand, I reminded the students that refugees are 

not generally wealthy in Finland, and for a long time they are solely dependent on the small 

allowance the government gives them, in addition to whatever they were able to bring 

from home, because it is difficult to be employed. We looked at the amounts of money the 

government gives refugees and I asked them how much can be done each more with this 

money. The students understood how very small that amount was.  

I also reminded them that most refugees want to work, and in the absence of work, many 

refugees start small businesses and take even low-skilled work such as cleaning and 

maintenance although some of them have degrees in higher education, while many Finns 

would not accept such work if they have a university degree. We discussed how some Finns 

may be saying that refugees are relying on welfare because they don’t work, while others 

are saying that refugees are stealing our jobs. How is this mind-set fair? What do we expect 

them to do, if there are complaints whether they work or not? I do not expect the students 

to have grasped all of this in detail, but I hope that this line of questioning affects how they 

understand the complexity of economic migration and that the current global economic 
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structure is not accidental and has been created to benefit certain countries over others. I 

was very happy with the way this discussion took a relatively deep look at the reasons 

behind why refugees have to leave their home countries in the first place, and what our 

role as a Western society may be in contributing to these reasons. 

During the second project, we spent a lot of time exploring why it is so difficult for refugees 

to integrate once they have received asylum. Some of the themes that were frequently 

discussed in this discussion were language barriers, difficulty to become employed, and 

difficulty to connect with local populations. We also investigated why connecting with local 

populations might be so difficult. We carefully examined how media on one hand can 

bridge the gap between refugees and local populations, can spread good ideas for how 

integration is successfully done in some places (the students were particularly excited 

about articles that showed how football was used in some small villages to bring refugees 

and local populations together), and on the other hand, how media can also intensify 

fearmongering and increase the prejudices between the locals and refugees. We discussed 

how in the beginning, asylum seekers live in refugee reception centres far away from social 

activities (such as the centre we visited in Vallinkorva) and have no access to activities 

where they can mix with Finns. Even after they receive asylum, they often end up living in 

the same small neighbourhoods because the housing is more affordable there. Students 

recognized Toppila, Tuira and Rajakylä as such neighborhoods in Oulu, and admitted that 

in their own, more affluent neighbourhood any foreigners were a rare sight, and those who 

lived there were usually more wealthy university employees, not refugees. Minna, my co-

researcher noted that “one student thought about how the refugees feel when they are 

only called “refugees” because it gives a feeling that are they even human” (Our field notes, 

project 2, lesson 1). Many students pointed out different stereotypes Finns often have of 

refugees which does not make it easier to communicate with locals.  

We also noted as a group, that there simply don’t seem to be enough venues where Finns 

and refugees can naturally interact. Students had noticed that a lot of refugees hang out in 

the city centre and in the new shopping mall. Yrjö, our visitor explained that “if you are 

from a culture where you spend a lot of time together and do things together, then you 

like to gather together as a group. It is the same thing as we do when we go to town with 

our friends. They like to do the same thing.” (Our field notes, project 2, lesson 3).  
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Overall, the data indicates that we did go quite deep into root causes on many topics, and 

many students showed in their essays that they had understood the refugee crisis in a more 

complex way because of the project. However, the students had difficulty connecting the 

different topics to a bigger picture. This was seen both as direct questions about how the 

topic at hand relates to our project, and as difficulty to connect some issues in their essays. 

Perhaps next time I would formulate the conversations around the two questions 

mentioned above, and throughout the project keep a mind map in our class where students 

could identify how different root causes are related to the two questions, and make 

connections between the causes of injustice. This might have helped to keep the overall 

understanding more coherent for students and teachers alike, and keep track of how our 

understanding as a group is growing. 

Critical preparation is not only concerned with the content, but also the method of 

investigation. When preparing a class to undertake action for any issue, a critical teacher 

must help the students to sharpen their ability to investigate reality critically. Some skills 

related to this ability are critical media literacy (Kellner & Share, 2005) and collaborative 

writing (Lunsford & Ede, 1990). During the first project, students conducted research on 

several topics, including the histories and geopolitical situations of some of the countries 

where most refugees in Finland originate from, routes of refugees, refugee reception 

centres and Finnish reactions to the refugee crisis. The students worked in groups and were 

required to make a research plan before starting. This was a skill that was practiced during 

a Finnish lesson a couple of weeks before, and their Finnish text book provided guidelines 

on how to make a research plan, which we used. I noted in my journal that the groups that 

had made relatively detailed research plans and followed it were functioning well. Groups 

that had difficulties making a research plan sometimes found themselves not knowing what 

to do next, and ended up sitting around frustrated. These groups would have needed more 

assistance from me on how to make the research plan. 

One of the reasons why some groups had challenges with starting their research is the 

complexity of their topics. The students have done some research before with their teacher, 

but often on topics where information is readily available in a relatively packaged format. 

Students found it easier to do research on the clearer topics such as Iraq, Somalia, 

Afghanistan and Kosovo, and with these groups the challenge was to make sure they were 
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looking at the topics with enough depth and many perspectives. Researching questions 

such as “In what ways have Finnish people reacted to refugees seeking asylum in this 

country?” or “What challenges and opportunities are there in welcoming refugees in 

Finland?”, research was much more challenging. These questions did not have entire pages 

dedicated to answering them, and the questions demand a lot of reading between the lines 

and understanding different writers’ motives. In Finnish primary schools, research on topics 

such as specific animals or countries is very common. However, often the students can find 

all basic information by just typing the name of the topic on Google and clicking the first 

source, often Wikipedia. Students need to learn how to find information when their topic 

does not have hundreds of webpages solely dedicated to that topic. This means that they 

have to combine what they learn around an issue and form an understanding based on 

knowledge from different sources.  

For students with more clear topics, there was not enough incentive to develop a more 

critical approach to media literacy. One student described their learning as follows: 

You can find a lot of information on the internet, but you cannot necessarily trust all the 

information. For example anyone can edit the information on Wikipedia, so they are 

not always accurate. If you are looking for information online, you should look from at 

least two websites. (Student N, project 1) 

It seemed to me that to this student, the understanding that Wikipedia is a co-edited 

website, and even the idea that sources may not always be factual were new. I do not 

consider this a sufficient level of media literacy to call it critical. Critical literacy would 

demand an awareness that stories, articles, blog posts, even supposedly factual pieces, are 

always written from a perspective, and it is important to understand what that perspective 

is, and what kind of power, privilege or lack thereof is associate with said perspective. We 

had discussions on this a lot more during the second project’s preparation, when we looked 

at how different news outlets and different organizations portrayed the refugee crisis and 

its influence on Finnish society. 

Others, how had topics with less direct approaches to search terms, had more 

opportunities to learn a critical approach. One student, who showed great enthusiasm 

throughout the project was in a group studying the different opinions Finnish people have 

of the refugee crisis. She started to cry, because she was frustrated that she did not know 
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how to find information about their topic. I taught her how to use appropriate search words 

and find articles related to the topic. We opened a few web pages, read through them and 

discussed what angle the writer is writing from, how to look at the subtext, what the writer 

is highlighting or not saying and why. After this incident, her group did excellent work, 

identifying how some people argue that refugees should be welcomed, others argue 

against this and yet others take a position in the middle. In her reflective essay this student 

commented: 

I learned, how different[ly] people find information about the same topic and how many 

opinions one can find in one classroom. (Student O, project 1) 

During the second project, students were looking at media and how issues around refugees 

are argued in public discourse. A lot of the work students did here was related to finding 

articles and analysing their content and position. We asked students to highlight parts of 

their articles that were factual, and parts that were opinions. We arranged all the articles 

in the class based on how much the article relied on facts and how much on opinions. At 

this point we reminded the pupils, that having more facts than opinions does not guarantee 

a more objective perspective. A writer can be subjective even when using facts – statistics 

can be skewed, facts exaggerated and relevant perspectives or facts left unmentioned, or 

diminished. A student gave a funny example of this during a discussion about tabloids and 

how tabloids put facts in a false context to sell more papers. The student said “if there is 

an immigrant who goes and buys pizza from [name of a local pizzeria], the next day there 

will be news in [name of a national tabloid] that immigrants are taking all of Finnish 

people’s pizzas”. We all laughed in agreement. This rhetoric is actually used in media, 

although usually in more subtle ways, to give the impression that immigrants, including 

refugees, are stealing Finnish people’s jobs, or that foreign men are stealing Finnish women 

from Finnish men. We were glad our students called out this rhetoric. 

Students were also faced with the fact that people do, indeed, think in very different ways. 

I remember this revelation in my own preadolescence very clearly. Being faced with other 

people’s opinions, dramatically differing from mine, was a sobering experience. Some of 

my students seemed to have similar experiences, some more, some less. 

Sometimes it was difficult to plan or write something with the group, but even that 

went well in the end. We did not always reach a decision because many of us had such 
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different opinions. We came to a decision or compromised in a way that suited us. 

(Student P, project 2) 

When I was looking for information in a variety of ways, I took both positive and 

negative. First I thought, that it’s best to just research media, but then I realized, that I 

can also ask parents or someone else. I was also quite curious at [the visit to] the school 

[to visit a Finnish as a second language -class], I wanted to ask many things. […] I also 

learned that I can find information both from media and people. I took articles of many 

topics, I found both negative and positive. (Student Q, project 2) 

As indicated by the excerpts from the essays of students O (previous page) and P, some 

students experienced a level of surprise to the diversity of opinions that was present in 

their very classroom. I felt this was a good outcome. We tried consciously to uphold an 

atmosphere where no one opinion is worthier of exploration than another, while taking 

ethical considerations seriously. We could not brush strange ideas off by saying “everyone 

is entitled to their opinion”. For instance, in the beginning of the first project, two students 

claimed that refugees bring Ebola. Instead of dismissing their thought as wrong, we started 

to look at facts. I asked the students where they got this information. They did not know. I 

opened a map of the world and showed the countries where the Ebola epidemic had 

become rampant in 2014 (Liberia, Guinea and Sierra Leone). I then asked if any of the 

countries from which Finland receives asylum seekers are even near these countries. 

Everyone said no. Students added that even in these countries, by the time our discussion 

took place (autumn 2015) the Ebola epidemic had been controlled and that people who 

travelled to and from infected countries were very carefully checked to prevent outbreaks 

elsewhere in the world. We discussed how important it is to base our opinions on 

knowledge and never to spread rumours. 

Especially during the first project students expressed many stereotypes related to refugees 

that they had been exposed to through media and the people around them. For instance, 

public discourse in Finland has been full of scepticism towards the true motives of refugees 

who come to Finland, particularly those from Iraq, because so many of them are young, 

single men. I asked them to think of the reasons behind this phenomenon. We discussed 

how the presence of the terrorist organization the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) 

is, in some areas such as Syria and Iraq, particularly dangerous to young men, who are 
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under constant threat of being forcibly recruited by ISIL, and how families often send their 

young men away first because it is easier for them to travel alone, and if they receive 

asylum, they can help bring the families over. It may be, of course, that amongst these men 

there are some who abuse the situation to get into Finland for very different motives, but 

for the most part, the phenomenon is very explainable. Many students asked a lot of 

questions and voiced their opinions openly, which was precisely the kind of atmosphere 

we wanted to create. We also tried to answer the questions as a group, as much as we 

could, but interfered whenever some critical knowledge of the situation was missing. This 

way we avoided a setting where the teachers have all the right answers, and tried to create 

a situation where we are exploring concepts together. Students seemed to be able to 

express their diverse opinions quite freely. 

Student Q (previous page), on the other hand, learned to look at “negative” and “positive” 

articles and seek for understanding from many different sources. In this student’s essay, 

the words “negative” and “positive” came up a lot. This surprised me, because it was not a 

language we used in class and not something that could be found in any of the other 

student essays. It is possible that this wording came from his home environment. We 

expected our students to develop an understanding of the complexities related to the 

refugee crisis and to start thinking of some creative solutions. I did, at one point, express 

my own point of view to them, because I respect them and believe the students sometimes 

need to know where I stand to put my words in context (Brookfield, 1995, pp. 12-13). This 

kind of transparency of my opinions as a teacher, I believe, is a part of creating an 

atmosphere where we are together trying to advance in our understanding, all from our 

own, different standing points.  

It is challenging to make sure the environment allows for a diversity of perspective but does 

not give the false impression that every opinion is just as valid, no matter how racist or 

oppressive. There are limits to relativism. I found it best not to talk so much about opinions, 

and more about what we knew, how we knew it and how different conclusions can and 

cannot be drawn from that knowledge. This way a more or less shared understanding of 

the issue can be formed, but people still have the freedom to draw their own moral 

implications from that shared understanding. Avoiding polar opinions such as “negative” 

or “positive” is important, because it gives the impression that there are only two possible 
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solutions to a problem, a “yes” solution or a “no” solution. The solutions are as many as 

the heads thinking about it, and only open consultation can bring out our full range of 

collective imagination. 

This is related to another requirement for a critical classroom - learning must be dialogical. 

Freire’s critical pedagogy consciously moves away from what he calls the banking concept 

of education, as explained in chapter 2.1.3 (Basic pedagogical principles). Instead of being 

regarded as empty vessels which the teacher should fill with knowledge, students are 

considered co-creators of reality – by naming reality they are re-creating it. This cannot 

happen unless the classroom is characterized by dialogue, not lecturing. 

A dialogical learning style sometimes takes students time to learn, if they are used to just 

listening to the teacher and not sharing their own thoughts. The reason why I chose this 

class for my project was, that I knew them to be already somewhat accustomed to a 

dialogical learning style. Below I will present the observations I made about using this style 

in a service-learning project. 

I noticed very quickly that dialogical discussions with the whole class about a topic they 

were excited to learn about really motivated the students to participate in discussions. In 

my journal I noted after one of the introductory lessons during the first project that around 

50% of the class made comments during the discussion, including two students who rarely 

participate. Those who did not make comments were very attentive. 

However, I felt that while 50% verbal participation was good for some portions of the class, 

and I recognize that not all students need to speak an equal amount for learning to be 

meaningful to them, I wanted to give more opportunities to those who feel uncomfortable 

participating in large group conversations. I also wanted to give all students opportunities 

to prepare and examine their own thoughts before bringing them to the big group. 

Sometimes a concept discuss in class may be so new to students that they don’t have much 

to say before they have had some time to process their thoughts. This is why I started 

asking students to discuss specific questions in small groups of 4-5 students first, before 

sharing some of the group’s contributions to the whole class. During the small group 

discussions 90% or more of the students verbally participated in the consultation. 
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Facilitation becomes very important when trying to create dialogical relationships between 

students and adults. Perhaps the most important tools for this are good questions. 

Students rarely want to respond if the questions are too simple for the student’s level of 

understanding, such as “is it good to be prejudiced?”. Students may feel underestimated 

by the teacher. The question sounds preachy and insincere, because everyone knows that 

prejudices are not a cause of social good. Instead, I asked reflective questions such as “what 

kind of prejudices might we have without noticing it?” or asking them to share an 

experience they had related to the topic at hand. 

It is important that the teachers are not the only ones asking questions, and the students 

are explicitly encouraged to ask them. I also found that when a student asks a question, it 

does not always have to be the teacher who answers it. Whenever possible, I asked the 

class “does anyone have an answer to this student’s question?”. These moments usually 

sparked enthusiastic conversations. I told the students that we are trying to gain a deeper 

understanding of a concept together – any thought they had, any question they had that 

might help the group to come to a deeper understanding was worth sharing.  

To make sure students felt free to share, we took time during the first lesson of the first 

project to discuss the idea of generosity in discussions, and what it means for different 

types of people. There is a number of virtues related to consultation but I chose generosity 

because it was simple and through it I could encourage an open atmosphere of sharing. We 

came to the understanding that for a person who is generally very talkative and openly 

shares their opinion, generosity means giving time and space for others to think and share 

their thoughts as well, even if it sometimes means waiting or not saying every thought you 

have. It can also mean waiting for one’s turn to speak and not speaking over others. For 

someone who usually stays more quiet, generosity could mean understanding that their 

thoughts might be of value to others, and sharing them even if you are not sure yet if they 

will benefit the group or not. In addition, we agreed that generosity means having a hearing 

ear, appreciating each other’s contributions and trying to understand what each of us is 

saying even if someone is having difficulties articulating one’s thoughts. 

Yet, to facilitate conversations takes more than good questions and an open environment. 

To understand the concepts, students may need to engage with materials, knowledge and 

facts. Sometimes I presented them to students using pictures, articles, figures or videos 
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displayed through the data projector. However, even this was done dialogically. For 

instance, during project 2 we watched a short video of the historical context of the war in 

Syria and the way the war is affecting the flow of refugees. We stopped the video at several 

points to discuss. At one point, the video shows a map of Syria and its neighbouring 

countries with figures depicting the number of Syrian refugees that are currently seeking 

asylum in them. I asked the students to compare the numbers with numbers from Europe 

(which were significantly lower) and asked them what they noticed. Students made 

comments about how massive numbers of refugees small countries like Jordan and 

Lebanon were hosting. I pointed out that in terms of GDP, these countries were actually 

much poorer that European countries and were taking in ten or hundred times more 

refugees than most European countries. We also discussed how someone’s economic 

status in Syria might affect which country they choose to flee to, and what are the living 

conditions of refugees in the different hosting countries.  

While students mostly seemed to enjoy these conversations a lot, there were some classes 

in the middle of the second project where motivation went down, because our schedule 

was stretching out and we had difficulties finding times to do our action projects. In 

addition, some of the content of the media analysis project was challenging for students. 

We found that for student ownership it would have been important to make an explicit link 

with our overall goals whenever we were dealing with a new concept. For instance, during 

the media literacy module (lesson 4), we did an exercise where we asked students to 

identify who and what influences their opinions. This was a small group task, and students 

wrote their answers on post-it notes. Afterwards, we discussed how media influences our 

opinion. After this task we did an exercise related to subjectivity and objectivity. Some 

students felt confused because they were not sure how these tasks related to each other 

and what they had to do with the refugee crisis. In our reflection journal Minna wrote that 

after the game we 

made sure the students understood that this was related to our project, because like 

we said in our first game, media is one of those things that affects our judgement and 

opinion on things, and we need to learn to read media critically. This segment of our 

project would deal with media literacy about refugees. We noticed it is very important 

to tie each exercise we do to the main project, because this keeps the kids motivated. It 
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was wonderful to see how honestly the kids expressed themselves when they did not 

get the point. They liked the exercise, but they did not understand, at first, how it related 

to the issues at hand. This explanation helped make the link. (Our field notes, project 2, 

lesson 4, Minna’s reflections) 

Students seemed motivated to participate when they had a sense of purpose of why we 

are doing what we are doing. As mentioned in previous paragraphs, another thing that 

could have been helpful was to create a mind map together throughout the project, to 

make sure the big picture felt coherent and students as well as ourselves could make 

connections between the different concepts we discussed. 

Our pedagogical choices were consciously aiming at a dialogical classroom. There were 

times when we succeeded and times when motivation to participate was low. Reflecting 

together with Minna after each class was what ensured that our project never lost its 

momentum, and we could make changes in the way we were engaging the students. The 

most rewarding parts of the second project for most students were the visit from Yrjö, who 

was also very dialogical, and the service project. 

5.3.4. Developing capacity for critical service 

The final point I wish to make is, that critical service-learning should aim to raise student 

capacity for increasingly complex service action, which corresponds with item 15 of the 

rubric. By complexity here is not meant that service action should be complicated, but 

rather that the students over time become fearless in pursuing social justice even in 

situations where there may be many obstacles, or direct solutions seem very difficult to 

devise. If the goal of critical service-learning is to take students on a path of service that 

they continue to walk on throughout their lives, as item 2 of the rubric implies, they must 

also learn to engage in increasingly influential projects in an increasingly independent way. 

Some authors, such as Mitchell (2008), seem to imply that in order to be critical, service-

learning action must always be profound in impact and complex enough to tackle some of 

the roots of social problems instead of offering band-aid solutions. Since most literature 

deals with service-learning in higher education, in creating my rubric I had to consider the 

young age of students in primary and secondary school service-learning. It would be highly 
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unlikely that their thinking skills and organization skills would initially be mature enough to 

organize complex projects. However, I have great faith in students capacity to learn the 

relevant skills, if they are consistently engaged in service-learning and reflecting critically 

on their activity. 

In my data I found evidence of such growth in capacity. These students, who had, for the 

most part, never taught Finnish or even met refugees before, very quickly learned to create 

15-20 minute lesson plans, organize themselves as a group to make sure all the preparation 

was ready by the time of the visits, to engage in conversations with people whom with they 

shared no language and to communicate with the community organizations we were in 

touch with. The excerpts below show an example, in this case, how students gradually 

learned to communicate with people who did not speak Finnish fluently, or barely at all. 

We followed her to round up all the kids and walking through the residential area our 

group grew and some of the students gathered their courage and started getting to 

know the kids by shaking their hands and saying “hei” and saying their names and 

gesturing to know the kids names. This took some encouraging (by me showing 

example) but as soon as one or two did it, others followed. Me, the teacher and some 

of the kids also started gradually to talk with the adults. (My field notes, project 1, 

lesson 4) 

I needed a lot of courage at the reception centre, because I am usually afraid to talk to 

strangers, especially without a shared language. Yet, I wanted to teach Finnish to the 

adults, because I thought I could become more confident and would find the courage 

to speak to strangers even in the future. (Student R, project 1) 

The first excerpt shows that when we first got to the Vallinkorva emergency 

accommodation centre, and the students were gaining their first experiences in interacting 

with a population most of them had never encountered before, they needed some 

prompting and a positive example from their class teacher Sampo and myself even to have 

the courage to say hello. As visible from the comment by student R, during the next two 

hours the students encouraged each other and became very active and took initiative to 

include everyone in interactions. One student mentioned that he learned to be “open and 

friendly, and for example went to ask an adult to join the group, because he was alone” 

(Student S, project 1). 
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During the second project, the students were already much more confident, although they 

still had to overcome some hesitation. This time, making an initial contact was not such an 

issue anymore, and now the focus was on learning how to communicate beyond initial 

greetings without a strong shared language. Again, they needed my help and example to 

get started, but quickly took over. 

Throughout the discussion the students were learning how to ask questions in a more 

understandable way and make sure carefully that everyone understood. At first I had 

to repeat many of their questions and translate some in English. I kept doing the 

translation when someone didn’t understand, but gradually I didn’t have to repeat 

questions anymore so much because the kids learned to ask them in understandable 

ways. (Our field notes, project 2, lesson 9) 

It is important to learn to communicate with foreigners, for example refugees, but how? 

For example you should speak calmly English/Finnish, or use your hands to show 

something. It is important to learn to understand them. The circumstances in which 

they left their home and family etc. are difficult. That’s why we have to understand. 

(Student T, project 2) 

Clearly many of the students went through a process where they grew their capacity to 

communicate and form relationships with people from refugee backgrounds and different 

cultures in general. Had we been able to maintain long-term projects, I am sure their 

competence for intercultural communications, organizing spaces for forming friendships, 

teaching Finnish, hosting events and identifying and researching social issues could have 

grown dramatically. 

It was a delight to notice that the students relied on one another for building capacity. I 

have already mentioned before how students encouraged each other to step out of their 

comfort zones to approach people they didn’t know. They also helped each other in group 

work: 

I practiced positivity when things did not go as they should. I reminded others of things 

we had succeeded in or, if someone didn’t have any more motivation, I tried to help 

them regain at least enough to complete their part well. (Student U, project 1) 
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I claim that it is extremely important for a critical service-learning teacher, especially of 

younger students, to believe in the students’ capacity to learn, and to see their growth as 

a process. For this kind of a process in capacity building to be possible, critical service-

learning must become a part of students’ curriculum throughout their school career. If 

students engage in this kind of pedagogy since a young age, who is to say what tremendous 

social change they could achieve together by the time they reach the end of secondary 

school. It must be acknowledged that critical pedagogy has high demands for education – 

it is expected that students will eventually be able to directly influence society in a 

profound and lasting way. If the teacher does not see this as a process of capacity building, 

but rather one-off projects, the danger is that unrealistic pressures are placed on the 

children, and they may feel that if their project fails to make a lasting change in society with 

their project, it was good for nothing. 
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6. Discussion 

Analysing the presence of critical pedagogy in these service-learning projects proved to be 

an arduous, never-ending task. Every word I said, every comment students made, every 

decision we made together, every action that was taken by all participants, could be 

analysed and scrutinized under the critical lens. Doing this would destroy the enthusiasm, 

dynamism and sense of movement involved in programmes like this. Instead, in the spirit 

of emergent inquiry, it is more useful to observe which ideas keep emerging from the data 

and formulating as questions in the researcher’s mind. Why did I do that? Why did that not 

work out? How did we manage to do this? Why did we make this choice? How would this 

work better? Those questions are worth reflecting on. Then the researcher must move on 

and do things again, slightly differently, constantly gaining new capacity to understand and 

transform herself, her practice and the world.  

I have described what critical service-learning could look like in a Finnish K-12 classroom – 

its possibilities and limitations. I have particularly analysed what would make service-

learning critical. I analysed my practice through the rubric that I generated based on 

theories related to critical pedagogy and service-learning. The rubric sorts sixteen elements 

of critical service-learning into three broad categories: the philosophical assumptions that 

inform the participants of the process, the way power and relationships are approached, 

and the coherence between different needs and elements in the processes of intentional 

transformation that critical service-learning means to spark.  

I found that some of the most challenging elements of critical service-learning to put into 

practice were those that would require sustained engagement with one classroom of pupils 

– particularly developing strong relationships between the students and the community 

and consistently developing student capacity for critical service. I also found that those very 

same elements might prove most rewarding, but would require schools to arrange 

institutional support for this to be possible. These and other findings gave rise to new 

questions, as action research intends. Both my findings and the questions that arose from 

them can contribute to the wider discussion on critical service-learning. I have chosen a 

few of the most crucial questions that emerged from my praxis, and will deliberate on these 
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questions in the paragraphs below, drawing in commentary from the work of other 

researchers.  

1. How to reconcile the tension between the needs of individual students and the 

needs of the community? 

2. How to respond to the demand of critical service-learning that projects should 

tackle social structures that create inequality without overwhelming students? 

3. Why should community voices be incorporated in projects? 

4. How to make sure reflection is multi-faceted? 

5. How can schools facilitate critical service-learning programs? 

6.1. Addressing Student Needs and Community Needs 

One of the claims of proponents of critical service-learning is that traditional service-

learning programmes are so interested in catering to the developmental needs of students, 

that consideration of community needs suffers. This was a debate that constantly came up 

as I was familiarizing myself with critical service-learning literacy and a question that kept 

coming up in my preparation for the projects. I knew that projects that aim to address social 

injustice in communities could easily become quite demanding and the results might be 

intangible at first. Doing a project like this could mean that students may feel disillusioned 

about their possibilities to make a difference. I wanted the project to be proportionate to 

their capacities while raising their ability to think of the complexities behind the issue. 

Epstein (2011, p. 178) claims that if teachers allow students to come up with their own 

projects, even if the focus is more on what the students want rather than what the 

community needs, gradually they will intuitively seek out ways to reach higher civic goals. 

In other words, there is no need for the teacher to put community needs at the forefront, 

because the students will do that intuitively. Karlberg (2005), on the other hand, believes 

that this is not automatic, because the nature of the project will depend upon the views 

the participants hold on the concept of service. If the teacher and students consider service 

mainly as a self-serving activity, in other words, an activity the purpose of which is to learn 

life skills, professional and civic skills and cater to the needs of the student, the projects do 

just that. If, on the other hand, service is considered an activity whose main purpose is to 

serve others in a lasting way, the outcomes of the projects are more likely to influence 
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positively the well-being of the wider society. Karlberg is concerned that the concept of 

service in service-learning has been high-jacked by a competitive and individualistic culture. 

Many students in higher education service-learning programmes see their participation as 

an asset for their further careers, a boost for their CVs, rather than an opportunity to 

advance social well-being, and administrative structures and language around the 

programme are arranged around the same principle. He proposes that institutions that 

offer service-learning must create structures and use language where service to others is 

elevated. 

This conversation was recently picked up and continued by Farahmadpour and Shodjaee-

Zrudlo, who beautifully combine the two, nearly opposing views. They suggest that “this 

tension between individual-learner focused and community-focused programs is a false 

dichotomy that limits the impact of service-learning programs on both the individual and 

the community”, and explain that there is a way to reconcile this dichotomy. 

(Farahmadpour & Shodjaee-Zrudlo, 2015, p. 49) 

The view Farahmadpour and Shodjaee-Zrudlo propose assumes that the purpose of human 

life is both to transform and develop the self and advance the well-being of society – a 

notion very familiar to my own theoretical framework as well as that of Freire’s. If this is 

true, service can be the one form of activity that advances both purposes, simultaneously. 

It is through service that an individual can contribute to a positive change for the well-being 

of planetary life, while allowing the servant to grow in their skills and intellectual capacities, 

to develop their character qualities and to find meaning for their lives – to be truly human. 

In this context, the word “servant” does not mean something subservient or submissive, 

but rather a person who conquers themselves and conquers the world by consciously 

developing both. 

This view has implications on how projects are planned and reflected on. Before the first 

service-learning cycle, I thought I would use the Finnish national core curriculum as my 

starting point. I looked at the national curriculum as well as the school curriculum and tried 

to identify curricular goals I wanted to reach with these projects. The goals I identified were 

based more on student needs than community needs. This is an example of how student 

needs are put first in project planning. After becoming more familiar with the literature 

mentioned above, I understood that I could also approach the project from the perspective 
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of community needs. I looked at what the students needed to learn if they were to address 

issues that cause difficulties for refugees integrating successfully to Finnish society. Instead 

of asking: “what does the curriculum want my students to learn in order to be successful 

society?” I asked “what do my students need to learn in order to be of service by 

transforming society?”. Working on the lesson plans from this angle ended up serving both 

the students and the community better, because I did not have to make artificial 

connections between curriculum and what we were doing. Thankfully, the Finnish 

curriculum is very flexible and allows for this kind of planning, and the outcome of my 

project ended up fulfilling several curricular goals. 

6.2. Building Capacity for Critical Action 

This question of balance between a focus on individual needs and focus on community 

needs, which Farahmadpour and Shodjaee-Zrudlo so eloquently reconciled, is intimately 

linked to another question of balance. This is the balance I struggled with the most during 

our two projects, namely, how could I respond to the demand of critical service-learning 

that projects should address root causes and not just immediate community needs (Diemer, 

Voight, & Mark, 2011, p. 157), while my students’ and my own capacities had not 

developed to the point where we could take on such a challenging task. Critical projects 

are usually more complex than traditional projects and mean a longer commitment than 

the time I had with the students (Mitchell, 2008, p. 54).  My students’ and my ability to 

read reality and use our creativity to imagine projects that could have lasting social impact 

had not developed sufficiently. Instead of trying to engage my students in a potentially 

overwhelming project with profound social impact, I decided to focus on building student 

capacity for a critical reading of reality instead, and start with projects that were simpler, 

but increasing in complexity. 

As I continued my literacy review, I found support for my decision. Another Finnish 

researcher, Kaukko, encountered a similar challenge when she worked with 

unaccompanied asylum seeker girls and tried to raise critical consciousness amongst them 

while helping them improve their conditions. She also decided to redefine critical 

consciousness as smaller steps, in this case, that the girls would “learn enough of their 
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situation to start trusting people and to acquire courage to voice their opinions about issues 

that they want others to hear”. (Kaukko, 2015, p. 51)  

In addition to Kaukko’s example, the insights of Farahmadpour and Shodjaee-Zrudlo helped 

me resolve the tension between trying to develop critical service with students while 

recognizing that we were beginners in social action. They relate back to their original 

proposition that service should be seen as a way to transform both individuals and 

communities, and continue that as the young student undergoes personal transformation, 

they should be allowed to start small, aiming for societal transformation but taking steps 

commensurate to their capacities. They remind that “these humble beginnings can be 

misleading because youths are developing key capacities as they act on the world, 

understand its impact through reflection, and thus refine their action.” (Farahmadpour & 

Shodjaee-Zrudlo, 2015, p. 49) 

Finding the concept of capacity building, which had been so useful in my work, from critical 

service-learning literacy convinced me to modify element 2, (Error! Reference source not f

ound.), of the critical service-learning rubric. Instead of saying “project addresses root 

causes of social problems” I decided to change the wording to “project builds capacity for 

systemic change and for addressing root causes of social problems”. This has significant 

implications for a teacher who is trying to implement critical service-learning. The pressure 

to instantly create a project that could make a lasting change to structures related to 

refugees in Oulu was lifted. I could freely focus on raising my student’s capacities for service 

without selling out my critical goals for lasting structural change. Unfortunately, I knew 

these students were not on an educational path where they would be likely to be exposed 

to service-learning again. This highlighted the need for an ongoing, school-wide 

programme of service-learning rather than one-off projects. 

This change is also important for the students. As Diemer, Voight and Mark (2011, p. 157) 

and Mitchell (2008, p. 54) explain, from the student perspective, the results of critical 

service-learning may feel intangible and abstract, whereas traditional service-learning 

offers immediate gratification, when students witness someone feeling or doing better 

after their service. In a critical project, for instance, students might only know that their 

proposal for employing refugees is being considered by the municipality, whereas in a 

traditional service-learning project students get to see the happy faces of refugee children 
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who received a large donation of toys. In light of Farahmadpour and Shodjaee-Zrudlo, this 

dichotomy becomes unnecessary. We can build student capacity for critical, transformative 

action gradually, allowing them to experience the joy and fulfilment of making a tangible 

difference, but gradually helping them realize that for lasting change, their action has to 

address structural issues as well. As they advance in their service-learning career, the 

teacher can help them implement increasingly complex projects that tackle issues at a 

deeper, more lasting level. 

During our two projects, I found it very important to start off by giving the students real 

experiences meeting refugees, dissolving their own prejudices, and spending time with the 

refugee community. Already during the second project students were clearly, as 

demonstrated earlier, showing an understanding that their work in teaching Finnish and 

crossing boundaries between refugees and local populations could have a deeper effect 

only if it became regular and long-lasting. If these students were a part of an ongoing 

service-learning programme, they could continue this line of action, gradually making it 

more transformative. We could have started asking ourselves how we could influence 

other people, both Finns and refugees, to make an effort to cross boundaries and get to 

know the Other, like we had done. How could we influence culture, not just our own 

behaviour? Even simple acts of acceptance and reciprocity, such as visiting a refugee 

reception centre or a refugee camp, can influence structural change if they become a 

movement, a part of culture. Students could soon have been planning projects that could 

start such a movement, facilitating spaces for genuine interactions between other Finns 

and refugees and using social media to promote them. 

6.3. Integrating Community Voices 

One of the major challenges I experienced was incorporating community voices in our 

projects. What exactly was the community we were serving and part of? The way I came to 

see it was, that we were serving the interests of all the people of the city of Oulu, with a 

special focus on the refugee community, whose well-being influences all of us. I was able 

to incorporate some voices from the wider Oulu community, for instance some of the 

Finnish teachers, the employees at the refugee reception centre, our own school to some 

extent, and most importantly, Yrjö Mikkonen, the volunteer whose visit was significant to 
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many of the students. While it is a good start, it is not enough to involve students, teachers, 

city employees and Finnish community members in naming and solving problems related 

to refugee integration. Ignoring refugee voices steers too far from Freire’s idea that those 

who are disadvantaged by the injustices of society should themselves become the active 

subjects of the transformation of their reality (Freire, Pedagogy of the oppressed, 1970; 

Freire, Pedagogy of hope, 1996). 

What made it difficult for me to invite refugee voices and what would make it easier? The 

difficulties were twofold. On one hand, especially during the first project, I had not yet 

woken up to the need to involve refugee voices in our discussion and action. On the other, 

when I did wake up to this need, I was restricted by the lack of formal structures supporting 

critical service-learning. The amount of time I was going to be able to spend with the 

students meant that we did not have the time to identify refugees who were interested in 

working with us and arranging for the refugee participants of the project to be present in 

all the different parts of preparation, action and reflection. 

What could have helped, in addition to more time, could have been small logistical details 

taken care of by the school, that end up making a big difference. For instance, having a little 

bit of funding would have helped to pay for bus fare for refugees or students to travel to 

each other in order to meet and prepare. Also, if the school had a service-learning 

programme and permanent partnerships in the community related to the different issues 

students might address in their projects, we might have been able to use existing networks 

to start a process where refugees get involved with the project. The school might already 

have partnered with a refugee-owned advocacy group who could have been interested in 

chipping in on our project, or with a reception centre who could have arranged for some 

of the most socially active newcomers to join our project. If the refugees we partnered with 

had not been in the country very long, we would also have needed the help of an 

interpreter. 

This project taught me also about the nature of community voices. First of all, community 

voices are not merely the voices of community organizations, such as the employees of a 

refugee centre, because they represent an organization with more power than an average 

community member. While the presence of such organizations can be very beneficial, the 

voice of the average community member must also be included.  
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Secondly, community voices should mean the people whom the issues at hand most 

concern, in this case, the community of refugees. This voice cannot be considered 

monolithic. For instance, there is bound to be a great difference between how a newcomer 

refugee experiences the challenges of integrating in Finland compared to his established 

counterpart who has lived in Finland for seven years and owns a small business. There is 

also a great difference between a Somali mother’s experience and the experience of a 

young Iraqi man.  

Thirdly, in cases where the students themselves do not belong to the community which is 

most affected by the issue (Van der Dussen, 2009, p. 26), it is necessary to think of a wider 

community – in this case all the residents of Oulu, which both the students and the refugees 

are. In our project Yrjö Mikkonen’s presence represented this community. This level of 

community connects the students and refugees together and allows them to feel the 

mutual need to address the issue. If refugees face overwhelming obstacles to integrate in 

Oulu, it will have an influence on the well-being of the whole city. If refugees are isolated 

in low-income housing, if media perpetuates a predominantly negative narrative of 

refugees and their relationships with citizens of Oulu, if stereotypes are enforced and 

refugees stay in the status of a second-class citizen, if refugees continue to be uprooted 

and relocated constantly even after their arrival in Finland, if they do not find employment 

or remain socially isolated from the other populations of Oulu, and if poverty becomes an 

inherent problem of subsequent generations of refugee children, all inhabitants of Oulu, 

including both citizens and refugees, will suffer consequences.  

As the rubric for critical service-learning indicates (Elements 5: Identification, 6: Behaviour 

towards the community and 9: Integration of community knowledge) it is important for 

students to form mutual, not hierarchical relationships with those whom their work most 

influences. This way they feel that they are members of the same community, are aware 

that the issue at hand influences everyone horizontally, and will behave in a collaborative 

instead of patronizing manner towards community members. In addition, Mitchell reminds 

that incorporating community knowledge in the preparation, implementation and 

reflection of the project will most likely bring insider information about community 

concerns and their links to systemic problems that may otherwise remain unnoticed 
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(Mitchell, 2008, p. 55). Simply, the project becomes better rooted in reality and can have a 

more profound impact on both the students and the community at large. 

6.4. Three Balances of Reflection 

In Finland, the new national core curriculum gives a strong emphasis for reflection, 

although it uses the word “evaluation” which has a slightly different connotation compared 

to reflection as a part of praxis. Earlier, evaluation used to mean teachers evaluating their 

students, but in the new curriculum the emphasis is on each participant – students, 

teachers and educational institutions – evaluating their own work. While the concept is not 

exactly interchangeable with reflection, its presence in the curriculum makes reflection 

easily justifiable. (The Finnish National Board of Education, 2016) 

Still, Stewart (2011, p. 39) notes that in institutions where there is limited experience of 

reflection, it is afforded too little time, limiting the learning that both students and teachers 

ultimately experience. Evaluation is often very short, and takes place only at the end of a 

given activity, while reflection must be ongoing and take a considerable amount of time in 

the process. It is a reflective attitude towards everything that is being practiced.  

Stewart (2011, p. 39) continues to identify that depending on the phase of the project, 

reflection has different goals. The first phase, preparation, demands reflection for action. 

Stewart defines its goal as locating and confronting pre-existing beliefs and preparing the 

students for any possible cultural shock. For critical service-learning, there are more 

demands. Pre-service reflection must help the students understand the structural causes 

that make their service necessary and create a genuine sense of shared interests with the 

community they are about to engage with (Mitchell, 2008). In-service reflection, or 

reflection in action, aims to help students understand and contextualize the experiences 

and emotions they are going through while actually in service (Stewart, 2011, p. 39). 

Usually this type of reflection occurs either immediately after the service experience, or 

between them, if the service is continuous. Strangely, Stewart does not comment on post-

service reflection, reflection on action. From what I have gathered from literature and my 

own experience, post-service reflection should assist students to understand and question 

the kind of change they were promoting, to assess the victories they gained and obstacles 
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they faced in order to adjust for further action, to reflect on the effect of the process on 

themselves and to celebrate successes and steps taken together. 

I had to carefully think about how we will place opportunities to reflect across the projects. 

I took a four-pronged approach. First, students and I would verbally reflect on the 

knowledge we were gaining in the preparation phase, by asking critical questions of the 

implications of what we were learning. Second, I encouraged spontaneous reflection after 

our field action when we were on our way home on the bus by asking students some 

questions on what they had experienced just a few minutes ago.  Third, in addition to these 

opportunities for constant, partial reflection, I facilitated a space for holistic, collective 

reflection on the whole project during our last lesson together. This was a structured 

reflection with prepared questions and reflective activities. Fourth, because it is important 

to ensure that individual reflection occurs, I asked students to write reflective essays in the 

very end of the project. In addition to providing the students with these opportunities, me 

and the occasional co-teachers reflected on our own work continuously by consulting and 

writing a reflection journal. These activities have been explained in section 5.3.3.  

While I found this a wonderful way to make sure that reflection is on-going, three aspects 

of reflection turned out to be challenging to balance. The aspects - namely, the balance 

between introspection and extrospection, the balance between analytical reflection and 

mindful reflection and the balance between individual and collective reflection – are linked 

to each other. Respectively, these three balances answer the questions “what to reflect 

on?”, “how to reflect?” and “with whom to reflect?”. 

Stewart (2011, p. 37) claims that traditional service-learning has become very extrospective, 

meaning that it is externally stimulated and focused on reflecting on external reality. This 

means that students are guided to reflect on the world they are aiming to transform, rather 

than their own development. This duality between the external and the internal seems to 

come up again and again. If we follow the model of Farahmadpour and Sodjaee-Zrudlo 

(2015), which we used to solve this dichotomy before in the context of balancing the needs 

of the community and the individual (p. 138), we can once again see the necessity to reflect 

on both the external and the internal conditions and how they are being transformed.  

It is because of this need to balance between introspective and extrospective reflection 

that the rubric for critical service-learning includes the element 16, Twofold reflection. The 
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element requires reflection to occur not only on how the project is helping participants to 

transform themselves as well as the society, but also on the relationship between the two 

– how social forces are influencing the individual and how the individual is influencing 

society. I found this difficult to balance and tended to focus our reflection more on 

extrospective questions and activities, as Stewart predicted most service-learning teachers 

do (2011, p. 38). 

Having understood that we should help students reflect both on the external and the 

internal changes and learning that is occurring, we must consider how this reflection should 

be organized. In most literature, the purpose of reflection is to consciously and analytically 

make meaning of experiences. It can be achieved through a myriad of activities, most 

commonly through journaling and group discussions, but also through artistic 

presentations, multi-media, games and activities  (Stewart, 2011, pp. 41-43). Indeed, 

because students need time to articulate how they are making meaning of their 

experiences analytical reflection is necessary, and demands intentionally structured time 

for it. However, Stewart (2011, p. 43) offers an intriguing perspective, that students also 

need time for mindful, contemplating reflection, where there is no need to make meaning 

or judgements about what is being experienced, no goals to achieve. The focus is purely on 

observation and a goal-less awareness. Some of the methods Stewart mentions include 

meditation, visualization through arts, yoga, Tai Chi, sitting in silence, guided imagery and 

recitation (Stewart, 2011, p. 44). I did not have the chance to try this during my projects, 

but as my capacity to offer different forms of reflection grows, I will be eager to learn how 

contemplative reflection can complement analytical reflection practices. 

As our projects did not include contemplative reflection, I will discuss some thoughts about 

how analytical reflection was organized. Because the objects of our reflection – namely, 

the refugee crisis and our efforts to make it easier for refugees to integrate – are so broad, 

I found it difficult to structure student reflection in an intentional, systematic and flexible 

way. The importance of good questions became very evident, and deciding which questions 

to ask was challenging. Two potential solutions to this challenge arose from literature and 

my experiences. 

First, organizing the whole project around a number of concepts or themes can help with 

structuring the thoughts that are being discussed. Social justice is complex, and each issue 
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has a relationship with countless other issues. Kurki (2000, p. 38) describes how Freire 

arranged his curriculum around generative themes and the relationships between them. In 

our projects, where the overall concept was refugees, this chain of concepts or themes 

could include geopolitical & environmental causes of refugee crisis, integration of refugees, 

influence on refugees, influence on Finland as a host country, refugees and media, refugees 

as a political question, amongst others. While I did plan the projects around such a chain 

of concepts, I never drew it out for myself or the students very clearly, which could have 

helped our understanding of how what we were talking about at any moment was related 

to everything else. For example, when students felt confused about how the topic of being 

objective or subjective related to the refugee crisis, having a visual presentation of the 

concepts we discussed would have helped. 

A very useful presentation would be a mind-map that continuously evolves as the group 

explores new concepts. Below, I have attached an example of a mind-map that could be 

made of the main concepts we discussed throughout the two projects. For the sake of 

clarity, I have only added two levels of sub-concepts, but many more could have been 

added, and more lines could have been drawn to show connections between concepts. We 

could have started to make such a mind map with students from the very beginning of the 

project, with both students and myself adding new titles as we conceptualized the topics 

we were discussing. The mind-map would have served as an ongoing reflection tool, 

helping students to understand the complex relationships between what we were 

discussing. In addition, the mind map could have helped me structure our final reflection 

session more clearly. I could also have made a copy of the finished, collaboratively created 

mind map for the students for their own reflection essays. 
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Figure 6. Example of a conceptual mind-map. 

While being a helpful tool, using a mind-map has its dangers. It could solidify thought 

processes to an extent where new ideas beyond the structure of the mind-map cannot be 

imagined. To avoid this, the mind-map should be understood as fluid and ever-changing. 

Even the main categories of the mind-map should be allowed to change as needed. If the 

teacher is not careful, the students may also feel a need to structure their mind exactly like 

the mind map suggests. If students are not explicitly encouraged to build the mind map, it 

may end up representing the teacher’s world view, not the whole group’s. While some 

dialogical instruction is needed especially with younger age groups, students should be 

producing and acting upon their own ideas, not merely consuming the ideas of the teacher 

(Beckett, 2013, p. 51). Finally, if the teacher is not explicit on the complexity of the issue, 

students may be left with the impression that the subject at hand is simple. All of these 

pitfalls should be taken into account and avoided while using mind-maps to clarify the 

conceptual framework behind the generative theme. 
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In addition to maintaining a clear conceptual framework for the topic, asking the right kind 

of questions will help a teacher refine her skills in facilitating high-quality analytical 

reflection. Rhoads (1998, p. 45) offers examples of the types of questions that should guide 

a critical service-learning approach: “Why do we have significant economic gaps between 

different racial groups? Why do women continue to face economic and social inequities? 

Why does the richest country on earth (referring to America) have such a serious problem 

with homelessness?” Mitchell (2008, p. 45) picks up on his questions, and warns that if 

service-learning programs fail to encourage students to reflect on the links between social 

inequality and institutional structures and policies, they cannot move beyond band-aid 

solutions towards community problems. Translating such questions into the context of the 

issue at hand, supplementing that with introspective questions on how students are 

transforming, and asking students to reflect on the capacities they developed for organizing 

such projects should form a solid foundation for analytical reflection. Coupling this with 

exercises that focus more on contemplative reflection will help programmes adopt 

balanced reflective practices. 

One more question remains to be asked. Should students reflect mostly alone or as a 

group? Brookfield (1995, p. 11) reminds us that teachers must carefully assess all students’ 

feelings about her pedagogical choices, even if some students are less likely to voice them 

out. I made the mistake of listening mostly to the loud voices when it came to choosing a 

topic for the second project. This mistake should be avoided also when considering the use 

of different reflective practices, and the needs of the diverse students should be taken into 

account. 

In addition to different forms of group reflections, a written, personal reflection could be 

useful in one form or another. Journals offer a safe space for students to air out private or 

controversial thoughts that would be difficult to discuss in collective conversations due to 

their vulnerable nature (Stewart, 2011, p. 39). To achieve this, a teacher must be careful 

not to impose expectations of what type of reflections he or she likes to read. Otherwise 

students may try to exaggerate stories of dramatic transformation because they believe 

the teacher will be pleased (Brookfield, 1995, p. 12). Of course, it is important to make sure 

that also collective spaces are safe and allow for a level of openness and honesty, but it is 

understandable that no matter how open the space is, some thoughts may be too personal 



 

 

151 

to discuss publicly. I used a reflection essay, which meant that the whole essay was written 

after the full experience, but I would like to try the benefits of journaling. It could make it 

easier to learn about the processes students go through, not only the final outcome. 

6.5. Imagining Systems in Support of Critical Service-Learning 

Throughout the process, I was struck by how necessary it seemed to be that the students 

were involved in a comprehensive critical service-learning programme, not just a few 

isolated projects by a teacher who happens to like the method. Not only would this allow 

the students to grow in capacity for increasingly critically effective projects, but also the 

community would benefit from a more permanent relationship with a school and its 

students. The question arises, what would such a programme demand? 

In Ritaharju schools, many useful spaces already existed that, had I been a permanent 

teacher of this class, I could have used. Three times a year all the teachers of a certain age-

group join their efforts to plan and implement an interdisciplinary project for their students. 

These would be ideal moments to engage a whole grade-level in critical service-learning. 

In general, Ritaharju school is exemplary in teacher collaboration. In addition to 

collaborating across the grade-level three times a year, all teachers are part of a weekly, 

collaborative team that includes 1st grade teachers up to 6th grade teachers, as well as a 

special education teacher and assistant teachers. This is because the school is organized in 

“cells” which work almost like their own independent schools. A minimal amount of 

decisions are made in the administrative level. Some teachers have also chosen to 

collaborate much more intensely, essentially combining two classes into one, that can be 

taught by the two teachers in varying groups with different methods. These teacher pairs 

collaborate on nearly every lesson of the week. Teacher collaboration allows for new ideas 

to be tested and reflected upon. During the first project I reflected mostly alone, but for 

the second project I had Minna to reflect and plan with, and I saw the positive effects of 

being able to reflect with someone.  

In addition to having opportunities to reflect and work together, teachers need 

administrative support for trying new things. The ethos in Ritaharju, and the language the 

principal and other administration uses, encourages innovation and trying new things. I felt 

this personally when I presented the principal with my idea and in addition to approving it, 
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he contributed to my thought process with his own input. Service-learning is challenging. 

If, in addition to the daily challenges of the work, the teacher has to put up with a resistance 

to change from the part of school administration, it becomes doubly tasking. 

A supportive administration can also put in place school policies that help make service-

learning pedagogically smoother. In Ritaharju, while it does not have a service-learning 

programme, some policies already made service-learning easier. For instance, the school is 

in favour of interdisciplinary teaching, and teachers have the freedom to move lessons 

around if some subject needs more time. In practice this means, that if, for example, 

students are doing a project on the historical reasons behind current wars that cause 

refugees to leave their countries in history class, and for some reason they need more time, 

the teacher can easily decide to keep the rest of the day’s lessons as history class, and move 

the other subjects to another day, as long as the teacher makes sure the students are 

staying on track in each subject. If the teacher chooses, he could also combine different 

subjects under one. For instance, a teacher could take a math lesson and a geography 

lesson and ask students to look at statistics of population movement from the Middle East 

to Europe. In addition to this, Ritaharju school has also adopted a daily structure where 

there are only three long breaks during the day: a 30-minute morning break, a 20 to 25-

minute lunch break and a 45-minute afternoon break. Each block of lessons consists of two 

consecutive 45 minute sessions without a break in between. This means that students and 

teachers have more uninterrupted time together, and students get more uninterrupted 

playtime outdoors.  

Ritaharju school is designed in a way that supports collaborative and group learning. Each 

“cell” has its own lobby, shared between 4-10 classes, and the lobby has multiple work 

spaces where students can concentrate on working in small groups. Many classrooms have 

a foldable wall between two classes, so that bigger groups can be formed, when needed, 

and two teachers and their classes can collaborate. The school is also lucky to have 

municipal support to ensure that there are plenty of ICT equipment, including laptops, 

tablet computers and data projectors so that students can do their independent research. 

The main building also serves as a community centre, and the community library is in the 

same building. This makes research very easy. 
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While some of the material resources of Ritaharju are unattainable for many other schools, 

the immaterial aspects of school structure are easier to model in other schools that want 

to create an environment conducive to service-learning. Ritaharju school administration 

has not made these decisions with service-learning in their mind, but I found these 

practices helpful nonetheless. Certainly, these are not the only ways to organize a school 

to allow for more flexibility for different pedagogies. I merely wanted to point out how 

simple but effective some of the changes could be, and how effectively they can support 

the existence of a critical service-learning programme. 

However, if a school truly wants to commit to community-building through critical service-

learning, larger scale changes must occur. Service-learning must no longer be dependent 

on a few teacher’s initiatives, or be placed as a supplement in a civics or social studies 

course (Farahmadpour & Shodjaee-Zrudlo, 2015, p. 50). The school community must ask 

itself, for instance, how capacities for critical service-learning can be built already from 

early childhood years? In what grade levels will full service-learning projects become a part 

of the curriculum? How can different grades interact and help in each other’s projects?  

Will each class do their own project, or will entire grade levels or groups of classes 

collaborate? How will teachers be given the spaces for planning and reflection they need, 

not only alone, but together? What communities is the school contributing to, in addition 

the school community itself? Are they ethnic communities, neighbourhoods, or other 

segments of a population, and what are the relationships between these communities? 

How can the school create lasting relationships with some of these communities? What are 

some of the institutions and organizations the school could form partnerships with for 

organizing service-learning projects? What spaces can the school provide for community 

voices to be heard? How can the school take part in prevalent discourses going on in these 

communities? What kind of funding is needed for making sure that information and people 

can move flexibly from place to place? What kind of physical structures are available or 

should be made available for community discussions? 

The reason why I would rather think of this in terms of questions rather than answers is, 

because the structural changes to a school that would allow for a holistic critical service-

learning programme cannot be imposed by anyone from above. As Freire explains about 

the nature of his work as the Secretary of Education for the City of São Paulo, any changes 



 

 

154 

to a curriculum, to administrative structures or the running of a school must stem from the 

ideological or theoretical commitments of the multi-layered community that creates the 

school – the principal, administrators, the teachers, cleaners, cooks, janitors, students, 

parents and the surrounding community. I cannot give a model from above. I do not even 

know what a critical service-learning programme should look like, and even if I did, giving 

it as a ready package would destroy any ownership and fail to touch the roots of motivation 

(Freire, 1993, p. 40). Therefore, the only real way to begin is to find a school where the 

spirit is already open to critical service-learning, start a dialogue and develop ideas together 

of how to put this into practice, gleaning inspiration but not rigid models from other 

relatable experiences around the world. 
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7. Reliability of This Research & Further Questions 

The purpose of this research was to explore what makes service-learning critical and what 

limitations and possibilities does critical service-learning face in a Finnish primary 

classroom. The outcome of this research was twofold. On one hand, the literary review 

combined with the field experience produced a rubric for critical service-learning, which, 

while useful already, will need to be modified and perhaps simplified by further experience. 

On the other, the practical experience in the field produced several interesting examples 

and suggestions that a teacher might find helpful, challenging and interesting to think 

about while practicing critical service-learning pedagogy. 

The research has been, from the get-go, explicit that this thesis is based on values 

stemming from critical pedagogy. The world view and the view of human beings has also 

been clearly stated in the earlier chapters of this thesis. An important question throughout 

this research has been to find out how these critical values should and could influence a 

teacher’s service-learning practice. The rubric answers the first question; my data answers 

the second. 

A few words should be said concerning the validity of the data I collected. The bulk of the 

data consisted of my and Minna’s learning journal throughout the process and of the 

students’ reflection essays. The journals reflect accurately our feelings and thoughts of the 

process of teaching a service-learning project, because we wrote them either immediately 

after the lesson or 1-2 days after it. Whenever I had thoughts about the process outside of 

the lessons, I wrote them down in that same journal. The only element that could 

compromise the integrity of that data is the fact that I was not present in two of the lessons 

we held during the second project, and Minna was not present in three. One might ask, 

how can I write about the experiences when I wasn’t there. Firstly, I did not use much of 

the data from Minna’s notes from when I was not present. When I did, I trusted her 

perspective on the lesson because I am familiar with her teaching and reflection styles. We 

also had discussions about how the lessons went right after them, even if the other was 

not present, and commented on each other’s field notes.  Just to be sure, I have not based 

any big assumptions based on events I was not there to witness. 
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The students’ reflection essays portray an accurate picture of how the student felt about 

the project. Because some students gave negative feedback too, most of which I have 

presented as evidence in this thesis, it is justifiable to believe that the students felt 

reasonably able to say what they truly thought, not trying to please the teacher. We also 

told the students that their teacher would not evaluate them based on the content of the 

reflection essays, only the effectiveness of their argumentation and use of language. I do 

not even know what grade each student received from their essay, as I was not part of the 

grading process, and the students knew this. 

This is an action research, and in action research the researcher is involved in the 

researched activities. In many other methodologies, this might cause a reliability problem, 

but in action research the whole purpose of the study is to understand the intricacies that 

goes into developing your practice in a specific context and develop the activities based on 

collected data. Only someone entangled in the complexity of context can appreciate the 

true nature of the work (Townsend, 2014, p. 9). Therefore, the fact that I am studying the 

work of my collaborators and myself is not a problem, but the whole purpose of this study.  

In action research, practice is developed towards a direction of theory (Townsend, 2014, p. 

18). The purpose of such research is to intertwine theory into practice, in this case to 

intertwine critical pedagogy into service-learning. Action research always has a context, 

and this context must be spelled out. In this case, the context was a Finnish 6th grade 

classroom, which I have thoroughly described. 

The question arises, did I really allow my action to be informed with theory, intertwining 

the two, as Townsend (2014, p. 18) suggests? During the first cycle of action research, I had 

decided that my theoretical background would be critical pedagogy, but I had not yet 

realized that a critical version of service-learning already existed. At this stage, I thought 

my research question was to study how service-learning could be implemented in a Finnish 

classroom, and the connection between the theory and practice was still weak. It was 

between the two cycles of action that I realized that critical service-learning was already an 

emerging branch of service-learning with some of its own literature, and I decided to be 

more explicit about the connection of critical pedagogy and my service-learning practice. I 

created the rubric in the middle of the 2nd cycle, and was not able to use it much as a tool 

to develop my practice – rather, the rubric arose from the combination of literature and 
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practice. However, by the time I was doing my 2nd action research cycle I had already 

studied all the relevant resources I needed in order to let critical pedagogy guide my action, 

so despite the lack of a rubric, I had what I needed to make my practice of service-learning 

increasingly critical. I have thoroughly explained the obstacles which made practicing 

critical service-learning difficult, and I believe that the development of the rubric will 

greatly help me in further advancing my service-learning into a critical direction. Therefore, 

I claim that allowing the critical angle to evolve gradually, over the two action research 

cycles, helped me to gradually become more and more aware of how specific demands 

critical pedagogy sets on service-learning. In addition, the developed rubric was extensively 

used when I was analysing the outcomes of the two service-learning cycles. 

This research claims that critical service-learning is possible in Finnish primary classrooms, 

but the age group in question, the lack of existing service-learning structure in Finnish 

schools and the likely inexperience of the teacher will pose specific challenges that the 

teacher should reflect on consciously as they continue developing their critical service-

learning practice. The study also suggests that the beneficial influence of critical service-

learning to the students, the school and the community, would be an interesting area of 

research in the future. The study also suggests that collaborating with a school to see what 

kind of structures could be created in order to support an entire programme for critical 

service-learning could bring about fruitful practices. Critical service-learning involves a set 

of convictions without which the pedagogy is empty. I would not want any school or 

organization to enforce it suddenly, but I would like it to become a viable option for those 

teachers who find it their own, and those schools who feel they can and want to 

accommodate for it.  

The result of this research might be relevant in some other contexts, although it is not 

directly applicable. Mainly these results would be interesting to other teachers and schools 

who want to use critical service-learning with younger age-groups, since most of the pre-

existing literature concerns higher education. I would imagine this study to be helpful for 

teachers who work with students roughly between the ages of 11 and 16, which in most 

countries mean upper primary classes and secondary school. Each context will, however, 

pose its own challenges, in many places far greater than the ones I faced in the progressive 

and well-funded Ritaharju school. Eventually, when more teachers of this age group have 
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tried critical service-learning with their students in a large variety of contexts, perhaps 

enough data would be available to conduct some more generalizable research and even 

gather numerical evidence for a quantitative research on the effects of critical service-

learning in primary and secondary schools. We are still quite far from that time. For now, 

my study has poked a hole in a new area of service-learning research: critical service-

learning with younger students. 
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8. Conclusion 

I set out to find out what service-learning could look like in a Finnish primary school context. 

I soon got lost in a labyrinth of interesting debates about the quality of service-learning, its 

goals, its (in)ability to influence lasting change and the kind of attitudes it engenders in 

students. In the centre of that labyrinth I found what has been a part of me since my 

educational journey – critical pedagogy. I found others in the academia who saw the need 

for the presence of critical pedagogy in the realm of service-learning, but did not find much 

research that showed what critical service-learning could look like in primary and 

secondary level classrooms. I decided to take on the task of finding out, and shifted the 

focus of my thesis. I wanted to find answers to two questions. What needs to be added to 

service-learning to make it a critical pedagogy? What could critical service-learning look like 

in a Finnish primary classroom? 

8.1. What needs to be added to service-learning to make it a critical pedagogy? 

The first question demanded a contemplation on existing literature. Critical service-

learning is emerging as a distinct branch of service-learning, responding to the need to 

articulate a service-learning philosophy that is geared towards understanding and 

addressing complexities that arise from histories of oppression, cultural hegemony, the 

legacy of colonialism and present inequities in economic, social, cultural and political power. 

While authors connecting service-learning with social justice have had this conversation 

since at least the early 2000s, the discourse is focused almost solely on service-learning in 

higher education. Critical service-learning, as discussed in most current literature, is 

difficult to apply in the primary and secondary school context.  

In this gap in literacy I found my niche. I decided to create a rubric that compares some of 

the principles and practices of traditional service-learning and critical service-learning. This 

rubric, I knew, would only be a beginning, because while the principles behind it will remain 

somewhat intact, the pedagogies themselves are emerging and evolving. However, the 

rubric proved to be an invaluable tool for reflection as a practitioner. I could look at my 

choices as a teacher and the project and atmosphere we created together with the 

students, and compare what we did to how the rubric defined critical service-learning. The 
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rubric grew out of my review of literature on service-learning, critical pedagogy (in 

particular, Paulo Freire’s work) and their combination, critical service-learning. Then, as I 

started to use the rubric to reflect on my work as a teacher, I refined each element based 

on experience in the field. This greatly strengthened my ability to conduct genuine praxis. 

I had a framework that was constantly shaping my practice as well as being shaped by it. 

The rubric, in a way, is the answer to my first research question. It lists what needs to be 

added to service-learning in order to make it a critical pedagogy. Some of the most crucial 

elements were the following: 

• That the service students are engaged in should not merely aim to address immediate 

community needs, but strive to influence a more lasting transformation in the cultural 

and structural levels of society. 

• That likewise, the reflection and critical investigation that the participants engage in as 

they strive to read the reality in which they are working, should look critically at the 

way power, historically built relationships and social structures generate injustices, and 

what might be done to reshape them. 

• That in a critical service-learning project, due consideration should be given to how the 

project allows for all voices to be heard. This must include voices from the community 

whose lives the issue at hand is most relevant. 

• That participants in this process are increasingly characterized by their willingness to 

accompany one another, their ability to turn stumbling blocks into stepping stones, 

their desire to build their own and one another’s capacity for service, and the humility, 

joy, perseverance and collaboration with which they approach their service. 

These points strive to summarize some of the main ideas of the rubric. At first, I saw the 

rubric as a checklist – I could check which of the sixteen elements I included in my practice 

and which I did not. As I started to use the rubric to reflect on my activities, I very quickly 

noticed that looking at the rubric more as a continuum than a checklist was much more 

useful. There were many elements which I managed to include in our project partially, but 

due to some limitations not fully. Seeing the rubric as a continuum took off the pressure of 

perfection. Instead of asking, for instance, “did I make sure refugee voices were involved 

in naming and solving problems?” I could now ask “to what extent were refugee voices 

included?”. This engendered many new questions such as “why, or why not? what helped 
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me achieve this? what were the limitations?”. Critical pedagogy is very demanding. Every 

little word and pedagogical choice could be scrutinized from a critical perspective, so 

evaluating things in a continuum is a more merciful and constructive approach for the 

teacher and for the process. Overall, I consider the rubric for critical service-learning to be 

one of the most significant outcomes of this research, and it must be developed further 

through praxis. It could become an important tool for teachers who wish to engage in 

service-learning pedagogies that are geared towards lasting social change. 

8.2. What could critical service-learning look like in a Finnish primary classroom? 

As I started to analyse through the rubric what we had done during our two service-learning 

projects, I began to formulate answers to my second research question. The two most 

difficult critical elements to include in my practice were addressing root causes of social 

issues in action and including community voices in our action and reflection. The elements 

I incorporated most successfully were upholding the importance of student voices, 

discussing root causes of social problems during preparation and embedding reflection at 

all stages. There were three main conditions that influenced both the successes and the 

challenges. These conditions will vary around the world, but in my very specific context in 

a Finnish primary school they were as follows. 

The first condition is related to the institutions, structures and context in which the service-

learning is practiced. In my case, I had many freedoms from the school and curriculum. The 

Finnish national curriculum is very flexible and has a demand for interdisciplinary, 

phenomenon based pedagogies like service-learning. The school administration and 

teaching staff in Ritaharju is particularly keen on learning about new pedagogies and 

encouraged my project. The school’s physical premises create spaces for group work and 

the presence of information technology such as laptops and tablet computers makes 

research and inquiry very easy to do with students.  

There were also some limitations related to institutions and structures. For example, I had 

no funding for the project, so we could only go out of the school premises once for each 

project, because students had to pay for it themselves. In Finland most primary school 

teachers teach almost all subjects to their class, which would, in theory, allow great 

flexibility in the use of time on the project. I, however, was not their class teacher, and the 
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fact that I had very limited time with them influenced our project greatly. Also, service-

learning had no pre-existing structures in the school. In order to have a long-term influence 

in communities, critical service-learning demands structural support in the level of the 

school. This way the school can have a permanent relationship with the community, which 

means the service can be more impactful. A service-learning programme running from as 

early as early childhood education up to the 9th grade or high school would allow for 

projects to become increasingly complex as student capacity grows. Such structures did not 

exist, but these projects highlighted how exciting it would be to work with a school and a 

community around it and develop this kind of relationships, organically tying the school, 

the students, their families and the community together. 

The second condition that influenced both my successes and challenges was the capacity 

of my students. In theory, critical service-learning demands that the projects have a lasting 

impact on social structures and strive to change social reality in the community, and why 

not the school itself. In practice, some projects will only scratch the surface of a social 

problem, and its ability to affect transformation is compromised. Indeed, if the project is a 

one-off, like my projects were, that is the case. However, if students had access to a 

coherent service-learning programme supported by the school, they could gradually learn 

to plan and implement more influential projects. 

We do not want to set our students up for failure by giving them the impression each 

project is supposed to make a lasting change in the community or else it has failed to be 

critical. Change is a process, and it would be hypocritical to expect students to grow to the 

demands of critical action over the course of one project. We must allow them the space 

and time to develop their capacities, and create around the school a community that is 

learning how to influence society together. Students will be more likely to feel that they 

have something to contribute, and teachers who are trying to achieve critical change will 

not feel the pressure to push their students to do things they have not yet developed the 

capacity for. In a school that is engaged in systematic community-building, each project is 

tied to an ongoing, collective effort. In that context, even a simple act of service such as 

teaching Finnish to a few refugees can contribute to the well-being of the community, 

because the capacity of each participant for community-building has grown, and the school 

supports their ongoing agency in social change. 
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Finally, perhaps the most important condition that can either limit or improve my critical 

service-learning practice is the extent to which I, the teacher-student, am able to transform 

myself. I am as greatly influenced by the society as I am striving to influence it, and I must 

be aware of this. I have patterns of thought and action that I must unlearn, and new 

patterns that I will develop as I become a critical actor in society. Most great educators of 

history, including Freire and others that I admire, have explicitly said that in order to teach, 

a teacher must also teach him or herself. For example, I have been influenced by 

paternalistic patterns of behaviour towards those who are considered underprivileged. 

During the first project it did not even occur to me that I could invite refugees who are 

interested in improving their conditions to discuss with the students what we could do 

together. During the second project, when I had already started to unlearn this pattern of 

thought and wanted to include refugee voices in naming social issues and creating solutions 

to them, I was limited by structural challenges such as time and resources. Praxis does not 

only mean reflecting upon the world in order to transform it, but also reflecting on and 

transforming myself.  

8.3. How did this thesis contribute to theory on critical service-learning in primary 

schools? 

There are three things this thesis contributed to theory in particular. First, the rubric that I 

created for primary and secondary level is the first time I have seen principles of critical 

service-learning articulated so clearly and specifically geared towards the younger age 

groups. The rubric needs further development and testing. 

Second, because of the age-group, the concept of capacity building took a prominent role. 

In higher education service-learning students may already have the basic capacities 

required for creating projects, and can focus on learning how to influence human 

communities in a lasting way. In primary and secondary education the whole process has 

to be seen from the perspective of capacity building, and this requires high process-thinking 

abilities from the teacher as well as the school administrators who design the school’s 

service-learning programme. This new emphasis on capacity-building could provide 

another fascinating area of study for those interested in critical service-learning in primary 

and secondary education. 
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Third, this thesis highlighted the importance of school structures that support critical 

service-learning. Theoretically, this implies that critical service-learning cannot be an 

isolated process where students of one classroom do an isolated project. As schools test 

out different ways of structuring critical service-learning programmes, the transformative 

relationships that form within the school and between the school and the communities 

surrounding it will provide another interesting field of inquiry. 

Mitchell, who articulated the difference between traditional and critical service-learning in 

her highly cited article, concludes: 

 Critical service-learning pedagogy will produce future activists and leaders committed 

to social justice. Critical service-learning advocates see the potential to transform 

generations and ultimately society through carefully implemented service-learning 

experiences. While the intentionality of a critical service-learning approach may be 

difficult to implement within the borders of institutions and a society that do not 

necessarily invite social change, the promise of this approach and the ethical 

obligations of the pedagogy require this be the next direction of service-learning 

programs. (2008, p. 62) 

I join her in my efforts to make critical service-learning practicable. This process has made 

clear that a single teacher working alone with her classroom will, at times, find 

implementing critical service-learning frustrating and difficult. Implementing influential 

critical service-learning programmes will require entire schools or even school districts to 

pedagogically and structurally commit to learning about the role of schools and their 

service-learning programmes in community-building. It also means that schools need to 

become increasingly aware of the kind of values they are advocating and steer these values 

towards a direction conducive to social justice. This may mean a dramatic change to how 

schools operate. But after all, is transformation not the whole purpose of critical 

pedagogies? We, the teachers who strive for this kind of learning, can start by 

implementing critical service-learning in our classrooms and inviting those of our 

colleagues and school administrators who are receptive to these ideas to join us in learning 

about how to transform the world. I believe it will be attractive to many teachers and 

administrators, because it is a hopeful pedagogy. 
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Appendix A 

An exercise for understanding subjectivity and objectivity. 

Purpose of the exercise: to understand the concepts of subjectivity and objectivity. 

Timing: About 15 minutes + possible extra conversation 

Setup: A large space was cleared out in the middle of the class. Desks and chairs were 

moved to the side. All students and teachers were standing on the floor. 

Preparation: Minna was responsible for facilitating the conversation and she asked Linda 

to stand in the middle of the class. Minna asked three students to join her so that each 

would stand in one side of Linda, one in front of her, one behind her and two on the sides. 

All the others were standing around the group in the middle. Minna explained that we 

would now learn about two important concepts, subjectivity and objectivity.  

Exercise: Minna described what she saw of me and asked each of the three students to do 

the same. Linda was holding a blue-tag in her hand and only the person to the right of her 

could see it, and that student was the only one to mention it. Minna and the two other 

students did not mention it, and the students standing behind them were asking “where is 

the bluetag?” and “I don’t see it?”. Linda commented: “yes, because you are looking from 

a different perspective. 

Minna explained that if she wants to see a different side of Linda, she would have to see 

from other perspectives. If she did not wish to do this, she was choosing to be subjective. 

She and the three students started circulating around Linda. Everyone else started doing 

the same. They went a whole circle and Minna explained that by doing this they could get 

new perspectives and viewpoints, and could start to get a full picture and become more 

objective of Linda.  

Linda asked the students if there was anything of her they still couldn’t see. They identified 

the top of her head and the sole of her shoes as such. There will always be some angles you 

will miss, even if you try to have a full picture, Linda explained. 

Minna said that although we now have a more full view of Linda from many perspectives, 

she is still somehow subjective because she knows Linda and likes her. The teachers and 
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students discussed how, if Linda did something bad, for example steal a bike, Minna and 

the students would forgive her faster than someone they disliked or did not even know.  

Conversation: So, in addition to our perspective and how fully we see what we are studying, 

also our feelings towards the object of our study affects how we view it. This is especially 

important to recognize if you are a reporter, because you are affecting people’s opinions. 

At this point Minna and Linda felt the need to clarify why the group did this exercise. They 

explained that this segment of our preparation is about how media discusses topics around 

refugees, and it is important to understand first of all, how media influences us (another 

exercise earlier during the class) and how what media presents is always written from 

someone’s perspective. To make sure the vocabulary would be easier to remember, Linda 

wrote the explanations “subjective = personal point of view” and “objective = wide point 

of view” on the board. She also said that we were not learning these terms only for the 

project, but they are very important to understand in life. Minna gave an example of how 

by explaining that she and Linda were doing their research in this class, and they should 

stay objective in the sense that if something in the project does not work out very well, 

they should still write about it and try to understand why, rather than covering it up 

because they happen to like the project. Later on, as the conversation slid to the next 

exercise, the teachers connected the concepts of objective and subjective to how 

newspapers report stories about refugees and how what is mentioned and what is left out 

how the public reads it. 
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Appendix B 

Reflection assignment for project 2. Includes a list of project goals and activities to remind 

the students what had been done (English translation of original Finnish). Two pages. 
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Reflection assignment for project 2. Includes a list of project goals and activities to remind 

the students what had been done (Original Finnish). Two pages. 
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Appendix C 

Information and permission slip for parents before the project (English translation of 

original Finnish). Four pages. Names and other identification have been omitted. 
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Information and permission slip for parents before the project (Original Finnish). Four 

pages. Names and other identification have been omitted. 
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Appendix D 

Summary of critical elements found in the two critical service-learning projects. 

Philosophical assumptions 

Element Critical Service-Learning Reflections on project 1 and project 2  

1. Aim of the 

process 

• Young people are viewed as 

and helped to become 

capable individuals who can 

develop their own character 

and capacities while 

transforming society.  

• To advocate service as a 

means to liberate society 

from current systems that 

dehumanize human beings 

and perpetuate injustice. 

• I viewed my students as capable individuals who have 

the potential to affect both personal and societal 

transformation, as their capacities for service and critical 

thinking grow. I was able to identify some specific 

strength from many students. 

• This was visible during the project in the way I talked to 

the students about themselves and their own capacity, 

articulating that they have power and agency to change 

things both explicitly and implicitly. Also, the way we 

formulated our goals was in line with the aims (personal 

growth goals + service goals). 

2. Definition of 

service 

Acts that contribute to systemic 

change and the advancement of 

society, promote social justice 

and address root causes of social 

problems. Attitude of service as 

a way of life. 

• Our projects aimed to address the problem of integration 

by looking mainly at two reasons that makes integration 

hard; the difficulty to learn a new language and the lack 

of spaces where refugees and the general public can 

interact. However, the way in which we addressed these 

challenges was not long-lasting enough to affect lasting 

change. One way to make the effects of these projects 

more long-lasting was to initiate regular gatherings 

between refugees and the wider society, where our 

students could have had a facilitating role. 

• We could also have chosen another approach. For 

instance, we could have advocated a few companies to 

pledge to employ a number of refugees, educate our 

community about refugees to dismantle stereotypical 

thinking, or host a community gathering where authentic 

interactions could take place between locals and 

refugees. 

• Although the service action did not address root causes, 

our projects did build capacity for systemic change. My 

students learned to analyse root causes and imagine 

some possible solutions for them. Because these were 

the first service-learning projects my students did, it was 

not to be expected that our projects could affect major 

changes. However, their capacities to analyse the 
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complexities and power relations behind an issue and 

their ability to organize themselves to do something 

practical were developed to an extent. 

• In the language we used, we defined service as more 

than helping people: as an effort to change the way 

things are. 

• We asked students to reflect on the attitudes and virtues 

they were developing that are necessary for a life of 

service. 

• We explicitly discussed the idea that the students are 

now in an age when they are finding their talents and 

thinking about what to do with their lives. We defined 

service as identifying your talents and finding ways to 

contribute to the transformation of society through 

them. 

3. Sense of 

accomplishment 

Students learn to rejoice in small 

steps of progress in the road 

towards social justice, since 

ultimate victory cannot be won 

during a single project or even a 

lifetime. The process includes 

both crises and victories. 

Gratification comes from 

knowing you are working for the 

advancement of justice and 

students learn to derive joy from 

overcoming obstacles together 

and enthusiastically engaging in 

challenging but meaningful tasks. 

• There were many moments of joy and also of frustration. 

The students explicitly stated in our moments of 

collective reflection that to have a lasting effect, their 

projects should have become regular meetings with 

refugees, not one-off visits. 

• When some students showed frustration about the fact 

that we continued on the same topic in project 2, I could 

have turned it around and asked them what happens if 

we stop contributing to something every time the initial 

excitement fades away. This way they may have learned 

how persistent and continuous work around any cause 

has to be. I missed the opportunity to have this 

conversation. 

Table 14. Sixteen elements of critical service-learning. Philosophical considerations. 

 

Power & relations 

Element Critical Service-Learning Reflections on project 1 and project 2 

4. Ownership 

and power 

Students, teacher, community 

members, community 

organizations, school 

administration and parents are 

increasingly involved in decision-

making processes, naming social 

• Students had quite a lot of power and their voices were 

heard for the most part, consummate with their capacity 

and age. 

• School administration was presented with the idea and 

the principal’s contributions were considered in planning 

the project. 
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issues and co-creating solutions 

for them. 

• Parents were informed of the project and their concerns 

were responded to, but there was no effort to actively 

engage them in such short-term projects. One parent 

works with refugees and she took a special interest in this 

project and helped us find suitable places to visit. 

• Refugee voices were significantly absent in our goal-

making, in our inquiry and in the planning and 

implementation of the project. This is perhaps the most 

urgent aspect of critical pedagogy to improve on as I 

embark on new critical service-learning projects. 

• Community partners were consulted before the project 

by phone and some of their feedback and reflections 

were received by email. No face-to-face consultation 

took place. 

5. Identification Emphasis on seeing links between 

all participants. Making effort to 

identify one another as members 

of the same community, even 

when it is not obvious. Developing 

dialogical relationships between 

all members of this community. 

• Students could level themselves with the refugees better 

than expected. Every single student made effort to enter 

in sincere dialogues with refugees during our visit, and 

some even afterwards, on their free time. During the first 

project, eight out of 22 reported, unprompted, that their 

prejudices were significantly reduced and they could now 

see refugees as equal individuals. 

• Since asylum seekers live in very isolated conditions, and 

the neighbourhood where the students come from is 

affluent and does not have any refugee inhabitants, it 

was sometimes difficult to see refugees as members of 

the same community on the local level. We could have 

made more effort in the preparation phase to define 

what communities the kids and refugees belong to, and 

what shared community they have that we were trying to 

improve together. 

6. Behaviour 

towards the 

community 

Pays attention to fostering 

participatory, not paternalistic 

attitudes towards community. 

"Doing with" attitudes. All are 

members of the same community 

and are affected by one another's 

well-being. Learning is horizontal, 

not hierarchical. Everyone can 

learn from one another. 

• It was difficult to define what community exactly we 

were serving, because the target communities were very 

broad; the inhabitants of Oulu (including refugees) and 

the refugee communities of Finland. 

• During the first project, nine out of 22 students and 

during the second project, 6 out of 16 students reported 

without prompting that they learned something from 

refugees. 

• There was a significant absence of collaboration in terms 

of problem-naming and project planning between my 

students, refugees and other community members. 
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These spaces were very difficult to create in the time 

limitations we had, since this was not my own class. 

7. Commitment 

to 

relationships 

Long-term commitment between 

school and the community to 

affect lasting change within the 

community. Occasional intense 

short-term projects bring 

momentum to this long-term 

commitment. 

• This was completely impracticable because I do not have 

a permanent relationship with either the school, the class 

or the communities we were involved with. 

• Doing the projects on the same topic twice enhanced my 

understanding of how important it is to have a sense of 

continuity. Of course, the same students cannot 

constantly do the projects on the same topic, but it is 

possible to achieve continuity for instance by having a 

permanent partnership with a community organization, 

by recycling the same project themes between different 

classes and age groups or by focusing on the 

transformation of the neighbourhood around the school.  

8. Collaboration Although tasks may be completed 

in small groups or even 

individually, the overall project 

should be a collective effort 

where students have the support 

of their peers or even community 

members, can build on each 

other’s talents, and can 

continuously reflect together. 

• This element succeeded quite well. We set collective 

goals instead of individual ones, thus creating an 

atmosphere that we are learning together. Individual 

goals could supplement collective ones as students 

become more experienced in service-learning, as long as 

a culture of competition is not advocated. 

• The first project was done together amongst all the 

students, each small group planning a segment of the 

program. The second project was planned and 

implemented in three smaller groups. Groups were 

clearly leveraging the interests and abilities of the team 

members. 

• Students reported that having the support of their peers 

when trying to communicate with people whom with 

there was no shared language was very encouraging. 

9. Integration 

of 

community 

knowledge 

Blurred lines between classroom 

and community. Bringing the 

community into the classroom, 

and vice versa. Facilitating 

opportunities to share knowledge 

and understanding. 

• Community knowledge was integrated most organically 

when Yrjö Mikkonen, a volunteer working at a refugee 

reception centre, visited our classroom and shared with 

us his day-to-day experience. His insights were invaluable 

to the group and brought a much-needed realism to our 

investigation on the topic. 

• Due to the lack of refugee voices throughout our project, 

community knowledge was limited to the people we 

talked with who work in the field for refugee integration; 

in addition to Yrjö these included the teachers whose 

classes we visited and the employees of refugee 

reception centres and Villa Victor cultural centre. 
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10. Classroom 

configuration 

Reflects the equality of the 

participants, for instance sitting in 

a circle, or in a more informal 

setting. Occasionally, someone 

other than the teacher could 

facilitate the class. 

• In most situations, students sat in groups of four or five. 

This was the basic configuration the teacher used 

regularly. He changed the groups very often, so students 

ended up working with many different groups. 

• For reflections and for Yrjö’s visit we pushed the tables 

on the sides of the classroom and made a large circle 

with the chairs to give space for our reflections. 

• Yrjö was the only other person besides Minna, myself 

and the class teacher Sampo to facilitate the class. Next 

time, I could invite students to prepare segments for our 

lessons. 

11. Unifying 

language 

Throughout the learning process 

the facilitators advocate a 

language that is unifying, rather 

than divisive. Language that 

minimizes the gap between "us" 

and "Others". 

• We tried to avoid using polarizing language, but to verify 

how well we achieved this, we would have to have 

recorded the lessons and analysed the tapes. Studying 

the language we used in class would be a whole area of 

critical discourse analysis. 

• A student pointed out that always talking about refugees 

as refugees could make them feel unhuman. This was an 

important insight. 

• In a couple of comments the teachers highlighted the 

interconnectedness of the well-being of us and anyone 

who comes to Finland, or any other citizen of the world. 

We explicitly stated that in this day and age, we must 

acknowledge that no country’s citizens can live in full 

happiness unless we are concerned with the well-being 

of all the inhabitants of the world. 

• There was not enough conscious effort on part of the 

teachers to reflect on the kind of language we used. 

However, I have no reason to assume we made any grave 

transgressions. 

Table 15. Sixteen elements of critical service-learning. Power & Relations. 

 

Coherence 

Element Critical Service-Learning Reflections on project 1 and project 2 

12. Curricular 

integration 

School integrates service-learning 

into its curriculum and allows 

students to grow in their service 

skills through a coherent service-

• Due to the temporary nature of my relationship with the 

school, it would have been impossible to do these 

projects in a wider context where service-learning is a 

part of the school curriculum. 
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learning programme that extends 

through the years. 

In designing projects, both 

students’ learning needs and 

community needs are considered. 

• The project design leaned more towards the needs of the 

students than community needs.  

• Doing both projects with the same class allowed me to 

see how students’ capacity grew from one project to 

another. For instance, during the first project students 

were not directly in touch with the community 

organizations, whereas during project two they contacted 

the organizations directly, although I had contacted them 

beforehand. I could imagine that during a third project 

students could have established community partnerships 

without much help from me at all. I saw how even in the 

span of a short time, student capacities grew immensely, 

and this showed me how effective it would be to have a 

consistent service-learning programme that spans 

through different ages. 

13. Integration 

of reflection 

and action 

Reflection is not separate from 

action. Spaces for reflection are 

arranged throughout the project. 

Mode of action is reflective, and 

thus, flexible and adaptable. All 

activities are characterised by an 

attitude of learning. 

• While the project had a clear structure of preparation, 

action and reflection, every part was infused with 

reflective moments. The dialogical nature of our inquiry 

ensured that students constantly asked reflective 

questions as their understanding of the topic grew, or 

conflicted with their previous ideas. During the action 

component, we reflected during and after the action on 

everything we were doing, and flexibly changed our plans 

as needed. 

• The teachers were reflecting after every lesson, and 

journaling their learning processes. We did not, however, 

have a structured framework for our reflection. That 

could have helped us to be more critical and notice some 

of our shortcomings earlier. 

• The final reflection essays could have been more 

reflective had they been in the form of a learning journal 

instead. Students could have written down their thoughts 

and ideas throughout the process rather than at the end. 

It seemed that the students had forgotten some of the 

complexities we discussed by the time they were writing 

their essays. 

14. Critical 

preparation 

Students advance in their critical 

consciousness on the issue at 

hand and this consciousness 

demands/inspires action.  

• The content of our conversations was very critical and 

profound. Especially students who actively participated in 

classroom dialogue seemed to significantly advance in 

their critical consciousness of issues related to refugees.  
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Content is explored in a way that 

develops skills for critical 

investigation. 

Students learn to investigate 

issues critically. Exploration takes 

account of the complexity of the 

issues. 

• Our exploration of root causes was not very well 

structured. While students picked up some profound 

understanding on the reasons why refugees are forced to 

leave their homes and why there are difficulties to 

integrate to new societies, they could have gotten a lot 

more out of it if we were better at keeping track of the 

big picture. For instance, using collective mind maps 

throughout the project could have helped to track what 

root causes we were discussing and how they linked with 

other issues we had explored. 

• Using varied pedagogical methods helped students 

develop in their critical literacy skills. They had to conduct 

investigations and analyse media clippings.  

• We used a dialogical method both in big groups and small 

groups. We were all co-learners. 

15. Raising 

capacity for 

increasingly 

complex 

service 

action 

Project’s complexity increases 

with student capacity. To benefit 

society, and not merely the 

students, the projects must grow 

increasingly profound in impact, 

as the students become more 

aware of social issues and more 

skilled in designing projects that 

address root causes. 

• The growth that occurred during these two projects was 

visible, but the time was too short to say that the second 

project had a more lasting effect on society.  

• Students reported many kinds of growth in capacities. 

They learned to communicate more independently with 

community partners, became more adept at conducting 

research on complex issues, developed their media 

analysis skills, became more courageous, confident and 

considerate in communicating with refugees and 

improved on their team work and reflection skills. If a 

third project would have been done, students could have 

planned a much more complex and effective project 

design.  

• It is important to note that the growth of the teacher’s 

capacity is equally important for designing effective 

projects. My capacity most certainly grew and I will be 

able to facilitate the process for my students much better 

in the future due to these reflections. 

16. Twofold 

reflection 

Students reflect on two areas and 

understand connections between 

them: 

• Community & Society 

Students reflect on how their 

project was able to affect 

change, and/or how it 

perpetuated current systems 

• Because the goals for the first project involved both 

service goals and learning goals, students were 

automatically guided to reflect on both their influence on 

society and the projects influence on themselves. 

• During the second project, we spent the collective 

reflection mostly discussing how our project did and did 
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of oppression. Students will 

not suffer disillusionment by 

the slow change, but will be 

encouraged to commit 

themselves to a life of 

service. 

• Self & Identity 

Students reflect on their own 

place in oppressive 

structures and their role in 

changing them, as well as the 

attitudes, values and 

changes the project has 

affected in themselves. 

• Students learn to identify 

powers operating in society 

and how these powers 

influence themselves. 

Students also learn to 

identify how, in turn, they 

can influence society, how to 

be mindful of the kind of 

effect they have on it. Finally, 

they see how working for the 

advancement of society can 

help their own personal 

growth. 

not affect society, while the writing assignment was more 

directed at self-reflection. 

• Clearly, learning this type of critical reflection is a process 

that could only begin during these two projects. If 

students had the opportunity to engage in such activity 

throughout their school careers, by the time they were 

twelve, they could be incredibly self-aware as well as 

conscious of their influence in society and vice versa. 

Table 16. Sixteen elements of critical service-learning. Coherence. 
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