
Evaluating the Impact of a Multicultural Service Learning Program
Erin Liffrig & Michael Axelrod, Ph.D.

Psychology Department, Human Development Center
University of Wisconsin – Eau Clairey

Results
-A one-way ANOVA and t-tests were conducted to evaluate the relationship between students’ scores on the 
survey before and after their experience on the Lac du Flambeau Reservation.  
-Factors for this study were the within-subjects pre and post conditions of the students; the dependent 
variable was the outcome on the survey questions.  
-The analysis produced some significant results with mild-moderate effect sizes. 
- The majority of significant results were for questions related to knowledge acquired from the LdF
program
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Introduction
-In 2005 leaders in higher education reform proposed that American colleges and universities include civic 
engagement as part of the curriculum (e.g. community service-learning: Driscoll, 2009).
-Community service learning is generally defined as experiences that involve a mutually beneficial relationship 
between students and the community; the program is connected to coursework and requires a reflection activity 
afterward.
-Service learning can occur through teaching, research, or service done in the community and examples range from 
working in food pantries to clinics to American Indian Reservations
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-In order to maintain a broad but in-depth service learning program, universities must devote a range of resources (e.g., 
faculty time commitment, time for university-community collaboration, infrastructure, funding) to the development of 
effective programming.        
-The research conducted on service learning suggests that it can have a positive effect for students in the areas of 
citizenship skills, their confidence that they can and should make a difference in their communities, their community-
related values and their perceptions of social problems and social justice (Giles, Honnet & Miglore, 1991).
-In addition to emphasizing community service learning, universities are also stressing the importance of diversity, 
equity, and inclusivity.  There are increased opportunities for multicultural immersion and experiences with diverse 
populations when students engage in community service learning.
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ITEM Pre Mean 
(SD)

Post Mean 
(SD)

p value Effect Size 
(η2)

Comfortable working American Indian 
preschoolers

4.05 (.826) 4.64 (.633) .031* .137

Knowledgeable and understand needs 
of American Indian children

3.15 (1.04) 4.07 (.475) .004** .229

Knowledgeable and understand needs  2.90 (.968) 3.79 (.699) .006** .211
-Specific research investigating multicultural service learning has found that such programs can reduce stereotypes, 
increase understanding of social inequality, and develop a greater sense of civic duty (See Boyle-Baise, 1998).
-Despite evidence in support of (multicultural) community service learning, there are methodological limitations 
involving the assessment of student learning outcomes (Driscoll, 2009). For example, university-wide assessment of 
student learning related to community service engagement has been seriously lacking (Driscoll, 2009).
- The widespread acceptance yet inadequate analysis of service learning  makes it essential to begin measuring the 
outcomes on this campus.  The results of such research can be used to determine effectiveness and improve current 
programs.
-The purpose of this study was to evaluate the impact of a brief multicultural service learning experience on 
undergraduate students at UW – Eau Claire. Specifically, the study investigated possible effects related to the 
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of American Indian children in 
Wisconsin
Understand health issues facing 
American Indian children

2.60 (.940) 3.86 (.770) .000** .347

Understand educational issues facing 
American Indian children

2.80 (.894) 4.29 (.611) .000** .475

Understand challenges facing American 
Indian community

2.95 (.759) 4.14 (.535) .000** .444

Knowledgeable of program and 
resources available to families on 

2.35 (.745) 3.43 (.938) .001** .304

Method
•Participants

•Participants included thirteen undergraduate students completing service learning hours through a university-
sponsored multicultural service learning program; all participants volunteered to complete hours through this 
program; service learning hours accumulated during Fall 2009 semester
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knowledge and awareness of the Ojibwe culture and issues facing American Indians in Wisconsin. In addition, 
perception of skills associated with interacting with Ojibwe children and families was assessed. 
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reservation
Aware of economic pressures facing 
American Indian community

2.80 (.834) 3.86 (.663) .000** .327

Knowledgeable about American Indian 
culture at Lac du Flambeau

2.55 (.759) 4.00 (.679) .000** .505

Knowledgeable  about history of LDF 
community

2.50 (.946) 3.64 (1.008) .002** .263

*Significant at alpha level .05
•The sample consisted of two males and eleven females with an even distribution of freshmen to seniors. Majors 
ranged from Social Work to Elementary Education to Accounting.
•Program Procedures (see below)
•Students were expected to have at least 20 direct contact hours; all students accumulated between 20 and 30 
hours
•Dependent Variable
•Pre- and Post-experience self-report surveys developed by authors; included items addressing knowledge and 
awareness of American Indian culture and issues facing American Indian people; also assessed self-perception of 
skills related to working with American Indian children and families in an educational context
•Pre-experience surveys given during initial orientation session; Post-experience surveys given during final 
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**Significant at alpha level .01

Discussion
-Findings were consistent with previous research suggesting that service learning programs at the university 
level have a positive impact on students. 
-In particular, this brief multicultural immersion experience produced results indicating changes in student’s 
knowledge of American Indian children and family issues after the program.
-For example, students showed significant change in gaining knowledge regarding the Ojibwe culture. This 
finding is important because it suggests that service learning experiences can have a positive impact on 
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Program Component Activities Time Frame
Initial Orientation Overview of program & program requirements; childcare 

training
3rd week of semester

Two-day Orientation 
Trip to American 
Indian Reservation

Meetings with Head Start and public school staff; tour of 
facilities; tour of reservation museum; training in 
conducting a literacy lesson with children

5th week of semester

g p gg g p p p
knowledge traditionally acquired through classroom experiences.
-Students who have participated in this service learning experience appear to have gained an appreciation 
of the challenges and specific issues that American Indians are facing today. 
-Perhaps the first hand experience of interacting with American Indians provides a unique opportunity for 
students to come face to face with the poverty, social injustices, health and behavioral health issues 
American Indians encounter every day. The impact from direct exposure to these conditions may be 
superior to that which is gained from reading a  book.

Limitations and Future Directions
-The sample is limited in several ways (e.g. size, demographic homogeneity)
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Two-day Return Trip 
to American Indian 
Reservation

Classroom aid in Head Start Program; conducted literacy 
lessons in Head Start Program; assisted elementary 
school teacher in curricular implementation; provided 
tutoring to elementary students; assisted in directing 
elementary after-school program

8th, 9th, 10th, or 11th

week of semester

Final Meeting Group discussion; reflection paper; feedback about 
experience

Final week of semester

e sa p e s ed seve a ways (e.g. s e, de og ap c o oge e y)
-The use of a survey to evaluate self perception of knowledge, skills, and awareness
-Future research should measure the impact of service learning across all campus programs 
and continue to develop objective ways to measure student outcomes related to service learning
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