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Abstract 

This interdisciplinary research paper explores the potential for transformative learning in senior 

school students who participated in a cultural immersion experiential education program offered 

by St. Michaels University School (SMUS) in Victoria, BC, Canada. In applying grounded 

theory methodology and narrative analysis to 12 semi-structured interviews I conducted with 

SMUS students and alumni who had partaken of the experiential program, I discovered learning 

and transformation of consciousness themes in their comments. From these findings, I have 

created a transformative learning process theoretical model that outlines the phases of 

transformational change or a personal shift experienced by the students and alumni during and 

following their international service trips. Among the insights I have gained from this study is 

the presence of each student’s recognition of his or her maturation or growing up that occurred 

concurrently with his or her transformative learning process.  
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"I slept and dreamt that life was joy. 

I awoke and saw that life was service. 

I acted and behold, service was joy." 

 – Rabindranath Tagore 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

"We don't learn from experience. We learn from reflecting on experience."  – John Dewey  

 

International service and volunteering has the potential to promote new perspectives on 

the world and of shared social responsibility, develop leadership and organizational skills, 

enhance communication and problem-solving skills, and improve one’s ability to work 

effectively with different cultures (Sherraden, Lough, & McBride, 2008). Many volunteers who 

participate in international service programs are Canadian youth. Schools often collaborate with 

charitable or non-profit organizations to provide international service learning opportunities for 

youth and young adults. For instance, Free the Children claims that since 1995, it has included 

2.3 million youth in its programming domestically and internationally, while “empowering a 

generation of young people to achieve their fullest potential” (Free the Children, 2013, para. 1). 

Free the Children further claims that its alumni “continue to take action in both formal and 

informal ways to create the change they wish to see in the world” (Free the Children, 2013, para. 

4). Likewise, Canada World Youth (2014) believes that youth, if given the opportunity and the 

skills, will continue to take on positive leadership roles in service internationally and in Canada, 

as well as inspire other youth to do the same. Rice (as cited in Bringle, 2003) asserts that the 

expansion of service learning is an important development in education because it broadens and 

enriches educational agenda or goals beyond discipline-specific curricula. According to Bringle 

(2003), “service-learning compels educators and students to analyze issues in interdisciplinary 

ways and to consider not only the cognitive development of students but also other facets of 

students' development (e.g., affective, social, communication skills, values, attitudes)” (p. 4). 
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Conducting research in service learning is one way for educators to develop an appreciation for 

and literacy about service learning (Bringle, 2003), including the influence service learning has 

on their students, especially with respect to transformational change. 

My rationale in choosing transformative learning in youth as my research interest is 

because the education sector can provide an excellent opportunity for such learning in that it can 

support experiential service programs designed to introduce, encourage, or even purposely 

attempt to instigate transformative learning. For example, cultural immersion programs such as 

international service trips are often designed for students to visit and learn from others “despite a 

large number of . . . of cultural, linguistic, religious, and economic gulfs” (Geelhoed, 2009, p. 4) 

between the students and those communities visited.  

St. Michaels University School (SMUS) is an independent school in Victoria, British 

Columbia, Canada which believes that its students can make positive change in the world 

through leadership opportunities and experiential education. Therefore, SMUS encourages senior 

school students from grades 9 through 12 to build relationships with people of different cultures, 

countries, and socioeconomic backgrounds with a view to fostering the students’ empathy with 

and learning from others’ ways of life and knowing. As a result of SMUS’s viewpoint in 

encouraging transformative learning in students, I was granted approval to conduct a research 

study of its international service trips with respect to transformative learning for senior school 

students. 
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St. Michaels University School International Service Program. 

The SMUS international service program follows the overall school vision of “to learn, to 

lead, to serve; discovering the promise in our selves and the world” 1 (St. Michaels University 

School, n.d., para. 4). This vision is clearly demonstrated in the school’s service mission, which 

is to  

Expose students to the real world outside of SMUS in order to provide meaningful 

engagement with our global community. Trips are intended to be transformative, both 

immediately and for a lifetime, for the individual participant as well as the SMUS and 

global communities.2 (St. Michaels University School, 2013, p. 4) [emphasis added]  

Building on the service mission are the end goals of the SMUS international trips:  

• “Foster an appreciation of and responsibility for the differences in the world [and 

model] true global citizenship; 

• Form long-term partnerships to work with communities, whose aims are in line 

with the SMUS mission, through clearly identified needs;  

• Deepen the experience through clear service learning objectives and experiential 

education pedagogy; tie together place and learning to move beyond the levels of charity 

or family vacation; 

• Facilitate immersion in the local community and aim to be a minimum of eight 

days on ground; 

                                                
1 Copyright (n.d.) by St. Michaels University School. Reprinted with permission. 
2 Copyright (2013) by St. Michaels University School. Reprinted with permission. 
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• Ensure a focus upon the physical and emotional safety, security and well-being of 

participants; and, 

• Be accessible to all students. (St. Michaels University School, 2013, p. 4) (see 

Footnote 2, p. 14)  

Since the formal commencement of the SMUS international service program in 2006, its 

students have visited and served citizens in the Caribbean, Central America, South America, 

Africa, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. My research study focuses on students, alumni and staff 

who have participated in service trips to the Dominican Republic, Mexico, Nicaragua, India, and 

Kenya, only.  

Groups attending the trips can range from seven to 22 students per service trip, with a 

ratio of eight or less students to one teacher/leader. The service trip generally visits the region for 

duration of 10 to 14 days. Since the beginning of the international service trip program, student 

gender make-up has tended to be approximately 80% female and 20% male; however, the 

number of boys choosing to participate in service trips is growing, and on some trips the gender 

distribution is equally balanced (K. Cook, personal communication, March 10, 2014). The 

service trips have consisted of either visiting and serving a community alongside another 

international charitable organization or with a more local organization situated in the host 

country. Both organizational approaches assist the SMUS staff in offering a safe and yet 

challenging experience for the students while serving host communities. Service activities can 

include interacting with, learning from and teaching children and community members (e.g. in 

orphanages, schools, senior homes, cooperatives, local community), building structures and 

gardens (e.g. schools, libraries, sports fields, vegetable gardens, water reservoirs) in local 
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villages, assisting doctors and nurses in mobile medical clinics, cooking and serving food in 

locations that support displaced persons (e.g. city garbage dump), and participating in water 

walks (e.g. carrying large amounts of water for the local community). Relationship building with 

local communities is strongly encouraged in order that the students may learn from community 

members regarding their way of life and knowing.  

For a particular service trip, for example, community members invited the local service 

organization, teacher leaders, and the students to collaborate with the design, implementation, 

and development of a new women’s community cooperative group. Community capacity 

building activities such as the creation of the women’s cooperative, demonstrate the exposure the 

students can experience beyond the level of charity and vacations. However, to counter-balance 

the intensities of service learning, expand cultural knowledge, and connect with the natural 

surroundings, a small outdoor adventure activity or a cultural excursion is often included in the 

international trip.  

A teacher/leader whom I interviewed explains that the intent of the trip is to offer 

students a “meaningful service [trip] at an international scale.” She goes on to clarify that the 

service trip is 

Not the kind of trip they would do with their parents. It’s the kind of trip where [the 

students] begin to understand, depending on where they are at [emotional and mental 

maturity], what their starting point is [understanding the concept of service and global 

responsibility], but at least they begin to understand the conditions for people who live in 

poverty and that there is kind of more to [the students’] life [sic] without someone 

lecturing it to them. So what I have found is that as an adult, you don’t have to point 
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anything out [to the students]. They make the connections [themselves]. (teacher/service 

leader)  

Support for the students in the program comes in four ways: SMUS (teacher/leaders, 

support staff such as counselors), parents, service organization leaders and peers. Orientation and 

training workshops are carried out before each trip. Community members and service 

organization leaders provide orientation on the ground once the students arrive in the host 

country. During the trip there are ongoing reflection exercises and discussions with peers and 

teacher/leaders, and sometimes with community members. Often a journal-writing element is 

included. The teacher/leader further explains that 

It is important to have the conversations as [the students] are making the connections so 

they can process what they are seeing and what they are feeling but is not like you have to 

tell them, “Do you see how happy [the locals] are even though they don’t have very much 

[material possessions]?” [The students] see it. It’s that ability for them to see beyond their 

[own] immediate surroundings and make some connections [with the associated 

challenges in the developing world3]. My hope is that in 10 years they are going to be the 

doctors or the teachers, or whatever they choose to do, going to these communities and 

contributing in some way. (teacher/service leader) 

Following the students’ arrival home, debriefing sessions occur only in some trips due to 

school timetabling constraints.  

                                                
3 The trend in adult education literature is to use the terms Majority and Minority World in place of developed and 
developing world, nation, or country. Majority World refers to the majority of the world’s people that live in the 
geographic Third World, or in the conditions of poverty generally associated with the Third World. Minority World 
implies that an elite minority controls the wealth and power (Etmanski, 2005, p. 3) 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this research was to explore and describe the international service 

learning experiences of senior school students at SMUS, and to try to understand what it is about 

encounters with persons in the developing world and their associated challenges that constitutes 

such an important educational experience that it may lead to transformative learning in youth.  

Research Questions and Rationale 

 My study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. To what extent has the SMUS international service trip experience been a transformative 

learning experience for the students? 

Subquestion: How do the students describe the experience and its effect on their attitudes, 

beliefs, insights, growth, outlooks, and emotional reactions? 

2. What is the impact, if any, of the SMUS international service trip on students, and how 

does the impact persist after the trip? 

Subquestion: What is the students’ assessment of the change, if any, in their abilities to 

work with and gain respect for others in a culturally-sensitive environment as the result of 

their international service trip experiences? 

There are three primary rationales for my two research questions. First, Mezirow’s (1981) 

transformation theory (now known as transformative learning theory) is directed at adult learning 

and education, but I was interested in the possibility of transformative learning in youth. I have 

explored to what extent that persons in the age range of 15 to 23 years old are capable of deep 

personal shifts, especially in how they perceive people from developing nations, after 

participating in international service education trips. Second, I wished to investigate the program 
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design of international service trips that can create educational opportunity for potentially deep 

personal shifts or transformative learning in high school students. Third, I was most interested in 

how, and to what extent, a personal shift or transformation in learning carries on for the students 

beyond their international service trip encounters.  

Researcher Rationale 

As a researcher, it was essential that I reflect on who I am, including my assumptions and 

the standpoints that I bring to this research (Olson, 2011). As Bold (2012) maintains, an open 

admission of the qualities a researcher brings to the research arena demonstrates that the 

researcher is trying to assure that nothing will be hidden; and in doing so, the researcher can 

embrace his or her own assumptions and biases as an “unavoidable and often useful or essential 

part of the whole [research] process” (p. 39).  

Therefore reflexivity was an important strategy for me to exercise for the duration of the 

study because it helped me focus on the intersection between myself as a researcher, who I am as 

a person, and how I represent the data (Pillow, as cited in Olson, 2011). This reflexive strategy is 

further discussed in Chapter 3.  

Applied Research Rationale 

From an applied research standpoint, the knowledge acquired from this study can be used 

by SMUS and others to understand how its students may be affected on a deep personal level and 

how international service programs may assist the students/alumni in continuing similar 

culturally-sensitive activities. The SMUS director of the senior school believes that “experiential 

education matters,” especially in supporting each student to make a “personal shift by doing” (A. 

Rodford, personal communication, September 18, 2013). According to the school’s director of 
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service, the purpose of the international service trip is “to get kids outside of their heads”; in 

other words, the program strives to expose the students to global education and citizenship, 

service opportunities, and experiential education (K. Cook, personal communication, November 

29, 2013). SMUS offers a constructivist-learning environment that builds academic content into 

the international service trip curriculum with the intent to further facilitate the student’s ability to 

“learn by doing” (K. Cook, personal communication, November 29, 2013). In short, the applied 

research goal of this study was to provide useful outcomes that could be shared about the 

significance of the experiential education program. 

Research Approach 

Qualitative. 

Denzin and Lincoln (2003) state that qualitative researchers attempt to make sense of, or 

interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. Dan and Kalof (2008) claim 

that qualitative research looks at how people construct understandings of the social world and 

how they view their lives. Both these statements of qualitative research support the direction I 

took in my thesis. My study of perceptions of transformative learning in senior school students 

were primarily based on the feelings, outlooks, emotional reactions and attitudes they expressed 

to me following their international service trips to developing nations. Therefore, I made 

extensive use of the retold stories and perceptions of the research participants in illustrating how 

they are seeing and shaping the world, thus supporting the general spirit of qualitative research 

(Dan & Kalof, 2008).  
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Grounded theory. 

Broadly stated, grounded theory is a methodology within the realm of qualitative research 

that produces findings not arrived at by statistical procedures or other quantitative means. 

Grounded theory is one way for researchers to learn what occurs in real situations, to understand 

what the research participants’ lives are like, to study how participants explain their statements 

and actions, and to ask what analytical sense can be made of the research findings (Charmaz, 

2012). The founders of grounded theory, Glaser and Strauss (1967), proposed that their approach 

is a systematic qualitative analysis methodology that supports its own logic to ultimately 

generate theory; in other words, grounded theory is a specific methodology developed for the 

purpose of building theory from data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Researchers who apply the methodology of grounded theory have the ability to construct 

abstract theoretical explanations of social processes (Charmaz, 2012; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Charmaz (2012) further explains that grounded theory methodology consists of “systematic, yet 

flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct theories ‘grounded’ 

in the data themselves” (p. 2). There are three major components of grounded theory 

methodology. First, there are the data, which in my research primarily came from interviews. 

Second, there are the procedures that are used in organizing and interpreting the data. These 

include coding and conceptualizing data. The literature review or prior research findings 

accompany the research process, but do not predetermine the direction of the research (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998, p. 12). By applying the systematic and flexible guidelines of grounded theory, the 

researcher has control over his or her research process thus increasing the analytic effectiveness 

of his or her study (Charmaz, 2012; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING IN YOUTH 21 

Gray (2006) claims “social and cultural changes are not easy to measure and even less so 

personal attitudes that accompany these changes. This is especially the case when conducting 

research based on individual attitudes and perceptions in a comparative context” (p. 465). Thus, 

grounded theory offers a meaningful methodology to observe and describe the changes people 

undergo in attitudes, feelings and behaviours. In addition, grounded theory methodology allows 

for themes to emerge that are of importance to participants, but that the researcher may not have 

considered (Gray, 2006). My research was well-suited for grounded theory because I attempted 

to understand the potential for transformative learning in youth through international service 

education programs that focuses on personal change. Grounded theory methodology supported 

the emergence of multiple participants’ realities and helped me derive an interpretative theory. 

Charmaz (2012) maintains that a constructivist approach to applying grounded theory 

involves recognizing how both the researcher and the research participants interpret meanings 

and actions. The researcher should take a reflexive stance toward the research process in order to 

consider how his or her theory evolves (Charmaz, 2012). Therefore, grounded theory allows the 

researcher to become sensitive to the necessity of reflexivity.   

Definitions 

Listed below are definitions of the terms I have used in this research that apply to the 

context of the research topic relative to the SMUS international service education program. 

Acculturation. Attributes the cultural modification of an individual, group, or people 

through their adapting to or borrowing traits from another culture.  
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Cultural immersion. Specifies the act of being involved in a new or unfamiliar culture, 

such as acclimating in a new place, integrating into the community, interacting with local people, 

and understanding the way others live. 

Developing nation. Refers to a nation with a lower living standard, underdeveloped 

industrial base, lower life expectancy, and less education available relative to wealthy countries. 

However, much controversy surrounds the term developing nation, country, or world (see 

Footnote 3, p. 17).  

Development. Refers to the expansion or bringing out the potentialities or capabilities of 

something or someone. In personal development, this movement has been referred to as 

transcendence (Maslow, 1968). 

Experiential education. Indicates a form of active learning where educators 

purposefully engage with learners in direct experience and focused reflection in order to increase 

knowledge, develop skills, clarify values, and develop people's capacity to contribute to their 

communities (Association for Experiential Education, 2014). Experiential education is also 

known by the common terms of learning-by-doing or action-learning. 

Global citizenship. Attributes an individual who identifies with being part of the world 

community and whose actions contribute to building this community’s values and practices. 

Host national(s). Indicates an individual or groups of persons of a culture visited by 

sojourners. 

Intercultural competency. Refers to appropriate and effective communication and 

behaviour in intercultural situations (Deardorff, 2009, p. xi). 
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Reacculturation. Specifies an ongoing process of critical reflection about one’s own 

cultural formation and the cultural realities of the people one encounters (Knight, 2010). 

Reacculturation is also known as re-entry or reverse culture shock that occurs when students 

return home from a sojourn abroad. 

Transformative/transformational learning. Refers to 1) the process of effecting change 

in a frame of reference which encompasses cognitive, conative, and emotional components 

(Mezirow, as cited in Hodgson, 2007, p. 22); and 2) becoming critically aware of one’s own tacit 

assumptions and expectations and those of others and assessing their relevance for making an 

interpretation (Mezirow, 2000, p. 4). 

Worldview. Indicates a frame of reference in which everything presented to [individuals] 

by [their] diverse experiences can be placed. It is a symbolic system of representation that allows 

[people] to integrate everything [they] know about the world and [others] into a global picture, 

one that illuminates reality as it is presented to [an individual] within a certain culture (Aerts et 

al., 2007, p. 9).  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 “There is nothing so practical as a good theory.” – Kurt Lewin  

I have conducted the literature review for this thesis report in relation to my grounded 

theory methodology. This process has allowed me to make comparisons to the critique of earlier 

studies and theories after I had settled on the methodology and analysis for the research itself. 

The purpose of delaying the literature review in grounded theory is to avoid importing 

preconceived ideas and imposing them on my work (Charmaz, 2012); however, while still 

recognizing my prior knowledge of and experiences in transformative learning and experiential 

education in order to build the foundation for my study. In other words, delaying the literature 

review has encouraged me to articulate my own ideas, grounded in the data.  

Theories and theoretical frameworks may be looked upon by some as obscure and 

academic; however, they are practical, especially in making some sense of human behaviours 

and social structures (Sears, 2005). Theories and theoretical frameworks can act as guides to 

explaining action, especially in inducing social change and in acquiring knowledge (Sears, 

2005). In this literature review, I chose four theoretical themes or theories through which to 

focus my interdisciplinary research study: constructivism, experiential learning and education, 

transformative learning theory, and intercultural competency theories. 

Constructivism 

Constructivism is a theory of knowledge that was coined in the 1950s by Jean Piaget, a 

French psychologist and philosopher who specialized in childhood learning; however, unknown 

to Piaget, a Neapolitan philosopher Giambattista Vico, first put forth an almost identical theory 

in 1710. It was not until the early twentieth century, in fact, that cognitive construction theory 
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was adopted by American psychologist and philosopher James Mark Baldwin, and then fully 

explored by Piaget (von Glasersfeld, 1989a, 1989b). As described in Piaget’s book Biologie et 

Connaissance (as cited in von Glasersfeld, 1982) constructivism is the notion of cognitive 

construction where the acquisition of knowledge is built upon by personal interpretation through 

real life situations; in other words, constructivism is based on learning through actual 

experiences. This principle is also complemented in the argument that cognition is adaptive in 

nature, and is part of an individual’s experiential world. Von Glasersfeld (1982, 1989b) further 

expanded the principle: he clearly maintains that cognitive development is not a state of being or 

ontological. In other words, constructivist theory focuses on learning through the cognitive 

domain and not the affective domain of the individual because an ontological state of being 

refers to one’s nature of existence, which traditionally is outside of the realm of cognitive 

learning. Therefore, Von Glasersfeld’s (1989b) claim suggests that the knowledge acquired only 

needs to be viable for the individual within the realm of his or her acting and thinking. 

Constructivism acknowledges the “learner's active role in the personal creation of knowledge, 

the importance of experience (both individual and social) in this knowledge creation process, and 

the realization that the knowledge created will vary in its degree of validity as an accurate 

representation of reality” (Doolittle & Camp, 1999, para. 16). This development of theory was 

revolutionary in education because it instigated change in status quo teaching methods and 

foundations, especially in the process of how acquisition of knowledge was viewed; as a result, 

learning and teaching began to be viewed through a constructivist lens (Doolittle & Camp, 

1999).  
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Experiential Learning and Education 

Educators have responded to constructivist theory by modifying methods of teaching and 

research, accepting that learning is based on constructing new understandings of relationships, 

especially in those areas that incorporate students’ capabilities in adaptive learning, acquiring 

temporal knowledge, and behaving in agreement with present surroundings (Nodding as cited by 

Grennon Brooks & Brooks, 2001). As a result of educators recognizing and applying the theory 

of constructivist learning, its methodologies and techniques have been formally adopted into 

many classroom-type and field settings, especially in the form of experiential learning and 

education. 

According to Dewey, say Beard and Wilson (2006), the goal of education is to be able to 

understand and use experience by developing the thought processes by which experiences can be 

examined. Kolb (1984) maintains that “learning is the process whereby knowledge is created 

through the transformation of experience” (p. 38). These two viewpoints together suggest that 

experience and learning are intertwined and inseparable. Experiential learning can be defined as 

the “sense-making process of active engagement between the inner world of the person and the 

outer world of the environment” (Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 19). In other words, the foundation 

of experiential learning is based on the interaction between the individual learner’s self and his 

or her external environment. 

Based on the theories that make up experiential learning, the Association of Experiential 

Education (2014) has defined experiential education as a philosophy that informs many 

methodologies in which educators purposefully engage with learners in direct experience and 

focused reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop skills, clarify values, and develop 
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people's capacity to contribute to their communities. In a simpler definition, experiential 

education is also commonly known as learning-by-doing, and is considered a form of active 

learning. The realm of experiential education has many componential fields such as 

outdoor/adventure education, leadership development, sustainability initiatives, global 

education/travel, and of course, service learning (Independent Schools Experiential Education 

Network, n.d.).  

In an academic setting, service learning, as a form of experiential education, is generally 

classified as 

A course-based, credit-bearing educational experience in which students (a) participate in 

an organized service activity that meets identified community needs, and (b) reflect on 

the service activity in such a way as to gain further understanding of course content, a 

broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of personal values and civic 

responsibility. (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995, p. 112) 

This definition of service learning addresses the curricular nature of service-learning, the 

importance of community voice in development, implementation and assessment, and the role of 

reflection activities (Bringle & Hatcher, 2009). Furthermore, experiential education service 

learning programs are unique in that students are learning-to-serve and serving-to-learn, which 

often leads to a mutual learning exchange between students, teacher/leaders and the community 

members themselves.  

Transformative Learning Theory  

Mezirow’s (1978) transformative learning theory was first introduced as perspective 

transformation theory in 1978 with a foundation firmly built on constructivist and experiential 
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theory and a focus on adult learning and education. Mezirow (1981) posits that the 

transformation of a person’s perspective is required when dilemmas of life cannot be solved 

through the acquisition of new information, refinement of problem-solving abilities or by 

increasing one’s skills or competencies. Thus, Mezirow’s (1994) framework argues that when 

one experiences a “disorientating dilemma” (p. 224) or an event triggers one to cognitively 

reflect on what one knows, believes or values, then the individual will consciously rebuild a new 

way of thinking or perceiving reality. Above all, Mezirow (1994) asserts that “we reflect on our 

unexamined beliefs when they are not working well or the old ways are no longer functional” (p. 

223). Mezirow (1994) outlines the 11 significant phases of transformative learning in which the 

learner places an emphasis on critical reflection of oneself: 

1. A disorienting dilemma; 

2. Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame, sometimes turning to religion 

for support; 

3. A critical assessment of assumptions; 

4. Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared 

and others have negotiated a similar change; 

5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions; 

6. Planning a course of action; 

7. Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans; 

8. Provisionally trying out new roles; 

9. Renegotiating relationships and negotiating new relationships; 

10. Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships; and, 
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11. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new 

perspective [sic]. (p. 224)  

Mezirow (1994) further maintains that transformative learning may be caused either by a 

significant event in a person’s life, or for some individuals, profound change may evolve 

gradually. In both instances, Mezirow (1994) claims that reflective learning results in a new or 

transformed sense of “meaning perspectives” (p. 223) for the individual regardless if change 

happens at once or over time. As summarized by Kitchenham (2008),  

two major elements of transformative learning are critical reflection, or critical self-

reflection, on assumptions and critical discourse, where the learner validates a best 

judgment . . . or the process an individual evokes to monitor the epistemic nature of 

problems and the truth value of alternative solutions. (p. 105) 

Therefore to enact transformation, the learner must: a) become critically aware of how he or she 

views himself or herself in relation to the world; and b) understand that underlying beliefs, 

assumptions, and values influence interpretation of incoming information (Mezirow, 1991). 

Transformative learning theory has somewhat changed since Mezirow (1981, 1994) 

initially presented it as strictly part of the cognitive domain of learning. Specifically, for 

Mezirow and his adherents transformative learning was considered solely as a rational process of 

learning that transforms through an acquired frame of reference (Dirkx, Mezirow, & Cranton, 

2006). However, recent literature has argued that transformative learning also occurs in the 

affective domain that involves the emotional and spiritual dimensions of life (Dirkx, 2006; Dirkx 

et al., 2006; Gunnlaugson, 2007). Emotionally-laden and spiritual experiences can impact the 

transformational processes through unconscious meaning-making, interpreted by the learner 
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through imagination rather than by a literal means. Such unconscious meaning-making can often 

render the origins of the learner’s experiences elusive. However, Dirkx (2006) argues that 

emotional experiences have the ability to enact powerful transformation regardless of their 

inexactness, and despite their existing outside of the cognitive domain; in other words, “emotion-

laden images mediate a conscious relationship with unconscious contents of our psyches” 

(Dirkx, 2006, p. 18). Dirkx (2006; Dirkx et al., 2006) further contends that transformations 

originating or predominating in the affective domain are also more incremental, and the learner 

only realizes that transformative learning is taking place when he or she becomes aware of the 

process outcomes. Although Mezirow (2006) clarifies that learning does occur in the affective 

domain, he also maintains that affective learning must be brought into the cognitive domain in 

order for the process to be considered truly transformational. As a result of critiquing such 

critical discussions, Taylor (2008) supports both views and maintains that the cognitive and the 

affective learning domains together play essential roles in the transformative learning process. 

Intercultural Competency Theories 

Making a meaningful connection with a new host environment can be an exciting yet 

unsettling experience. Newcomers or sojourners, also known as strangers in many intercultural 

competency-based theories, experience a myriad of stressful situations while adjusting to new 

surroundings and culture; nevertheless, it is how they consciously manage their stress that will 

determine how well, or not, they adjust or adapt. Strangers who are consciously aware, or 

mindful, of their surroundings and their interactions with and predictions of their hosts’ 

behaviours, will directly influence their level of comfort in the new environment and culture 

(Gudykunst, 1998). 
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Anxiety/uncertainty management theory. 

The primary aim of the anxiety/uncertainty management (AUM) theory of intercultural 

adjustment (1998) incorporates mindfulness, in which strangers communicating within and 

adjusting to a new environment or host culture manage their level of comfort. The principle of 

AUM is to explore the social and interpersonal interactions between strangers and host nationals, 

or individuals of the visited culture, while focusing on the outcomes of effective communication 

and intercultural adjustment. According to the theory founder, William B. Gudykunst (1998), his 

primary goal in developing AUM was to make it “applicable to improving the quality of 

communication and adjust[ment] [for those individuals] living in new cultures” (p. 228). To 

support the theory’s goal, Gudykunst applied four interconnected concepts that serve as the 

building blocks of AUM. I created Table 1 to outline these four concepts and its respective 

definitions: 

Table 1. Four concepts of anxiety/uncertainty management theory 

 
Concept 

 

 
Definition (within the intercultural adjustment context) 

 

Stranger 
An individual who is present in a situation but is not a member of the in-group; 
this concept is based on Simmel’s (1908) notion of the ‘stranger’ and their 
distance from others (Gudykunst, 2002).  

Uncertainty 
Reduction 

The ability to explain and predict one’s own and others’ behaviours (Hammer, 
Wiseman, Rasmussen, & Bruschke, 1998); uncertainty is a cognitive action. 

Anxiety 
Reduction 

The ability to recognize the fear of negative consequences in a ‘foreign’ 
cultural environment (Hammer et al., 1998); anxiety is an emotional reaction. 

Mindfulness 
The process to be consciously aware of one’s own personal and social 
communication behaviours within a host environment; for one to be aware of 
what is happening in the host environment (Gudykunst, 2002). 
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Specifically, AUM incorporates the cognitive process of mindfulness, in which strangers 

communicating within and adjusting to a new environment or host culture manage their level of 

comfort. Therefore, mindfulness is one of AUM’S assumptions: managing uncertainty and 

anxiety is a central process in “influencing the effectiveness of a stranger’s communication with 

others across the many relationships in the host environment” (Gudykunst & Nishida, 2001, p. 

56). In other words, a stranger can manage anxiety and uncertainty by being mindful of what is 

happening within his or her environment when he or she communicates with others in new 

surroundings. 

Another assumption of AUM is that the theory purposely avoids an “extreme objectivist 

or subjectivist position” (Gudykunst, 2002, p. 185); in other words, the theory posits that the 

stranger’s communication and behaviours are influenced by his or her culture and group 

memberships. Furthermore, strangers also have the choice to be mindful in how they 

communicate (Gudykunst, 2002). 

The primary principle of AUM is that the “basic cause of intercultural adjustment is 

strangers’ abilities to manage their uncertainty and anxiety in host cultures. When strangers can 

manage their anxiety and uncertainty they will feel comfortable in the host culture” (Gudykunst, 

1998, p. 228). In AUM theory, anxiety and uncertainty are considered the “basic causes” of 

strangers’ intercultural adjustment and effective communication with hosts. Similarly, the level 

of anxiety and uncertainty a stranger experiences in his or her interactions with his or her host is 

a “function of superficial causes” (Gudykunst, 1998, p. 228). Figure 1 depicts the list of 

superficial causes clustered into six categories that play a role in AUM:  
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Figure 1. Anxiety/uncertainty management theoretical model as applied to intercultural 
adjustment. Reprinted and adapted from International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 11/1, 
Gudykunst, Applying anxiety/uncertainty management (AUM) theory to intercultural adjustment 
training, 227-250, Copyright (1998), with permission from Elsevier. 

 

Figure 1 suggests that the superficial causes experienced by a stranger will influence the 

threshold level of his or her uncertainty and anxiety; however, it is the moderating process of 

mindfulness that controls the basic causes that allow strangers to adjust to new cultures or 
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environments. Mindfulness is defined by Brown and Ryan (2003) as “being attentive to and 

aware of what is taking place in the present” (p. 822). In this context, mindfulness is considered 

the stranger’s moderating or control process of intercultural adjustment of the theory. 

U/W curve of intercultural adjustment. 

The U- and W-Curves of intercultural adjustment are based on the concept of culture 

shock, a social construct that began to receive critical attention in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

Figure 2 demonstrates how the shape of the graph represents the dynamic concept of culture 

shock and the level of satisfaction a sojourner feels as a function of time: 

Figure 2. U-W- curve model of intercultural adjustment. Republished and adapted with 
permission of Sage Publications Inc., Figure 1.12 U-Curve Model of Intercultural Adjustment 
Source: Adapted visualization from Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1962), Spitzberg & Changnon, 
2009; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc. 
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 Orberg (1960) describes culture shock as being “precipitated by the anxiety that results 

from losing all our familiar signs and symbols of social intercourse” (p. 177), thus resulting in 

the frustration and anxiety caused by the inability to interpret and create meaningful 

communication cues in a new culture (Pitts, 2010). Reverse culture shock is similar to that of 

culture shock; however, it focuses on the process of “readjusting, reacculturating, and 

reassimilating into one's own home culture after living in in a different culture for a significant 

period of time” (Gaw, 2000, p. 84). 

Although the sojourner’s experience affects his or her cultural adjustment differently 

from that of persons who have lived in the unfamiliar culture for an extended period of time, 

many sojourner’s experiences, however, fit Lysgaard’s (1955) U-curve hypothesis of 

intercultural adjustment. Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963) later expanded the U-curve to the W-

curve model (see Figure 2) to account for the reverse culture shock or reentry shock experienced 

by sojourners as they readjust to living in their home countries (Pitts, 2010). The W-curve model 

proposes that there is a multistage wave, or W, of “adjustment and satisfaction in response to 

acculturation and reacculturation” (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009, p. 23). The W-curve forms its 

shape from attaching two U-curves together and accounts for acculturation (to the host country) 

and reacculturation (to home). 

The degree to which an individual adheres to the first U portion of the curve while 

sojourning in a host culture depends on several factors: previous experience, expectations, time 

to prepare, time abroad, severity of cultural differences, access to social support, knowledge 

about the host culture, levels of ethnocentrism, belief in one’s ability to succeed, ability and 

willingness to communicate, and how well the sojourner is received by the host culture (Pitts, 
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2010). According to Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963), the main difference between reverse 

culture shock and culture shock derives from the sojourner’s expectations. Sojourners often 

expect to return to an unchanged home as unchanged individuals, which often is not the case. 

Reverse culture shock is often more stressful than initial culture shock and is particularly 

difficult for first-time sojourners (Gaw, 2000). Reverse culture shock occurs when the sojourner 

finds that although he or she is not entering a new social system, he or she as a sojourner has 

changed; aspects of the home culture, family, and friend relationships have changed; and parts of 

the home culture system now seem inferior to that of the host country. Clinical evidence suggests 

that “children and adolescents experience a greater severity of reverse culture shock than adults . 

. . (Gullahorn & Gullahorn, 1963; Stelling, 1991; Werkman, 1980), indicating a continuum of 

reaction to reentering the home culture” (Gaw, 2000, p. 84). 

The theories and the themes chosen to support my interdisciplinary research will be 

further discussed in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology  

“Education, therefore, is a process of living and not a preparation for future living.” 

 – John Dewey 

Goal and Strategy 

The goal of my research was to explore the possible perceptions of a personal shift or 

transformative learning in adolescents who have participated in experiential education service 

trips to developing nations. The research was planned around a case study of the St. Michaels 

University School (SMUS) international service trip program. I applied a grounded theory 

methodology for this research, inducing theory derived from participants’ personal narratives and 

textual analysis. 

I also recorded my thoughts on the reflexivity of my research. Noting my presence in this 

study helped me focus my “internal responses to being a researcher and to capture the changing 

and developing understanding of method and contents” (Etherington, 2004, p. 127). Reflexivity 

benefited this grounded theory methodology framework because it allowed for a fair 

representation of the participants’ voices without the overshadowing of my views and 

perceptions. As a result, this research strategy supported a holistic technique and view of 

studying the possibility of personal shifts within students who have attended one or more SMUS 

senior school international service trips. 

Grounded Theory Methodology  

According to Charmaz (2012), it is the logic of grounded theory that guides the methods 

of data-gathering and theoretical development. These methods allowed me to answer my 

research questions with creativity, ingenuity, and clarity. In the subsections below, my research 
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methodology demonstrates my attempt in designing a framework of methods that allowed for a 

comprehensive understanding of the links between transformative learning in adolescents and 

cultural immersion experiential education programs. The methods I used to inform and support 

my grounded theory methodology include simple case study analysis, narrative inquiry, textual 

analysis, and reflexive journaling. 

Case study. 

Within the grounded theory methodology approach, I used a simple case study (see 

Chapter 1) because I wished to understand a real-life phenomenon in depth while encompassing 

important contextual conditions that were pertinent to my study topic (Yin, 2009). Case study 

inquiry was suitable to my research because it copes with situations that have many variables of 

interest, and relies on multiple sources of evidence that converge in a triangulating fashion (Yin, 

2009). The purpose of my case study approach was to provide the contextual boundaries of the 

research. 

My case study focused on the SMUS senior school international service trip program. In 

order to capture a triangulating view of the case study and research topic, I considered the 

following data sources: 1) The primary participants in the study were students and alumni who 

have completed one or more service trips through the SMUS international service program; 2) 

the secondary participants were the staff who manage and design the programs, and also 

chaperone the SMUS students on the service trips; and, 3) the textual materials included 

application forms, check lists, training manuals, and risk assessments. The deputy head of the 

school/director of the senior school granted approval and support for this research project by 

signing a Letter of Agreement between SMUS, Royal Roads University, and myself. 
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Narrative inquiry. 

Narrative inquiry is a technique I used for acquiring data for my research. Like grounded 

theory, narrative research does not set out to test a hypothesis. According to Bold (2012), 

narratives are generally structured during an event over time, describing something that has 

happened to a person or thing. Narratives can tell the “events of human lives, reflect human 

interest and support our sense-making processes. They have the ability to transform our lives and 

the contexts in which we live” (Bold, 2012, p. 16). Clandinin and Connelly (as cited in 

Clandinin, 2006) define narrative inquiry as a method for understanding human experience 

through the collaborative efforts between the researcher and the research participants. This tool 

of inquiry can begin with the “experience rather than theory and explores the phenomena rather 

than a comparative analysis of theoretical frameworks” (Bold, 2012, p. 37), thus drawing on the 

elements of grounded theory to identify themes and categories in collected data. 

In the context of research, narratives can take on different forms depending on their 

medium or purpose (Bold, 2012). For example, narratives can be collected through interviews, 

textual analysis, and questionnaires; however, the chosen data gathering method to support 

narrative analysis must be carefully considered to ensure trustworthiness and credibility of the 

data collected. For instance, the design of a qualitative interview study depends on the topic and 

purpose of the research (Kvale, 2007). A qualitative interview design that supports narrative 

inquiry and case study research can be found in exploratory and descriptive approaches. An 

exploratory interview is usually open with little pre-planned structure. In this type of interview, 

the interviewer “introduces an issue, an area to be charted or a problem complex to be 

uncovered, follows up on the subject's answers, and seeks new information about and new angles 
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on the topic” (Kvale, 2007, p. 6). On the other hand, a descriptive interview seeks to chart key 

aspects of the subject's lived world. In this case, interviewers may further “attempt to develop 

theoretical conceptions of their topic, such as in the grounded theory approach developed by 

Glaser and Strauss (1967), to inductively develop an empirically grounded theory through 

observations and interviews” (Kvale, 2007, p. 6). 

In the case of the chosen interview method, however, the “significance of the 

interviewee’s response can only be correctly gauged when the researcher understands the 

implications of the questioning for the production of that response” (Wengraf, 2001, p. 11). 

Since this research focuses on participants’ personal perceptions of a particular event, I reviewed 

specific interview designs that support both exploratory and descriptive qualitative research 

interview methods. Elements of these configurations of open interviews were helpful in my 

research methodology design (see Intensive Interview, Chapter 3). According to Kvale (2007), 

the “aim is to enable the interview researcher to make decisions about method on a reflective 

level, based on knowledge of the topic of the study, the methodological options available, their 

ethical implications, and anticipated consequences of the choices for the entire interview project” 

(p. 2). 

Extant textual analysis. 

Studying extant texts such as curricula in the context of the research topic improved my 

understanding of the SMUS international service trip educational and cultural world. Textual 

analysis is supportive in research studies because it can be used to draw out latent themes within 

the texts and make connections between them (Stokes, 2003). In this research study, the themes 
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within the texts were also compared to and linked with the concepts derived from the intensive 

and informational interviews.  

According to Charmaz (2012), extant texts consist of varied documents produced for 

other purposes that the researcher has had no involvement in developing, but which can be used 

as data to address research questions. Extant texts are also important because they tell something 

of the intent of the authors (Charmaz, 2012). Extant texts analyzed included the following:  

SMUS international service trip manual, leader manual, participant manual, student service trip 

application form, safety manual, risk management policy, trip selection criteria, website 

descriptions, and initial interview notes with the director of service and the director of the senior 

school.  

Reflexive journal. 

In order to reflect on my role and journey as a researcher, I maintained a reflexive or 

working journal, which I began at the start of my Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies 

program. More specifically for this research thesis, I tracked my perceptions of the impact I may 

have made on the participants lives and professions, my positive and negative feelings about 

what was happening during the research process, my relationships with the participants, and the 

impact the research had upon my personal and professional life. Holliday (2002) argues that the 

purpose of the journal is to “provide a means by which the researcher can make the most of the 

complexities of their [sic] presence in the research setting” (as cited in Etherington, 2004, p. 

128). Therefore, I used reflexivity as a counterbalance within the theoretical induction process of 

the study to determine my influences, assumptions, and the qualities I brought to the research.  



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING IN YOUTH 42 

Gathering Data 

Research interviews. 

Recruitment. 

Recruitment for student and alumni research participants was based mainly on the 

recommendations from SMUS staff and the research participants themselves. I compiled contact 

information of 28 students/alumni who had attended one or more international service trips since 

the program began in 2006. First, I categorized the potential participants demographics of age, 

gender, residential location at the time of interview process, and the country visited during their 

service trips. It was at this point I decided to recruit for face-to-face interviews only in order to 

establish a rapport and build trust in a safe and comfortable environment, especially since the 

conversation was to revolve around interviewees’ personal feelings, beliefs, and attitudes. My 

initial contact with the potential participants was established either through face-to-face 

conversation, email or a staff member or a participant’s friend stating I would be contacting them 

directly. The recruitment process occurred concurrently with the interviewing process in order to 

utilize a recruitment “snowball effect” and to determine the exact number of participants to 

recruit based on data saturation, the point at which data collected became repetitive with no new 

ideas, a state established through the constant comparative analysis of grounded theory 

methodology. All research participants signed an informed consent form; parental, guardian, or 

senior house parental informed consent was also collected if the participants were under the age 

of 18 years. 
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Meet the research participants. 

 Each of the participants was an SMUS student at the time he or she attended an 

international service trip; however, some research participants are now alumni. The participants 

willingly let me into their worlds and shared their personal reflections on how the trips affected 

their lives from the time of preparation of the service trip to the time of our intensive interview 

together. At times, it was not always easy for some of the participants to express their feelings 

and attitudes about the effects of their service trips, yet at the same time, the participants were 

eager to share their knowledge and reflections with me. Only pseudonyms and limited 

identifying personal information to explain the research content is presented here in order to 

protect the participants’ privacy and confidentiality. No personal data, such as year of service 

trip, is shared. This research study has followed the guidelines of the BC Freedom of Information 

and Protection of Privacy Act. Table 2 introduces the 12 participants of this research study: 

Table 2. Research participants 

Participant 
Name Country of Origin Service Trip 

Age when 
Attended 

Service Trip(s) 

Previous International 
Service Experience 

Bree Canada/USA Kenya 15 No 
Collette USA Nicaragua 16 No 
Marina Canada Nicaragua 15, 16 No 

Brad Canada 
Dominican 
Republic 16 No 

Rose China Mexico 15 No 
Carrie Canada Nicaragua 16, 17 No 
Ann Canada India 15 Yes 
Tina Canada India 16 No 
Liz Canada/Singapore India 16 Yes 

Aaron South Africa India 16 No 
Joyce Canada Kenya 15 No 
Louise Canada Kenya 16 No 

 



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING IN YOUTH 44 

Intensive interviews. 

I used semistructured open-ended intensive interviews to gather data from the students 

and alumni. The interview guide consisted of questions inviting detailed discussion about the two 

main simplified research questions: 1) to what extent has the SMUS international service trip 

experience been a deep personal learning experience? and, 2) how does the impact, if any, of the 

SMUS international service trip persist after the trip? Charmaz (2012) states that by “creating 

open-ended, non-judgmental questions, [the interviewer will] encourage unanticipated statements 

and stories to emerge” (p. 26). Charmaz (2012) goes on to say that the combination of how the 

interviewer constructs the questions and conducts the interview shapes how well the interviewer 

achieves a balance between making the interview open-ended and focusing on significant 

statements. 

The proposed number of face-to-face intensive interviews was to range from 12 to 15 to 

ensure data saturation. In my study, 12 intensive interviews, plus one supplementary interview, 

and several extant texts offered by the participants allowed me to reach a data saturation point. 

According to Bowen (2008), data saturation is reached when there is no new responses collected 

from the participants during the interview process, and no new categories are identified during 

the constant comparative analysis process. Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) found that the 

majority of data saturation occurs at twelve interviews, where additional data gathered in 

subsequent interviews tends to be congruent with or extended upon existing codes and 

categories.  

The interview guide was designed to invite the participants to tell me about how they felt 

before, during, and following their international service trips, as well as what aspects of the 
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service trips affected and influenced their lives and ways of thinking about people living 

differently from themselves. The participants were free to structure their own narratives; 

however, my simple interview guide provided a framework in order to gather rich data pertaining 

to the research topic. Depending on the descriptions of the participant’s narrative, I asked further 

probing and improvised questions to delve deeper into and to clarify my understanding of their 

responses. All interviews were audio recorded using GarageBand ’11 software.  

Immediately following each interview, I made notes in my reflexivity journal and then 

transcribed the narrative (Kvale, 2007). In order to follow a grounded theory process, I coded the 

transcribed material and analyzed for categories and themes for an in-depth understanding of the 

research topic and questions (Charmaz, 2012). This coding process is explained in detail below 

(Dealing with the Data, Chapter 3). The interview guide is located in Appendix A. 

With each recorded interview, I continued to improve the questioning as I learned more 

about the topic and my method “ideally resulting in a sophisticated interview [that is] sensitive to 

the nuances and complexities of the topic explored” (Kvale, 2007, p. 43). Most participants 

experienced only one interview; however Marina experienced one follow up interview, Tina and 

Aaron each supplied a reflective essay, Aaron shared a link to his reflective blog posting, Liz 

offered two of her video compositions of the service trip, and Brad sent a follow up email to 

further explain his perception of transformational change in service learning.  

Background informational interviews.  

I conducted two staff interviews in a semi-structured format. The purpose of these 

interviews was to gather information specifically about the program itself (i.e. intent, curriculum 

structure, logistics), and to understand the staff members’ perceptions of a potential personal 
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shift in or transformative change amongst their students following the service trip. The data 

collected in background informational interviews was used for context and for comparative 

purposes to the participants’ narratives when required. The two staff members interviewed are 

involved with the service trips during the design, development, and implementation (preparation, 

on site, and follow-up) phases of the program. Each interview was conducted following the 

completion of the student/alumni interviews, and audio recorded using GarageBand ’11 

software. The interview guide for the staff is located in Appendix B. 

Grounded Theory Practice and Analysis 

Dealing with the data. 

As explained by Borgatti (n.d.), the fundamental approach to grounded theory is to read 

(and re-read) a textual database, such as interview transcriptions and field notes, and to label 

variables, known as categories, concepts, and properties, and their interrelationships. There are 

several stages of the grounded theory process. Although the process can appear to be linear in 

nature, grounded theory in practice is actually iterative in its derivation of theory. I sorted all 

interview data and analyzed it through the qualitative data program known as Dedoose.  

Listed in the following subsections are the steps I followed in this research project in 

order to successfully apply grounded theory practice (Borgatti, n.d.; Charmaz, 2012): 

Open coding analysis.  

Open coding refers to the process of breaking down, examining, comparing, 

conceptualizing, and categorizing data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998); in other words fracturing the 

textual data by identifying, naming, categorizing, labeling, and describing phenomena. Coding is 

the first step in “moving beyond concrete statements in the data to making analytic 
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interpretations” (Charmaz, 2012, p. 43). I did this first or initial coding stage following each 

interview whenever possible or did it at least within a week of the transcription process. Each 

transcribed interview was uploaded to the Dedoose software, in preparation of coding. The first 

two interview transcripts were open coded line by line to fracture the data, and to begin the bulk 

of building the code trees in which over 200 codes were assigned. 

The second, or focus coding stage, occurs when the selection of the most useful initial 

codes are chosen and compared against extensive data. The data were compared with other data 

within the interview transcript, and then the data were compared with the codes and categories of 

other interview transcripts, a practice known as the constant comparative method (Charmaz, 

2012). At this stage in the analysis process, I coded the participants’ transcripts and written 

narratives in chunks when existing categories were apparent, and line-by-line when new 

categories emerged. As a result, the theoretical integration began with my focused coding and 

then proceeded through all subsequent analytic steps (Charmaz, 2012). In order to determine the 

most salient codes, I began to create code notes or memos to discuss the codes’ 

interrelationships, gaps, ideas, and emergent themes. 

Axial coding analysis. 

Charmaz (2012) defines axial coding as linking categories to subcategories, specifying 

the properties and dimensions of a category, and pulling the fractured data from the open coding 

process together in a coherent emerging analytical format. Corbin and Strauss (1998) maintain 

that “linking relationships between categories occurs on a conceptual rather than descriptive” 

level (as cited in Charmaz, 2012, p. 61). Instead of applying the rigid framework of axial coding 

suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1998) (as cited in Borgatti, n.d.; as cited in Charmaz, 2012), I 
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decided to self-design a simple, flexible guideline that demonstrates and reflects the categorical 

links. Of the approximately 350 codes I had assigned to the student and alumni transcripts during 

the open coding process, and through the action of constant comparison of the data, I pulled the 

fractured data and merged many codes into approximately 30 salient categories that best drew 

attention to addressing my original research questions using an axial coding process. Slowly, the 

connections between the categories became more apparent, especially when I sketched a “tree” 

or preliminary flow chart diagrams in order to explore the links between and hierarchical 

dominancy of the categories. By examining the placement and links of the categories in my 

initial sketches, through the grounded theory act of memoing and recording entries in my 

reflexive journal, I began to see an emergent theory forming.  

Memo writing. 

In the midst of analytical coding and deciphering, an informal yet crucial writing of 

notes, or memos, takes place. The purpose of the memo is to bring out certain themes derived 

from the coding that will ultimately take form as theoretical categories. Memos chart, record, and 

detail ongoing activities and findings throughout each analytical phase in the grounded theory 

research process. Memo writing prompts the researcher to analyze the data codes early in the 

research process, to keep involved in the analysis, and to help increase the level of abstraction of 

their ideas (Charmaz, 2012). In this research project, I created and categorized memos 

throughout all the analysis phases of the grounded theory process that helped me develop my 

emerging theory. 
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Theoretical sampling. 

Theoretical sampling pertains only to conceptual and theoretical development (Charmaz, 

2012). The purpose of theoretical sampling is to obtain data that assists in further developing 

categories. My theoretical sampling took place following the emergence of my theoretical model, 

and was used to clarify and to delve deeper into the meaning of a few of the significant 

categories that supported my model. 

Emergence of a Theoretical Model 

Theory synthesis began with my piecing together the theoretical and conceptual memos 

that I created throughout my research study. In addition to recording my grounded theory and 

recounting the data to support it, I hoped to evoke experiential feeling through my theoretical 

model as part of the analysis and as evidence. This strategy included “taking the reader into a 

story and imparting its mood through linguistic style and narrative exposition” (Charmaz, 2012, 

p. 172), and visual representation. Once the theoretical model had emerged, there were several 

categories that required further theoretical sampling to confirm specific aspects of the model. As 

a result, I derived a clear and concise theoretical model from the participants’ data that was 

supported by textual analysis, background interviews, and my reflexivity journal. The theoretical 

model is presented in Chapter 4. 

Trustworthiness and Credibility 

Bowen (2008) asserts that “evidence of trustworthiness combined with evidence of 

saturation would signal to readers and evaluators of the research report that they could have 

confidence in the findings, and that the findings could be applied to new situations or 
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experiences” (p. 148). In order to gain trustworthiness and credibility during my research 

process, I chose to apply techniques of triangulation and member checks.  

Triangulation is a method used by qualitative researchers to check and establish validity 

in their studies by analyzing research questions from multiple perspectives (Guion, Diehl, & 

McDonald, 2011). Interviewee, or member checks allow research participants to verify if the 

researcher has accurately interpreted and described the meaning of their experiences based on 

data collected from interviews (Sandelowski, 2008). Each student and alumni research 

participant received a complete transcription of his or her interview in order to verify that each 

person’s conversation with me was accurately represented. Of the 12 participants that received 

transcripts, nine read their transcripts and responded with positive feedback; however, the 

remaining three participants did not respond to my emails. Although these three participants 

were unable to confirm their transcripts, I verified and clarified their meaning of our 

conversation during the intensive interview process itself.  

Jick explains (1979) the benefit of adopting methods that supports trustworthiness is that 

it increases confidence in the research data, creates innovative ways of understanding the 

phenomenon, challenges or integrates theories, and reveals unique findings (as cited by 

Thurmond, 2001). Applying the techniques of triangulation and member checks allowed me to 

recognize the research findings as congruent with each participant’s reality (Bowen, 2008).  

Perceived conflicts of interest. 

I interviewed students from SMUS where I am employed as a senior boarding house 

parent. This is a supervisory role of international and Canadian boarding students living in a 

particular boarding house on campus. I have no authority over their academic standing. The 
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students I selected for intensive interviewing were not students in my boarding house, but were 

chosen from other SMUS boarding houses, or were day students or alumni. I explained to all the 

participants that I was interviewing as a Royal Roads University graduate student and not as a 

senior boarding house parent. Because the participants knew that I am a house parent, I 

explained to them that their grades, standing, and way of life at the school would not be affected 

negatively; this explanation was not necessary for the alumni participants. 

Participant considerations. 

Some participants were 16 or 17 years of age and required the completion of two consent 

forms. Participants under the age of 18 years required signed consent from their parents or 

guardians; each boarding student participant under the age of 18 years had his or her SMUS 

senior house parent give consent in loco parentis. The minor-aged participants or their 

parent/guardian brought me the signed consent form in person. All interview research 

participants signed a consent form prior to or at the scheduled interview. Since all interviews 

were audio recorded, a request to audio record was included in the consent forms. The 

participants were informed of the right to withdraw at any time without prejudice during the 

recruitment process and at the start of the interview process. Participants interested in feedback 

on the results of the research study were notified that they could contact me via email. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

Time constraints were the greatest limiting factor on this research study. First, a narrow 

time window limited my ability to speak with students/alumni represented in each country the 

SMUS international service trip program has attended since its beginning in 2006. Second, time 

constraints limited my ability to speak with students/alumni who had a significant negative 
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experience on an international service trip, because I did not attain such a potential participant’s 

name until after I had completed all my intensive interviews. While it is true these two limiting 

factors existed during this research project these factors could be addressed through additional 

research projects (see Recommendations, Chapter 5). 

There are three delimitations that I chose to impose on my research study. First, I 

delimited my intensive interviews to a face-to-face format to ensure a rapport and build trust in a 

safe and comfortable environment, especially since the conversation was to revolve around their 

personal feelings, beliefs, and attitudes. But because I excluded telephone or online interviews so 

I could do face-to-face interviews, I was not able to speak with alumni who live outside of 

greater Victoria or abroad. Second, I did not explore the demographic variables and longitudinal 

impacts on the study; however, I did note gender, country of origin, and the age of each 

participant when he or she attended his or her service trip in order to acknowledge these 

participants’ differences. I did not do any comparative analysis among participants or draw any 

conclusions as to the impact of those variables; however, these variables could be addressed 

through additional research projects (see Recommendations, Chapter 5).  
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Chapter 4: The Emergent Theory 

“There is nothing like returning to a place that remains unchanged to find the ways in which you 

yourself have altered.” – Nelson Mandela 

“I’ve shifted.” – Bree (research participant) 

Transformational Change 

A vision of what a sustainable world would be like works as a powerful magnet, drawing 

individuals toward their own potential. It is only when the ability to see “in terms of our 

potential, and within healthier and more sustainable conditions, that we begin to move towards 

creating those conditions within ourselves and in our relationships with the world around us” 

(Bopp & Bopp, 2011, p. 70). The rich narratives gathered during my intensive interviews with 

the 12 SMUS students/alumni participants allowed me to begin to understand their potential for 

transformative learning, as well as witness their hopes and visions for a more sustainable world. I 

was able to see how the participants were struggling to learn new patterns of life and how to 

transform their worldview to drive change processes themselves, especially if those processes 

were to be effective and sustainable. More specifically, what I derived from our interview 

conversations is that personal and community development comes from within the individual as 

well as from within the community. 

According to Bopp and Bopp (2011), the process of community development unfolds 

from within each person, relationship, family, organization, community, or nation, suggesting 

that inspirational change can begin at an individual level or at a collective community level. 

External support for individuals and communities can be provided in the form of inspiration, 

programs and projects, training, or “simple love and caring” (Bopp & Bopp, 2011, p. 66). Bopp 
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and Bopp (2011) went on to say, that “because the essence of what development is entails 

learning and the transformation of consciousness [emphasis added], there is no way to escape 

the need for an inner-directed flow of energy” (p. 66). In light of this requirement of self-

reflection for an individual to instigate personal and/or be part of community change, the primary 

emergent theme inducted from the narrative data was also learning and the transformation of 

consciousness.  

In order to understand the view of transformational change by each of the research 

participants, I offered them a generic explanation of transformational change itself in the latter 

half of the interview, which was then followed by a specific interview question: 

Transformational change can broadly be explained as change that is holistic, profound, 

fundamental, and irreversible. Transformational experiences are also known to change the 

personal inner and outer self. How do you think you have experienced transformational 

change, or not, as a result of attending a service trip? 

The responses listed in Table 3 indicate that each answer depended on the participant’s own 

interpretation and perception of transformational change as it relates to his or her unique 

experience of his or her international service trip.   

Table 3. Participant responses to the interview question regarding transformational change 

Name 

 
Interview question: How do you think you have experienced transformational change, or not, 
as a result of attending the service trips(s)? 
  

Bree 

I’ve shifted . . . . I think I was a pretty different person when I came back because I had that 
experience . . . . I felt empowered. By doing a little thing I can make a big difference. I didn’t 
feel powerless as a smaller part of the world but I realized that there are very meaningful 
things in life that . . . I didn’t have meaning in before. So it just put everything into perspective 
and it just continued . . . . It’s been me that’s changed, my personality, [and] that’s [what’s] 
important to me. 
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Collette I just think my view on the world is different. It is definitely a lot more positive because I was 
in the middle of it . . . . I think it transformed my perception of people and the world. 

Marina 

Yes. It relates back to the appreciation of things, because now . . . I’m still thinking about it, 
and I’m not in a way where I’m thinking about it all the time. But a lot of the little things that I 
do, I’m like, “They can’t do this in Nicaragua,” just makes me appreciate what I have a lot 
more. That’s why I want to do medicine because I want to help out with people who are in 
these situations. 

Brad 
I wouldn’t say it was enlightenment as I was only in grade 11, and I was still maturing. Having 
a program like [the SMUS international service trip] definitely makes you want to be involved 
in service in the future. 

Rose 

I think what happened to me was not transformational change . . . . I knew that there were 
people around the world that need help and they are not receiving what I am receiving. But 
the trip just made me see it and feel it. The trip just made me have a stronger feeling and 
stronger understanding [of the world]. 

Carrie 
I think I didn’t necessarily change my personality. It was my outlook. That would probably be 
the biggest thing . . . . The transformational change for me would have been just educational, 
and it was just that different outlook on how I live. 

Ann 

I think I didn’t have transformational change in myself [in the] kind of the way I’d like to. I think 
it made me a more positive person in a way, which is kind of an internal change . . . . I really 
connected with myself a lot when I was away because I was on my own basically, and I could 
make my own choices . . . . It made me reflect on how I think, how I react to experiences, and 
how I want to think. 

Tina 

I don’t [feel] like I’ve been changed as a person. I haven’t changed anything. I haven’t gotten 
more involved, and it’s my fault. I just kind of got back into my life style after a couple of 
weeks. Like immediately when I got back I was kind of thinking about things more, and being 
more gracious, but it just slowly slipped away. 

Liz I think so, yeah . . . . But before I didn’t really think much about it, [I thought], “yeah, 
whatever”. 

Aaron 
I wouldn’t say it gave me transformational change like a completely another person kind of 
thing; [however], it added to the knowledge I had back to the person I was [before the trip] . . 
. . It changed me by adding to my knowledge and experiences that I had already. 

Joyce 
I think I have experienced transformational change . . . . It’s definitely one of the strongest 
experiences I remember . . . . It focuses mostly on personal, more inner transformation, 
change of [my] view towards the world or people or [my]self. 

Louise 

I don’t think I have transformed or anything like that. I think that it’s influenced my thinking but 
other than that I don’t think I have changed that much . . . . I’m pretty much the same other 
than I just yearn for the travel and the interacting with people that don’t have as much, seeing 
the parts of the world that not many people get to see, and helping. 

 

As can be seen by the varied responses from the 12 participants, the degree of 

transformational change was interpreted by each individual, in general, based on the international 

service trip event itself. In phase 1 of Mezirow’s (1994) transformative learning theory (see 
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Chapter 2), a disorientating dilemma or an event triggers an individual to cognitively reflect on 

what he or she knows, believes, or values; then the person may consciously rebuild a new way of 

thinking. Some students/alumni felt they had experienced transformational change and for others 

felt they had not. It also became obvious that their personal development with respect to 

transformative learning in an international service context involved maturation; in other words, 

they were growing up into young adults. For instance, some students strongly believed that the 

trip was integral to their emotional and mental maturing and in understanding the concept of 

service and global responsibility: 

I think these service trips and programs at a high school level is where it really starts. It is 

hard to get a full comprehensive [and a] full understanding of why it is important, but it 

gives you some insight on where to start and [it] begins with that understanding. (Brad) 

It was a growing experience really, to go away by myself. I mean I had my group and the 

teachers and what not, but I was looking out for myself and I didn’t have my family with 

me, and it did make me more independent in a way. It made me more able to experience 

things, like how I want to experience them. (Ann) 

I definitely developed a stronger sense intrapersonal knowledge. You do get disconnected 

with the busyness of such a scheduled life. You always have things to do and places to 

be, and you are constantly distracting yourself. Just getting away from all that noise 

allows you to reflect on yourself. That will always strengthen your sense of self. (Joyce) 

I grew up after that trip . . . . It’s hard not to, seeing these same aged women, like 

basically filling in for a mom figure for these little kids, even if they are not related, they 

still care for these toddlers. It’s incredible to see that difference, it will affect you no 
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matter what. I definitely grew up on that trip . . . . I was sick the first night, I was just 

horribly ill . . . so it made my quite homesick actually and I missed my mom. As soon as I 

got better and I went out into the community and started building the school, [the 

homesickness] totally went away. [It] was hard and quite challenging getting over that, 

and [it] helped [me] with the maturing process, contributed to that [sic]. (Louise) 

It also became obvious to me during the interviews that students were all at various 

maturational stages, whether they believed they experienced transformational change or not, due 

to personal influential factors in their lives. For instance, significant influences the participants 

mentioned included their upbringing, country of origin, previous international travel experience, 

level of natural curiosity in the world, attitudes towards local or international service, type and 

level of academic courses completed and other unique life experiences. These factors had an 

impact on how the participants responded before, during, and after the service trip. Aaron 

explained that growing up in Africa prepared him for the service trip, while Rose recognized that 

by growing up in a large Chinese city and attending a Canadian high school sheltered her from 

with what she had witnessed on her trip: 

A lot of what I saw [in India] didn’t surprise me as much because growing up in South 

Africa, it’s like one of the more developed countries in Africa but there still is poverty 

and things like that. In South Africa, you will be driving along the road and there will be 

people begging, either begging for money or food or just selling merchandise that they 

can use to buy their own type of thing. Of course in India there is a lot more of that, but it 

didn’t surprise me as much. I didn’t really have any cultural shock going into India, 
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transitioning into the environment there. I was almost used to it, kind of, having grown up 

in South Africa. (Aaron) 

I didn’t think too much about it . . . . because I was quite confident with the [service] 

organization. I knew the school [SMUS] was going to have everything really well 

arranged. I was quite comfortable, [and] I didn’t have too much concerns. I felt that it was 

going to be fine . . . . I’m from Beijing, and it’s quite a big city in China. It’s a busy city, 

[with] all the facilities, [and] its really different from where we went [in Mexico]. Beijing 

is more like here, where I felt that I’m used to being, [and] that I’m in my comfort zone . . 

. . The place we went [in Mexico] was even poorer than I thought it was. We were one of 

the only cars driven [sic] on the road, and all the students were walking to school, there 

was dust everywhere. It wasn’t a really road, just dust. I didn’t expect that. I didn’t think 

too much about what I was going to see [before I left Canada]. I didn’t expect all the 

things that I saw. (Rose) 

Collette pointed out that her previous studies in the elective Advanced Placement Human 

Geography course at SMUS helped her make the connections between what she learned in class 

and what she was experiencing and witnessing during her service trip: 

[The] Nicaragua [service trip] was huge part of being able to understand what I had 

[learned] in Human Geography . . . . I was able to go down there and apply what I knew, 

especially when doing the garden, the agriculture, and understanding how language was 

impacted . . . . I was able to come back and compare what I had seen there and what I see 

where I live now. It actually made me decide that I really want to go into sociology 

[before attending medical school] because being able to apply my knowledge there in a 
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new country was so cool . . . . Understanding who people are before you take care of 

them is so important, and it’s on a holistic level. (Collette) 

During my collection and analysis of the data, I was unable to pinpoint who or who did 

not experience transformational change explicitly. Instead, the rich stories shared by the 

participants led me to see, through the application of grounded theory methodology, that what 

was revealed was the actual process of transformative learning in the context of the international 

service trip. In other words, the international service trip event itself was not the isolated arena 

for transformational change; however, for this group of SMUS students/alumni, transformative 

learning was occurring over the course of time since the trip and in ways that might not have 

occurred without the trip. Both Louise and Tina explain how the trip widened their perspective 

on poverty and how they are still making sense of their service trip experiences and applying 

them to their own worldviews as they mature into adulthood:  

I have a very definite [view] of what is right and what is wrong. I see homeless people 

here [in Victoria] and to a certain extent I can’t feel so terrible for them, [and] I feel much 

more [for] the people that saw in Kenya just because I know that the people in Kenya 

grew up in a poverty stricken environment. So right from the get go they don’t have a 

strong chance of getting out there in the world, right? And you know, some people, [that] 

probably grew up in not great homes, start drinking and doing drugs. So I think to a 

certain extent I feel that homeless people here are a little bit more responsible for the way 

they are. That is a very strong opinion, and I think some people would disagree with that, 

but I think going to Kenya and seeing what they have there it kind of boggles your mind 

as to other people here who are begging for money, and are just going to spend it on 
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drugs. [Poverty] is completely different [in Victoria] but it definitely did change my 

perspective [on Third World poverty]. It’s always a controversial debate inside of me. 

(Louise) 

I think it was a really good experience just to confirm to you what you thought about 

what is out there . . . . [in] just how they lived [in India] and how I thought that they lived, 

and then just confirming and changing some things that I thought . . . . I wouldn’t say [the 

service trip] was a starting point because it wasn’t like I was completely naïve about 

everything or oblivious to it. It was a middle point . . . . [The trip] wasn’t a beginning 

point where I was completely shocked, and it wasn’t an end point where I knew exactly 

what was going on, so instead it was kind of confirming my thoughts. Right in the 

middle. (Tina) 

However, Tina went on to explain that if she had been exposed to more extreme poverty 

she might have had a more life changing experience: 

When talking with my mom when I came back [from India] she was disappointed that I 

hadn’t seen more poverty. I don’t know why she thought I was going to be a completely 

changed person when I came back. Just how the kids [of the village] had seen so many of 

the people [visitors] before, and all the jobs, so we thought it was going to be more 

shocking to them seeing us. [The service organization] is such a big foundation, so many 

groups go into the village. [My mom] thought that every single day we would go work 

with the women in their houses. [My parents] wanted me to go see it all, they wanted me 

to come back and change my life. I showed them all my videos and pictures. I guess they 

heard mostly the good parts of the trip. They wanted to hear more of the bad parts, the sad 
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parts. [Seeing and doing more] would have been more upsetting but it would have been 

really interesting. (Tina) 

Although Mezirow (1994) maintains that transformative learning may be caused by a 

significant event in a person’s life, profound change for some individuals can also evolve 

gradually. Since the entire international service trip program was of an emotional nature for each 

of the participants, I found in this research case study that transformations originating or 

predominating in the affective or emotional domain tended to be incremental, and were only 

realized when the participant became aware of the process outcomes (Dirkx, 2006; Dirkx et al., 

2006).  

Impact of activities. 

In addition to the participant’s backgrounds, personal influential factors and their own 

capacity for transformational change, many of the prescribed or independent activities of, or 

related to, the international service trip contributed to the overall transformative learning 

processes for the students/alumni. Such activities included the participant’s previous service 

experience (local or international), receptiveness to support (parental, peer, school, service 

organization), preparation for the trip (school, individual, team), bonding with peers, openness to 

mutual learning with the community visited, level of intercultural competency (cultural 

adjustment management), critical reflection during the trip, participation in debriefing sessions, 

celebrating accomplishments, acknowledging personal and core value challenges, and continuing 

with personal development following the trip with respect to service and global citizenship. For 

instance, Louise and Aaron both described the importance of preparing for the trip with their 

peers and with SMUS service leaders:  
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One of my friends had been on [a service trip] the year earlier and they [sic] came back 

and told me about what I would be experiencing . . . . We had a huge training session to 

prepare ourselves for what we would be facing there, and what the challenges we could 

be facing when we come home because it is a very powerful experience. I would say, our 

teacher was amazing with that. He did a really good job of it. (Louise) 

[Our service leader] warned us before the trip in our meetings that the trip can have or 

has truly a potential to really change and impact you, and make you cry in certain places, 

and affect you emotionally. He said that when you go there and see how people live . . . 

and you come back and see how wasteful our society is, and how a lot of the time we take 

things for granted, he warned us that we might be frustrated for a while adjusting to the 

culture coming back after living in India. That was one thing I was looking out for . . . . I 

was kind of a bit worried almost. (Aaron) 

Based on the rich narratives I gathered, I present the process of learning and the 

transformation of consciousness of the research participants in the form of a theoretical model, 

which ultimately addresses my original research questions:  

1. To what extent has the SMUS international service trip experience been a transformative 

learning experience for the students? 

 Subquestion: How do the students describe the experience and its effect on their attitudes,  

beliefs, insights, growth, outlooks, and emotional reactions? 

2. What is the impact, if any, of the SMUS international service trip have on students, and 

persist after the trip? 
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Subquestion: What is the students’ assessment of the change, if any, in their abilities to 

work with and gain respect for others in a culturally-sensitive environment as a result of 

their international service trip experiences? 

Learning and the Transformation of Consciousness – A Theoretical Model 

Mezirow (2000) described transformative learning as the process of effecting change in a 

frame of reference that encompasses psychological process components of cognition (awareness, 

perception, reasoning, judgment), conation (impulse, volition, desire) and emotion (feelings). 

Many of these components emerged and merged during my analysis to ultimately suggest a 

theoretical model based on the primary theme of learning and the transformation of 

consciousness within the youth.  

My transformative learning (TL) theoretical model in the context of youth participating in 

a cultural immersion experiential education program emerged as I pulled together and recognized 

the links between the categorical processes defined though my coding analysis. According to 

Charmaz (2012), when a researcher theorizes in grounded theory, he or she “reaches down to 

fundamentals, up to abstractions, and probes into experience” (p. 135). This is an empirical 

activity I certainly experienced throughout the entire research process, a process that resulted in 

the emergence of my TL theoretical model. Before conducting and collecting the narrative data, I 

had some working knowledge of the SMUS international service trips and its senior school 

educational system and culture, interviewed students/alumni who did not know me, mindfully 

strove to resist my preconceived views of transformative learning, youth, and international 

service in order to prevent undue bias during the data collection, coding, and analysis processes. 
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In doing so, I felt I could create a TL model without significant interference of these external 

influences.  

Figure 3 depicts my transformative learning process theoretical model which I derived by 

applying grounded theory methodology informed by narrative inquiry analysis: 

 

Figure 3. Learning and the transformation of consciousness: A theoretical model of the 
transformative learning process of 12 youth within the context of a cultural immersion 
experiential education program. 
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Conceptual categories of the Transformative Learning model. 

The TL theoretical model depicted in Figure 3 is meant to represent a personal or animal-

like cell that is circular in shape, and is fluid and dynamic, much like a drop of water or blood. 

This cell is alive with emotion, mirroring the overall strong and unique reflection of experiences 

had by each participant. The cellular processes are constantly in ebb and flow-like motion, and 

are surrounded by external forces (other life experiences) that ultimately influence further cell 

activity. Activity in the personal cell takes place in four distinct zones. Within these activity 

zones, arrows in the TL model represent the flow direction and the links of the cognitive and 

affective movement between the conceptual categories. Table 4 shows the four activity zones 

and its respective conceptual categories of the TL model: 

Table 4. Cell activity zones and corresponding conceptual categories 

 
Zone 

 

 
Zone Description 

 
Conceptual Category 

 

1 Setting the foundation 
• Experiential Event 
• Mutual Learning 

2 Storming  

• Perspective & Awareness 
• Value Dilemmas & Insight 
• Critical Reflection 
• Coping Mechanisms 

3 Forming 
• Mindfulness 
• Identity & Sense of Place & Meaning 

4 State of being • Joy 
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Zone 1: Setting the foundation. 

The participants began their process of transformative learning in Zone 1. This zone 

encompasses both the participants’ preparations (orientation and personal expectations) prior to 

leaving on the service trip and their reactions to their experiences on the trip itself.  

Experiential event. 

Zone 1 begins with the experiential event category, which is the cultural immersion 

education event that the research participants attended through the SMUS international service 

trip program. As shown in Figure 3 above, the experiential event is the process starting point 

within the personal cell. It was here where participants began to experience new activities, 

concepts and emotions which are part of the TL process. For instance, the participants expressed 

during their interviews that prior to leaving on the trip, they developed personal expectations on 

their own and as a result of orientation meetings of how they would feel, act, and react during the 

trip. They worried about how they would adjust to and be received by an unfamiliar culture, 

wondered if they would be accepted by their peer group, and thought about the trip preparation 

information offered by either their school, parents, peers, and service organization. Each 

participant expressed that he or she felt well prepared prior to departing from Canada; however, 

despite feeling “ready” or “excited” about the trip, all the participants felt some level of anxiety 

and uncertainty in experiencing an unfamiliar culture. For example, Carrie and Joyce’s 

comments on their expectations captured the general feeling of concern amongst most of the 

participants, 

I was a bit scared to be honest. Just knowing that it was not the safest country, and it 

definitely is not one of the richest, I was a bit on edge. I thought it would be [like] when 



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING IN YOUTH 67 

you go somewhere and you don’t really connect with the culture because it’s that kind of 

vacation, and [the service trip] wasn’t supposed to be like that. I was nervous [because] 

you are in this small town and you know nobody. I thought it was going to be a barrier, 

that it would be harder to interact with everybody there, and especially in not having the 

Spanish. But it definitely wasn’t! (Carrie) 

I consciously tried not to anticipate any kind of reaction because I didn’t want to have 

those sort of American egocentric misconceptions that kind of go along with travelling. 

Of course it’s completely impossible to deny those too. (Joyce) 

According to anxiety/uncertainty management theory (AUM) (Chapter 2), when 

sojourners are consciously aware of their unfamiliar surroundings and of their predictions of and 

interactions with their hosts’ behaviours, such mindful practices will directly influence their level 

of comfort in the new environment and culture (Gudykunst, 1998). In AUM theory, anxiety is an 

emotional reaction while uncertainty is a cognitive action. Carrie’s comments were emotionally 

based and Joyce’s were cognitive in nature; however, both of the participants’ comments clearly 

expressed their use of mindfulness in preparing to moderate their anxiety to, and uncertainty in, 

adjusting to the host culture and host environment. 

Mutual learning. 

Once the participants had arrived at their destination and became immersed in the day-to-

day and service activities set out for them, mutual learning began. I have defined the mutual 

learning conceptual category in the context of this research case study as reciprocal beneficial 

learning between the sojourners (research participants, school teachers/leaders) and the host 

nationals (local community members, host leaders, service organization leaders). Mutual 
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learning in this context primarily focuses on the sojourner’s increased personal and cultural 

knowledge, awareness, perception, and insight. As depicted in Figure 3 above, subcategories 

community connections and meeting challenges were the main contributing factors in deepening 

and extending the mutual learning impact that took place between the participants and the host 

nationals. 

The first concept subcategory, community connections, involved the direct interaction 

between the participants and the host nationals. Many of the connections included the welcoming 

of the students, the forming of friendships, playing with village children, teaching English, 

building structures, gardening, and learning the local language and customs. As expressed by 

Collette and Ann, the positive connections formed alleviated some anxiety and uncertainty the 

students had about being accepted by and contributing effectively to the community.  

They treated us like we were family . . . . Seeing how everybody worked together to 

better the entire community, that was their goal, and it was a focus on everybody else. It 

made me really want to focus more on public health [following graduation] because the 

community is who we are. (Collette) 

They did a blessing ceremony . . . . It was moving emotionally but it was very calm and 

peaceful . . . . It showed they had an appreciation for what we were doing. They wanted 

us to know that . . . . I felt motivated by just having it right off the bat [sic] being, “You 

are welcome, we are thankful, we welcome you into the community, and you are part of it 

for this time you are here.” That made me feel included and part of the community from 

the time we were there, which helped. (Ann) 
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Such positive connections also prolong the service trip’s honeymoon phase (See Figure 2, 

Chapter 2) as described in the U/W curve intercultural adjustment theory. In the honeymoon 

phase, the interactions generally are polite in nature, the sojourners are usually shielded from the 

day-to-day difficulties experienced in the host culture, and the visitor feels enthusiastic and 

carefree about their adventure. Intercultural competency is not challenged because the “sojourner 

is praised for even simple tasks, and identities are not challenged, because the sojourner is 

viewed as a novelty (and not a threat) by the hosts” (Pitts, 2010, p. 190). Although the 

honeymoon phase only skims the surface of the host culture, this initial phase was essential for 

my participants in being able to mindfully manage their uncertainty and anxiety about adjusting 

and communicating with the host nationals, especially in developing the confidence to navigate 

beyond their familiar cultural norms and personal expectations. 

The second subcategory of mutual learning is meeting challenges. This concept 

subcategory involved the participants’ physical, mental, and emotional self by moving into areas 

that are either unfamiliar or uncomfortable for them. Such activities were building new 

relationships, experiencing language barriers, adapting to regional climatic conditions, practicing 

basic working methods, living in simple conditions, witnessing an unfamiliar way of life and 

traditions, tasting new foods, and participating in challenging outdoor adventure activities. For 

instance, Tina summarized these challenges by trying to understand how to make sense what she 

was experiencing, learning from the host nationals and relating it to her way of knowing: 

I was still wondering how it was possible that I was on the same planet. In a matter of 

fifteen hours, [I was] seemingly transported to another world so unknown to me . . . . It 

[was] hard to comprehend how the people with the least can be the happiest. (Tina) 



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING IN YOUTH 70 

At the same time, participants were also sharing what they had to offer the community, 

such as English or Spanish language instruction or in athletics: 

The English classes [were] really fun. Because not only did I try to teach them English 

but it was helping me learn Spanish because I had to use the little-nothing-words I knew, 

and then if you make a mistake they kind of giggle then they try and teach you the 

opposite to what you should be saying . . . . You get benefits both ways, you are learning 

a language and teaching them a language. (Carrie) 

If there was any language barrier, any sort of barrier with us building relationships before 

sports, it was completely crushed. I loved playing sports with the kids . . . . That was 

something that we really connected on. (Brad) 

Mutual learning also came in the form of support, especially with respect to evening 

debriefing sessions following the day’s events. During these meetings, the service organization 

leaders would work with the participants and teacher/school leaders in reflection exercises to 

facilitate intercultural competency and foster empathy: 

We would often have activities, just reflecting on what we had seen that day and thinking 

about how we would change things at home. Sometimes there would be activities like 

pretending we were in their lives so [the organization leaders] would give us a certain 

budget for the week and we had different problems. We had to prioritize to see what we 

would be able to get done during the week. It was all kind of shocking when you realize 

how little they had. (Tina) 

However, it must also be noted that mutual learning was not always perceived as evenly 

balanced between the host nationals and the visiting students. Brad realized that the physical 
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impact of the volunteering could appear superficial and the “students profit more from the 

interaction with the populations they are serving than the populations themselves.” However, 

Brad also went on to say that 

The relationships built and the long-lasting impact the volunteer work can have on the 

person volunteering can not only lead to further volunteer work, but to a sense of how 

lucky we are to have what we have, and how gracious we should be for it. (Brad) 

Comments similar to Brad’s appeared frequently throughout the interviews. Many 

students/alumni expressed concern that the impact of their learning was greater on them than the 

host nationals. Some participants were accepting of this perspective, while others, such as Liz, 

questioned whether their contributions were actually mutually beneficial: 

I was expecting more interactions with the kids, but it wasn’t like that . . . . The trip 

wasn’t mainly about the people that were there [and] spending time with [them], it was 

mainly just about building the school. They wanted to keep their own sort of culture, they 

didn’t want people to come in and just use big machines and build them a new school. 

They wanted to encourage their own culture as is, but still helping them. (Liz) 

Louise questioned whether international service trips were appropriate and effective: 

I learned that the biggest thing was. . . how important it is to have people coming into the 

communities and doing the work hands on, and not just sending them money. [This way] 

they can have a structural or a dynamic they can build upon, like the community itself can 

build upon. So it’s just not when the money runs out they don’t know what to do, it’s 

about sustaining their environments on their own, and building these Third World 

countries up so they can sustain themselves. I was skeptical, [and] although I trusted, I 
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thought, “Really? I think money would go a long way.” Once going there and seeing the 

effects it does have, and building these schools and creating clean water, like wells and 

stuff like that, then the community can maintain and keep using it for years to come is 

super important. And in a way, that is definitely more important than money. (Louise) 

Promoting human and community development is a difficult and complex task. 

Criticisms of international service and development projects range from their undermining, 

blocking or inhibiting people-centred development processes or that their having no effect at all 

(Bopp & Bopp, 2011). Still, there is a great deal that has been learned through “hard-won 

experience about what does work, and what is essential in the process of facilitating human and 

community development” (Bopp & Bopp, 2011, p. 63). In the context of this study, the 

discussion of the impact of the SMUS student/alumni contribution on the host nationals and 

themselves, especially in a mutual learning framework, will be explored further in the following 

section (see Chapter 4, Insight, Zone 2). 

The narratives shared by the participants though, reveal that experiential education in a 

cultural immersion context appears to be a suitable environment to provide the foundation or the 

beginnings of a transformative learning process in youth. As Eisner (1985) states, “our internal 

life is shaped by the forms we are able to experience,” and “the experience is influenced by our 

past as it interacts with our present” (pp. 25-26). Indeed, the SMUS international service 

program is such a place where the convergence of the past and present can trigger the start of the 

transformative learning process as outlined in Zone 1 of my TL model. 
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Zone 2: Storming. 

The next stage in the TL model is Zone 2, the storming phase of the transformative 

learning process. Following the honeymoon phase that takes place in Zone 1, Zone 2 is the phase 

in which many participants spend much of their emotional and cognitive energy and time. 

Storming tended to begin at some point during the service trip and then continued once the 

participant had arrived home in Canada. The duration of time in Zone 2 was dependent on 

whether the participants chose to invest themselves into this very important phase of personal 

development. Storming and (re)forming (Zone 3) are phrases loosely based on Tuckman’s 

(1965) model of team development. Contrary to Tuckman’s model, however, in my model 

storming precedes forming, or reforming. 

Storming refers to participants pushing against their subjective boundaries, values, 

assumptions, and the beliefs they have established prior to beginning their international service 

trip journey. This is the period in which many participants struggled inwardly and outwardly, 

became overwhelmed, were often confused, and felt uncomfortable with themselves in the 

unfamiliar surroundings. Zone 2 is an extremely active and turbulent phase of the personal cell. 

Storming is forcefully circuitous, and for the group I interviewed involved the participant dealing 

with experiences that did not fit with his or her current worldview. According to Mezirow 

(2000), such experiences were so significantly different from what they know that individuals are 

led to critically assess their basic assumptions about the world. In other change theories, such 

critical assessments that reflect upon a person’s present worldview are also known as 

“unfreezing” (Lewin, 1946) or “becoming unhinged” (Turner, 1969). The participants in the 
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storming phase of Zone 2 began to release their hold on existing convictions, which was a 

necessary precursor to their experiencing their own personal shifts. 

Perspective and awareness. 

Perspective and awareness of Zone 2 are two categories that often occur at the same time 

(see Figure 3). In the context of my TL model and reflective of the narrative data gathered, 

perspective occurs when the participant gains knowledge about something (such as how village 

women walk long distances to collect water) and they then began to understand or empathize 

with other viewpoints. At this point, however, the participant could still only truly relate this 

knowledge to his or her personal way of knowing. In other words, perspective in my TL model is 

based on comparisons to what the student already knows. Awareness, on the other hand, occurs 

when the participant has no or little knowledge about something (such as how much money a 

week a villager earns to support their family), but suddenly acquires this new knowledge during 

his or her international service trip. Thus awareness in my TL model is based in something so 

differently to what the student knows and understands that he or she is unable to make an initial 

comparison. It is during this perspective/awareness phase of the TL model where the participant 

was immersed in learning through experience and triggered into the storming process of Zone 2:  

We did a water walk with [the villagers] one day and so we walked with kids and their 

mommas . . . . There were girls that reached a certain age and they weren’t going to 

school anymore because they had to fetch water all day. Then some of the mommas, you 

could see how they aged and weathered, [and] they are still walking to get water just [for] 

survival. That was the biggest rude awakening. When I came back [to Canada] there was 
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such an abundance of everything, let alone the water. The water was definitely the 

biggest shock factor. (Bree)  

Some days [the locals] weren’t able to have clean water, [because] they weren’t able to 

walk there. The mom generally takes care of the family and the dads go off to work in 

Costa Rica. So normally it’s the mom and she’s got her parents and maybe her husband’s 

parents, and there’s like eight people in the family, so she can’t go get water. She is 

working and only makes about $1 a day. (Marina) 

We went to a garbage dump [and] so many people actually lived there . . . . Seeing their 

lifestyle, and what they have: children didn’t have clothes, the babies only had diapers, 

and none of them had shoes. It was really eye opening. I had never seen anything like that 

before. We fed them a meal, but we felt really bad because when we got to the end [of the 

meal because] there were mothers standing there with their children that hadn’t eaten in 

days. We had given all the food away. It was hard for me to sit there and watch that 

because I had never missed a meal. (Collette) 

[A family we visited], they were living in a really small hut. [It was] the size of a living 

room, [which was] the whole house. When we gave them a hamper [of food], the lady 

was so moved that she actually ran into tears. I didn’t expect that because I didn’t know 

that just food, like really basic food that we have every day could make a family so 

thankful. I remember she said that she thought it came from God. She thought it was a 

miracle that they suddenly got so much food. (Rose) 
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There would be times that I wouldn’t enjoy [the trip] and I would miss certain things, like 

technology, hot showers or something to that effect. Every time I would think about 

something like that I would feel guilty, and that kind of festered inside of me. I didn’t 

quite anticipate that [reaction]. (Joyce) 

The excerpts above show that the participants were gaining both perspective and 

awareness of the host culture in which they found themselves immersed. Furthermore, in gaining 

new perspective and awareness, the participants’ reaction to actions within the unfamiliar 

surroundings created a new dynamic in how they felt and thought. According to AUM theory, 

Gudykunst maintains (1998, 2002) that when a sojourner enters a new culture or environment he 

or she experiences uncertainty about the predictability of the host national’s behaviours and 

feelings. In addition, the stranger also experiences anxiety about what will happen when he or 

she communicates with the hosts, thus inciting emotions that often can be founded on negative 

expectations (Gudykunst, 1998, 2002). For these reasons and because of the four AUM theory 

conceptual building blocks of stranger, anxiety, uncertainty, and mindfulness (see Table 1, 

Chapter 1), the theory maintains that uncertainty and anxiety in sojourners have minimum and 

maximum thresholds, and that each individual sojourner defines their personal limits. I created 

Table 5 to depict the high and low threshold responses of strangers in a new culture or 

environment: 

Table 5. Assumptions of stranger anxiety and uncertainty thresholds (Gudykunst, 2002; 
Gudykunst & Nishida, 2001).  

 
 

Threshold 
Description 

 

High Low 
Very High/Low or 

Exceeding Threshold 

Anxiety Strangers rely on simplistic Strangers are not motivated to Strangers cannot 
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information processing 
methods (i.e. acting on 
autopilot or applying 
stereotypes), and interpreting 
hosts’ behaviours by using their 
own cultural references  

communicate with hosts  predict effectiveness 
of communication. 

Uncertainty 

Strangers do not have the 
confidence necessary to predict 
or explain others’ attitudes, 
feelings or behaviours. 

Strangers become 
overconfident that they 
understand the hosts’ 
behaviours and do not question 
whether their predictions are 
accurate. 

 

Applying the assumptions of stranger or sojourner anxiety and uncertainty thresholds to 

the research participants’ international service trip experiences can begin to explain the degree of 

emotional reaction to and cognitive action response from the participants with respect to 

intercultural adjustment; in other words, anxiety and uncertainty thresholds explain the 

participants’ depths of culture and reverse cultural shock during and following the service trip, 

and its lasting effects on their lives. 

Value dilemmas. 

The participants found themselves moving into the most turbulent phase of the storming 

process of Zone 2, value dilemmas and insight (See Figure 3 above), once they gained an 

increased level of perspective and awareness of the host nationals and their culture. 

Within  my TL theoretical model, I defined value dilemmas as experiences that cause the 

participants to reconsider their assumptions or the core beliefs that govern their lives. The 

majority of the participants experienced some form of value dilemma, some participants having 

stronger value dilemmas than others, either during the service trip or once returning to Canada, 

or in some cases both. Value dilemmas were often focused on personal values that involved 
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cultural norms, human rights, gender issues, economic inequity, and environmental injustice. 

Such dilemmas led to many of the participants feeling frustrated or upset with their lack of 

control over their newfound awareness and perceptions. For example, the excerpts below show 

how some of the participants’ value dilemmas occurred during a nightly debriefing session, 

following a service excursion, while traveling, and after having returned to Canada: 

We did a debrief during the trip about not imposing our own cultural values. [The service 

organizational leaders] were talking to us quite a bit about polygamy because that’s 

common practice there, and some of those things that don’t align with western [values or] 

what’s socially acceptable here [in Canada]. Like trading girls for goats and female 

circumcision, that almost killed me when they were talking to us about that. (Joyce) 

After we left the kids at the garbage dump, we actually went to a mall! It was on a 

completely different side of the city and going to the mall was pretty much like coming 

home. We went straight from these kids that have nothing, no basic needs, and then going 

to the mall and getting ice cream. I mean, there’s Burger King, and we got pizza, I just 

couldn’t believe it . . . . It just felt like this money is all going into this mall when these 

kids don’t even have a proper house to live in. (Collette) 

[One] evening we went home by train. As we waited in line for our tickets in the middle 

of the city, I felt out of place. I always felt out of place there. A couple of children no 

older than eight came to us and begged for money. Their persistence was astonishing and 

I knew they could see the regret in our eyes as we left them empty handed. That was 

really difficult. (Tina) 
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This one girl gave me a little beaded ring. It had blue and yellow beads, and I wore it on 

my pinky finger for probably four or five months, and never took it off. One day I lost it. 

It was the most devastating thing to me, and I went into see [my school service leader], 

and I sobbed and I sobbed. I was so upset. (Bree)  

In the last excerpt above, Bree went on to explain that she was upset because she felt she was 

losing connection with the community she visited and that she felt very guilty in returning to her 

adolescent life style:  

I would feel guilt [when] thinking, what do I wear to grad, and who’s my grad date? . . . . 

Then I would be [thinking], I’m a teenager; this is real life! I had to learn not to 

undervalue that  . . . and remind myself that there are bigger things that I can do while 

still living my life the way I want to. (Bree) 

Each of the research participants was affected by his or her international service trip to 

some extent, especially if he or she experienced a significant value dilemma. Collette believed “it 

was good to have that [experience of going from the dump to the mall] while I was there because 

it made me even reflect more before I came home.” Participants’ reactions to specific situations 

or events, such as Collette’s and Bree’s, that induced a value dilemma suggest that overall, they 

felt like their perspective on life and the world had changed and that their inner selves were 

beginning to feel different. 

The participants’ existing convictions were beginning to “separate” (van Gennep, 1960) 

because of what they witnessed and/or experienced during culture shock on the service trip or 

reverse culture shock once they returned to Canada. Those unique international service 

experiences took them out of their regular routines, places, and awareness and plunged them into 
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something completely new. Through experiential education programming, the participants were 

immersed in an explicitly service-conscious way of learning while experiencing the new host 

culture and environment. Their value dilemmas created a platform where the participants began 

to realize and acknowledge that there are more ways of knowing and being than their own. 

Insight. 

The insight phase of Zone 2 often happens concurrently with but independent of the value 

dilemma phase. Like the value dilemma, insight can also disorient or separate preconceived 

convictions of the participant; however, the insight phase tended to occur more gently and 

incrementally than the value dilemma. For most participants, insight generally developed after 

returning to Canada (reverse culture shock); whereas, value dilemmas mostly occurred during 

the trip (culture shock). In my TL model, insight, a form of introspection, is defined as the act or 

the result of understanding the inner nature of the host culture and environment, then ultimately 

relating and comparing it to the participant’s way of knowing and being. 

One study that applied Mezirow’s (1981) transformative learning theory focused on 

medical students working in developing countries. Geelhoed’s (2009) study found that the 

patients his students provided medical care for also appeared to be the agents for transformative 

change. Geelhoed (2009) believes that the “institutionalization of medical mission opportunities 

would enhance health care education by providing the transformational kind of learning that is 

needed to address the diverse demands required in reforming global health care” (p. vi). 

Substituting this medical care context into our case study of youth in cultural immersion 

experiential education programs, the host nationals become agents for transformative change. 

This insight became strongly apparent for some participants: 
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We got to experience a day in the life of a villager. Her name was Rupi, and she lived in 

a small mud hut with her husband, three children and a grandchild. I was quite 

heartbroken and frustrated to see Rupi’s rudimentary living conditions, though it was 

uplifting to see her constantly smiling. The way she found joy in life amidst her daily 

struggles and tough tasks was inspiring to see. (Aaron) 

When you go away and you see [poverty] and then you come back [to Canada], it’s a lot 

different. You understand how they feel. I know how they feel and know what we can do 

now by just having an open mind that [poverty] is happening anywhere. You can’t fix it 

by yourself, but we have to kind of realize that it’s kind of going to be there forever, and 

in trying hard, we can make a difference. (Carrie) 

Every single one of [the girls my age] had faced quite great hardship… [and] there was a 

kind of toughness to them as well. Almost half of them said they wanted to be doctors. 

There are hardly any hospitals in Kenya and most of them have very limited supplies. 

The clinics we visited had very few women doctors . . . . It inspired me and saddened me 

at the same time because I knew that also that very few of them would actually end up 

going into post-secondary education. I just felt that they all just deserved so much more . . 

. . It definitely made me feel appreciative for what I have, yet another re-enforcer of the 

guilt. (Joyce) 

During this phase of the TL model, the participants began to reshape their worldviews 

and raise their level of intercultural competency. Like the value dilemma phase of Zone 2, the 

insight phase created a space for the participants to move from who they used to be, from 

expectations and assumptions they held, towards something new. However, before the 
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participants could move to the next phase of transformational change they had to critically assess 

their assumptions (Mezirow, 1994). This assessment took place in the next phase of Zone 2, 

critical reflection. 

Critical reflection. 

According to Mezirow (1990), critical reflection occurs when we analyze and challenge 

the validity of our presuppositions and assess the appropriateness of our knowledge, 

understanding and beliefs when given new contexts. Critical reflection for the participants was 

sometimes accompanied with critical thinking; students/alumni found themselves also “assessing 

claims and making judgments on the basis of well-supported evidence” (Wade as cited in Grider, 

2011, p. 12). In my TL model, this critical reflection and thinking process follows the 

participants’ concurrent conceptual categories of gaining insight and in experiencing value 

dilemmas, through the medium of their experiential activities and observations. It is at this place 

in the TL model that the participants really questioned, wondered, and felt confused about what 

they had experienced or witnessed during their international service trip. This phase of critical 

reflection also happened repeatedly throughout the entire phase of Zone 2 because critical 

reflection and thinking were the drivers that seemed to force the flow of cognitive and affective 

thought through this particular section of the personal cell. Participants often compared what 

they experienced or understood to what they already knew or assumed in order to put their 

actions and feelings into a familiar mental and emotional framework, despite suddenly becoming 

“unfrozen” or “unhinged” during their value dilemma and insight phases: 

Rupi [the village woman] gave me a renewed sense of respect and thankfulness; she 

reminded me of my own parents who go out of their way to make my life enjoyable. 
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Growing up in a village in of the Democratic Republic of Congo, my parents sacrificed a 

lot throughout their lives to not only improve their own standards of living, but those of 

their future children as well. My parents worked hard to ensure that I could receive the 

highest quality education possible, just as Rupi did for her daughter.  Ultimately, in 

meeting Rupi, I found peace and contentment in an unexpected place. (Aaron) 

As high school students, I don’t know if you are mature enough to make a huge 

difference . . . . You just wish you could do more for the kids; you are only there for a 

certain amount of time, and they are orphans . . . . Perceptions we have coming in from a 

North American society where our families are well consolidated and we get happiness 

from certain things that maybe they don’t. Maybe they have different values of happy? 

(Brad) 

[The lady we gave the food hamper to] she’s really strong in her mind. It was really hard 

for her because she had to take care of so many people by herself . . . . She could not 

change her condition at all . . . . I think the kids [in her home] do not have so much luck, 

and they don’t have much choice, and so is [sic] the mother. I still respect her because she 

is so determined and so strong, and so tough. Her toughness is something I should learn. 

(Rose) 

Critical reflection during and following service learning experiences is integral to the 

transformative learning process because it generates profound questions from the students 

involved. Why are so many people poor? Why is there so much inequality? Although the answers 

are rarely simple, “service learning creates an abundance of teachable moments and prepares 

students to become highly motivated seekers for answers” (Grusky, 2000, p. 859). Such 
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reflection and thinking require that sojourners have time to mull over and reorganize their 

thoughts, which for many of the participants was an uncomfortable, yet curious state of mind to 

be in. Not surprisingly, it was at this stage in Zone 2 that a few participants seemed to struggle or 

close down their thoughts and feelings, whereas others welcomed the challenging thoughts and 

recognized them as part of their service-based learning. In addition, from the narratives it is 

apparent to me that the AUM assumptions of stranger anxiety and uncertainty threshold levels 

set by the participants during the perspective and awareness phase influenced the depth of their 

critical reflections. For instance, Louise mindfully managed her anxiety and uncertainty so she 

would not have to reflect too deeply while she was on the trip in order to enjoy and not be 

overwhelmed by her experience:  

I definitely acknowledged all of the poverty and I totally felt bad but I didn’t let myself 

go into it more within my own head. I didn’t let myself overthink it during the entire trip. 

You know, “They don’t have water, how are they going survive?” and “What if that kid, 

what if that beggar right there dies?” If I let myself go there then I knew that it would be 

almost impossible to do this trip. I kind of just had a [threshold] line, and I didn’t go 

below it. I acknowledged this poverty like, “This is horrible, there obviously needs to be 

something done about this, but I can’t focus on this right now.” I realized this was 

terrible, but I was there helping too. So that helped me think a little bit about knowing 

that I would just help a little bit by building [a school]. (Louise) 

Carrie, on the other hand, mindfully managed her anxiety and uncertainty in order to 

reflect more deeply of how her contributions to the community were worthwhile and valuable: 
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It’s not easy because you can only do so much while you are there. I feel the more that 

you do, it’s harder to actually leave the place. But in the long run, the more that you do 

the more you are benefitting the people. It’s difficult because it’s kind of a terrible end, . . 

. you just kind of got to balance it out and know that every day, “Okay, I can do this 

today and it might help a few people and that’s fine, but I can’t help the whole 

community.” You have to be okay with leaving and not having done something big . . . 

And that’s something! You kind of have to be okay with yourself with not helping 

everybody because that is not the purpose . . . . You have to be happy with the little 

things, instead of leaving and thinking you didn’t do anything at all. (Carrie) 

As shown in Figure 4, critical reflection strongly pushes the participants into addressing 

what they have encountered; however, it is how the participants cope with their international 

experiences during and following the service trips that determined whether they progress toward 

the higher levels of introspection and critical thinking that they could potentially reach.  

Coping mechanisms. 

The fourth phase in Zone 2 is coping mechanisms. This is where the participants 

cognitively act and emotionally react on the range of attitudes, feelings and actions that they 

focused upon in the critical reflection phase of Zone 2. Some of the coping mechanisms that 

arose on the trip itself and/or once returning to Canada included developing resiliency, becoming 

more active in service (either through inspiration and/or trying to fix all the problems with 

poverty), ignoring personal feelings, being unmoved, feeling upset or angry, empathizing with 

others, adjusting or adapting to culture and environmental changes, accepting what they 

experienced, feeling sad, retreating to reflect and be quiet, talking about experiences openly, 
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expressing frustration, criticizing or judging other people’s responses, and reminiscing happily or 

with a heavy heart. Listed in Table 6 are selected coping mechanisms: 

Table 6. Coping mechanisms applied by participants 

Name 
 

Coping Mechanism Applied and Quote 
 

Bree 
Exploring leadership opportunities. I couldn’t do enough service . . . . I had something 
important going on. Then I became head of Free the Children, and I felt I was having an 
impact on younger students because I had that sort of a mentor.  

Collette 
Initiating and demonstrating increased curiosity. I think now being in that environment 
that was so much different from what I’m used to, it allowed me now to interact more with 
people, and to understand who they are and the type of people they are. 

Marina 

Establishing focus and clarity. I started thinking of where else I can help out with Third 
World struggling countries. I don’t think I would have thought about it if it hadn’t been for 
Nicaragua because it opened up my eyes . . . . I didn’t know what I wanted to do in university, 
but now I know that I want to go into medicine. 

Brad 
Striving for and validating understanding. You have a kind of understanding of what’s 
important for these people, how you can help them. It’s always rewarding to be able to serve 
them. 

Rose 
Expressing love and gratitude. I felt like I loved little kids more. I was more willing to have 
that big sister in me. I am really thankful to my parents for giving me all the opportunities to 
learn things and see things. 

Carrie Building resilience. I learned to be okay with making little changes and not having to please 
everyone. 

Ann 

Mourning a sense of loss of social connection. I had one of the hardest times out of my 
[peer] group. When I got back, I went to my room and I was depressed. I was like, “Oh, my 
group’s not here!” We were all close and it was sudden [the feeling of loss and separation]. 
I’m an only child; I love my parents and they are always there but I also liked just having that 
group. 

Tina 

Ignoring uncomfortable feelings. [The host nationals] are just so far away and you know 
that there is nothing you can do. You can try to do little things. You just get so involved with 
your life style here and that makes you upset worrying about it so you just forget, ignore, and 
pretend it’s not there. 

Liz 
Being unmoved and acknowledging acceptance. I didn’t leave feeling overwhelmingly sad 
or anything about it and I didn’t leave feeling extraordinarily happy either. It just was kind of, 
“That’s how it is [in Canada and abroad]. It’s okay.” 

Aaron 

Practicing a positive attitude and outlook. I thought I had all the troubles in the world. My 
life is so busy. I tried to take initiative to not stress as much about what is going on in my life. 
Appreciate more of what I have in my life and try to notice the things that make me happy 
and also try to that spread happiness. 

Joyce 
Thinking critically. There is still a part of me that definitely holds true to western values that 
is wrong, but I realize that is what I grew up with and our view is narrowed by our own morals 
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and what is socially acceptable. 

Louise 
Developing a form of emotional self-protection. I would adjust my feelings, like put on a 
tough skin, in order to really enjoy the trip and not really think about what [the host nationals] 
go through every day, or else it would be just too hard. 

 

As the above narrative excerpts indicate, there was a range of primary emotions, 

attitudes, and actions the participants used as a coping mechanism for themselves in dealing with 

the tensions they felt between their newly acquired knowledge and their already instilled 

assumptions and convictions. The above-listed coping mechanisms derive both from the 

cognitive as well as the affective domain of learning; in other words, the participants coped 

through emotional reactions as well as with cognitive actions. Although Mezirow (2006) clarifies 

that transformative learning does occur in the affective domain, he also maintains that the 

affective learning outcomes must be brought into the cognitive domain in order for the process to 

be considered truly transformational. This statement somewhat aligns with what I had witnessed 

during the intensive interviews and narrative analysis: the participants seemed to make a 

personal choice of how to cope with their international service trip experiences. Clearly, the 

participants’ emotions had an impact on how they reacted to and held onto their experiences; 

however, it was how they decided to learn from their feelings and reactions that determined their 

chosen coping mechanisms. It also may reflect their individual levels of emotional maturity. For 

instance, a few participants tended to “stay” in the coping mechanism phase by ignoring their 

feelings, by being distracted by other activities and thoughts, by not feeling “ready” to manage 

the causes of their emotions, or by being unmoved by what they experienced. Liz and Tina’s 

comments demonstrate how lingering in coping mechanisms over an extended period of time can 
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negatively impact the desire to further explore options for new roles, relationships, and actions in 

service, and reduce the need for critical reflection and thinking in personal development: 

I still kind of feel the fading memories type thing, kind of get caught up in the busy home 

life. I don’t think about [the service trip] as much, it’s kind of sad . . . . But I don’t think I 

struggled that much [when I came home]. I felt that I was so busy at home anyway; I kind 

of drowned it out a little bit . . . . I don’t think I have been involved in a lot of service in 

school since then that I can remember . . . . I don’t think the service trip in particular 

changed my thoughts on [homelessness and poverty]. (Liz) 

When I immediately I came back [to Victoria], I was a lot more conscious with water and 

food . . . . When I go [sic] to bed at night I would sometimes think, “That girl that we met 

she’s sleeping outside right now.” That was something that I would think about often, 

like what they are doing [in India] because they are 14 hours ahead. I would be waking up 

in the morning and thinking that [the girl] is lying outside on the dirt right now. And what 

am I doing? As time went on, I was still thinking about it but I kind of got back into my 

life style here, and started not thinking about it as much . . . . At first I thought, “I’ll try to 

do as much as I can,” and then I got busy with my life, and maybe in the future I can do 

something with that. (Tina) 

Conversely other participants used their chosen coping mechanisms in the personal cell 

(see Figure 3) to rethink their experiences and return to the awareness and perspective phase of 

Zone 2, thus recirculating through this portion of the TL model once or many times again. Each 

circulation of Zone 2 allowed the participants to continue to reflect deeply and ask more 

questions about their international service trip experiences. More specifically, questions about 
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their identity, their place in the world, and what is meaningful to them emerged. It was in Zone 2 

that the participants really began to understand their connections with global responsibility and 

citizenship.  

When we came back, we were making plans. You are not here [in Canada] and isolated in 

your life. [Instead] you’re feeling this [service experience] and you are not going to do 

nothing when you come home. We really wanted to bridge it [between Canada and 

Kenya] so we had the next step, instead of just [feeling] hopeless or helpless. (Bree) 

This cycle of critical reflection took time for many participants, especially in their 

gaining of more knowledge and experience regarding global citizenship and responsibility. This 

taking of time aligns with literature contending that transformations originating or predominating 

in the affective domain are also more incremental, and are only realized when a learner becomes 

aware of the process outcomes (Dirkx, 2006; Dirkx et al., 2006). Therefore, it was evident to me 

that cognitive and the affective learning domains together played essential roles for the 

participants in the transformative learning process in Zone 2. 

Zone 3: Reforming. 

Zone 3 in my TL model continued with the development in the participants of a more 

critical worldview, of seeking ways to better understand the world and themselves. Reforming in 

Zone 3 involved learning “how to negotiate and act upon [one’s] own purposes, values, feelings 

and meanings rather than those [one has] uncritically assimilated from others” (Mezirow & 

Associates, 2000, p. 8). It is in Zone 3 that the assumptions and expectations that frame 

participants’ points of view and influence their thinking, beliefs, and actions have been revised 

(Taylor, 2008); in other words, the participant’s perspectives have been transformed. It was this 
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stage of the transformative learning process that it became most apparent which participants had 

moved into the reforming phase of Zone 3.  

After circulating through Zone 2, the participants began to self-actualize. Self-

actualization involves “a fuller knowledge of, and acceptance of, [one’s] own intrinsic nature, as 

an unceasing trend toward unity, integration or synergy within [oneself]” (Maslow, 1968, p. 25). 

In my TL model, the participant’s reforming of their beliefs and worldviews presented as 

conceptual categories of identity, sense of place, and meaning. However, these categories were 

not reached until the participant mindfully moved toward a more authentic expression of who he 

or she is (Mezirow & Associates, 2000). 

Mindfulness. 

For those participants who reached Zone 3 in the TL model, mindfulness was a cognitive, 

yet emotional, process and a tool that increased their potential for self-actualization, personal 

development, and ultimately transformational change. As discussed in Chapter 2, mindfulness is 

defined as being attentive to and aware of what is taking place in the present (Brown & Ryan, 

2003). Langer & Moldoveanu (2000) maintain that mindfulness itself is not a stand-alone 

cognitive process because when a person is “actively drawing novel distinctions, the whole 

individual is involved” (p. 2). The factors that lead to mindfulness, or making novel distinctions, 

are 1) creating new categories for structuring perceptions; 2) being open to new information; 

and, 3) maintaining awareness of multiple perspectives (Gudykunst, 1998; Langer & 

Moldoveanu, 2000). In relation to the impact of an international service trip, some of the 

participants consciously practiced these three factors and mindfully moderated or managed the 

basic causes of anxiety and uncertainty within their own personal boundaries or thresholds 
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(Gudykunst, 1998, 2002). For instance Brad explains how he believes he mindfully reframed his 

feelings of anxiety into harnessing leadership opportunities while recognizing the depth of his 

emotions:  

I have these expectations that things are going to be worse than they actually are, like 

[the] expectation of the anxiety that will surround a particular situation or context . . . . 

Like the first interaction with the orphans, I wasn’t really sure if they would enjoy our 

presence, and [in] putting [my]self out there and taking advantage of opportunities. I 

learned I can be a leader in that role for sure, [especially] when some people are reticent 

to step forward. I think in those adverse situations I’ve learned that I do enjoy stepping 

forward especially knowing that I can help someone directly . . . . It shows that I deeply 

care about people, [and that] I feel that I could excel in a career like medicine. It’s shown 

that I care about people and it has shown that in some of my leadership qualities. (Brad) 

The construct of mindfulness is also found in Ting-Toomey’s (1993) intercultural 

communication theory of identity negotiation (as cited in Gudykunst, 2002), where mindfulness 

is exercised in response to personal stress and to questions about social and intercultural 

identities (Ryan, 2009). In identity negotiation theory, mindfulness refers to the readiness to shift 

one’s frame of reference to use new categories in understanding cultural and ethnic differences, 

and practice creative measures in decision-making and problem-solving activities (Ryan, 2009, 

p. 54). In other words, the act of mindfulness by the participants in the context of identity 

negotiation theory lead to an increased positive awareness of intercultural differences by paying 

attention to their own and others’ communication assumptions, cognitions, and emotions (Ting-

Toomey, 2009) during and following the service trip.  
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Self-actualization: Identity, sense of place, and meaning. 

Self-actualization in Zone 3 is reflected through the conceptual categories of identity, 

sense of place, and meaning. In the context of my TL model, identity refers to the participants’ 

self-definitions applied to themselves as a mirror of the structural role positions they occupied or 

a particular behavior they engaged in regularly (Self-identity, 2008). Self-identities reflect the 

labels people use to describe themselves (Biddle, Bank, & Slayings, 1987). For example, some 

participants in this study identified as SMUS high school students, a daughter, a grandson, or an 

athlete, and so on, thus providing themselves with frameworks of meaning. However, during 

Zone 3 of the TL model, the participants were also mindfully reflecting and acting on how their 

newly reformed self-identities, such as service youth leader, relate to others, their surrounding 

environments, and the world. As Joyce explained, she experienced a major identity shift as a 

result of the international service trip: 

I was in a pretty different mindset than I am now . . . . I was definitely having both 

identity and insecurity issues . . . . I had had some more adversarial experiences with 

peers in elementary school, so I did feel the need to sort of cling to superiority. One of the 

ways that I did that was through money . . . . It was sort of an interesting complex to go to 

Kenya with. I had both an inferiority and a fraud complex going on because I kind of 

built up this whole life style that was something that I didn’t even really believe in myself 

. . . [But the trip to] Kenya definitely helped with that. It also changed my perspective 

while I was there. It’s different reflecting on it now . . . . It’s definitely shifted my 

viewpoint [and] attitude especially towards an understanding toward development in 

general or gender roles. Personally, I definitely experienced a shift in attitude towards 
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money. I felt less of a need to prove myself through it, or define myself by it, anything 

like that. Those were the more lasting changes. (Joyce) 

Joyce and other participants who reached the phase of self-actualization in Zone 3 expressed a 

deeper understanding of who they had become as persons and how their new identities related to 

their environments and the global community, especially with respect to building upon their 

identities of self prior to the international service trip.  

The second concept category in Zone 3 is sense of place. In the context of my TL model, 

sense of place refers to feelings or perceptions held by the participants of their existence or being 

in relation to the rest of the world; in other words, sense of place describes how the participants 

felt that their lives have an impact on others with respect to service, locally and internationally. 

Sense of place for the participants occurred when they truly began to recognize their 

interconnectedness with others and the world. Bopp and Bopp (2011) maintain that the principle 

of interconnectedness, or taking a whole system approach, reveals that “we can only really 

understand a particular development challenge in terms of the relationships between that issue 

and the rest of the life-world in which that issue is rooted” (p. 77). In the excerpt below, Bree 

shares how international service helped her find her sense of place in high school and as a global 

citizen:  

It gave me a feeling of being part of the world and knowing other things . . . . I have this 

connection to a part of the world that is so opposite to mine, and that just makes me 

aware of what I can do. Because of the service I did, the feelings I brought back, and the 

perspective I’ve gained, I’ve since always had a bigger drive to do things that I think are 

important and contribute to the community. I have a more service-orientated kind of view 
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just because of the [the trip and the service that followed afterwards] . . . . Most 

substantially, it opened up a new world of high school for me. When I got back high 

school was a different experience. I [sought] out opportunities that I would never have 

been interested in . . . . The awareness resonated with me, and it still felt very valuable 

and meaningful to me, because I felt like I knew why I was doing it, I had a reason to be 

doing it, and I had that tangible relationship behind it . . . . The impact that it’s had on me 

[includes the] impacts on my ethics and everything in the business world. (Bree) 

From the above excerpt, Bree’s sense of place as a human construct is the “sense of self 

through [her] senses, and that this emerging self manifests itself in intrapersonal and 

interpersonal communication” (Heinz, 2009, para. 2). This construct suggests that if the 

participant’s sense of place or belonging in a community is positive, there can be a movement 

towards appreciative and positive communication, potentially leading to building a more 

sustainable community. Ultimately, this sense of place and belonging can often be found in 

schools, such as SMUS, and it binds students, staff, educators, and alumni to their school 

community and to their service outreach communities.   

The third concept category in Zone 3 is meaning. In the context of my TL model, 

meaning refers to participants’ understanding of the purpose and the reasons why they have 

made service part of their identity and sense of place. For Ann, finding meaning in service came 

from finding her personal independence, which allowed her to look deeper into what service 

meant to her and for the global community: 

When coming back, I learned how to be independent. I also learned to keep reminding 

myself that I could do things. Reminding myself of the experience pushed me to be even 
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more [involved in service]; I mean I was involved before but [then I became] more 

involved. It gave me a reason why to do things; it definitely gives it more meaning. (Ann) 

Brad found meaning in service through the mentorship of a SMUS service leader. As an 

alumnus, he felt he was too young at 17 years of age to fully grasp how the meaning of service 

could affect his life and the lives of those whom he served, without the support of a mentor: 

If you can have someone tell you the meaning behind [the service activity], [and] not 

only tell you but make sure you understand what you are doing is making a huge 

difference and in what ways, it empowers you to have a purpose and an insight on what 

you are doing, and it makes you work harder because you know what you are doing is 

making a big difference . . . I think that relates to the rest of life as well. If you are 

passionate about what you are doing and it’s meaningful you are that much more willing 

to work hard as you can to get what you can. It’s definitely very humbling and it makes 

you grateful for what you have over here. It kind of shows you how fun it can be to help 

others and to serve other people. (Brad)  

In his intensive interview, Brad further explained that having the mentorship available was 

imperative in transferring that meaning to subsequent service work in the mental health sector:  

A lot of these volunteer jobs, it may feel like you are not really doing a lot but every once 

in a while [someone will] tell you who can articulate well what you are doing, what’s 

important about it. That’s when it is really meaningful for me. They don’t even 

understand the importance for me when they say that, when someone actually tells you 

why it’s been helpful to have an interaction. Those are the times that really make it 

meaningful for me. (Brad) 
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I think that it is common to not recognize the unconscious self, thus leading us to miss the 

meaning in unique activities, such as, in the current study, the impacts of personal development 

resulting from international service. As Mezirow (2009) writes, “we do not normally have 

conscious access to these nonconscious processes by which our impressions . . . are formed, only 

their results” (p. 22). Such a statement suggests that if the learner is not aware of the meaning 

that his or her service activities have on his or her on-going personal development, he or she will 

perhaps only look at the final result the service experiences. The opportunity for transformational 

changed could be missed entirely without something or someone to assist in facilitating 

transformative learning, especially for youth. Chang, Chen, Huang, and Yuan (2012), claim that 

cognitive processes help with the understanding of how people respond to various new stimuli. 

For the participants who accomplished the purpose of their international service work and 

obtained personal growth in another culture, that transformational change may not take place 

unless their unconscious selves have been brought into their cognitive domain. 

Zone 4: State of being. 

The pinnacle of the TL model is Zone 4, which is a state of being (See Figure 3). In my 

TL model, state of being refers to the participant’s sense of self that is derived from a 

psychological dimension of being, the place where they have a sense of “being complete and 

whole” (Marina), and not needing to become anything other than what or who they already are. 

Mezirow (2009) believes there is an existing link connecting “the conscious and unconscious, 

mediated through symbols and images; learners gain insight into aspects of themselves that are 

outside conscious awareness but influence their sense of self, as well as their interpretations and 

action” (as cited in Chang et al., 2012, p. 232). But in order to reach this state of being, the 
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participants appeared to pass through a selectively permeable membrane that separates reforming 

and state of being conceptual categories in my TL theoretical model. 

This membrane is a metaphor for a filter related to the openness, commitment, and trust 

for the participants self and their views of international service. In this research study, only three 

students reached this state of being, and only for a short period of time. That inconstancy is 

reasonable because the personal cell activity is in constant ebb and flood. After flowing through 

the membrane in their personal cells of the TL model, those participants actually felt joy with 

their senses of being – joy in service. This joy was expressed in several different ways. For Brad, 

joy was the act of giving of self:  

This sense of the beauty of life per se, is absolutely invaluable. It makes you view life 

through a different lens, understanding that people from different cultures and from 

different backgrounds can lead to different paths where they are currently in an 

unfortunate situation, and that we, as objectively more privileged groups, should do what 

we can as fellow human beings to give them a helping hand. A little kindness can go a 

long way, particularly when someone is in need. (Brad) [emphasis added] 

Marina acknowledged the act of giving of self as a blessing or an awakening in knowing 

that service is her chosen vocation: 

I felt really good on the service trip when I was helping people so I’m probably going to 

feel good my whole life if I do something that helps people. That changed the way I 

thought . . . . I felt blessed. I knew I was going to feel happy because obviously when you 

do something for someone it makes you feel good. But you feel so much more grateful 

for how you live because of these people . . . . I know what the right thing is to do. It’s a 
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lot of trust to put in yourself because you just don’t know if you are going to make the 

right choice, but I think that with what I have experienced [in Nicaragua] I will go with 

the right thing . . . . I felt blessed from that trip because if I hadn’t gone on that trip I 

don’t know if I would have really thought about medicine because I hadn’t really had the 

chance to work with people in the same way. So then afterwards, that’s why I was so glad 

I went on the trip the first time because I found what I really need to do. And that way I 

was really blessed, and really lucky to go on the second trip. (Marina) [emphases added] 

Bree’s joy in service grows from knowing that service is who she is. It feeds her sense of 

being through community development: 

That [international service trip] experience was such a part of everything I am now. 

Everything I’ve done it’s been a part of. It’s hugely changed my awareness of the world, 

of my self, perspective, and everything . . . . It threw me into this world that I wouldn’t 

have had so much value in and I wouldn’t have reached out to. So it started with that in 

high school and it just sort of expanded, and I reached out into the community . . . . It has 

impacted me as a whole person. The perspective I have, the want to do good . . . I wanted 

to be part of something more meaningful so I’ve reached out different times, different 

places to something more meaningful. It is the biggest contribution of me. (Bree) 

[emphasis added]  

The above three participant excerpts model what Bopp and Bopp (2011) call “dreams and 

ideologies” (p. 82) that are vital in nurturing and deepening a community. Joy in service 

strengthens a community by “animat[ing] the vision of our common oneness and our mutual 

responsibility to serve and protect one another (Bopp & Bopp, 2011, p. 82). According to Lange 
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(2004), “transformation is not just an epistemological process involving a change in worldview 

and habits of thinking; it is also an ontological process where participants experience a change in 

their being in the world (p. 121). Lange’s statement and the evidence I have just presented 

contradicts von Glasersfeld’s (1982, 1989b) (Chapter 2) claim that the cognitive development 

principle of constructivism is not a state of being or ontological. He suggests that the knowledge 

acquired only needs to be viable for the individual within the realm of his or her acting and 

thinking (von Glasersfeld, 1989b). Those participants that reached joy in service had shifted into 

a “new mode of relatedness with their material, social, and environmental realities, and 

cognitively sought avenues for socially responsible involvement as active citizens” (Lange, 

2004, p. 121); at the same time, however, their joy appeared to be also of a ontological existence 

in the final phase of my TL model. 

My Researcher’s Assessment and Point of View 

Based on my findings and using the learning and the transformation of consciousness TL 

model I have developed, I was able to determine where I believe the participants were stopped in 

their transformative learning process. Table 7 lists the locality of the participants on the TL 

model: 

Table 7. Participant locality within the transformative learning model process 

 
Zone 

 

 
Zone Description 

 
Participant locality 

 
1 Setting the foundation All 12 participants 
2 Storming  Rose, Tina, Liz 
3 Reforming Collette, Carrie, Ann, Aaron, Joyce, Louise 
4 State of being Bree, Marina, Brad 
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Although my intensive interviews with the participants only revealed a snapshot in time 

of their perspective on the influence and impacts of their international service trips nevertheless, 

many of the participants expressed gratitude in having a safe and comfortable place to talk about 

an experience that had deep meaning. Through active listening and gentle probing questions, I 

felt a sincere and trusting rapport develop between us in our short period of time together. 

Because of this honest rapport, I believe the narratives and stories the participants shared with 

me to be true, which ultimately allowed me, with some confidence, to subjectively determine the 

participant’s place (at that particular point in time) on my transformative learning theoretical 

model.  
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Chapter 5: Transformative Learning and Youth 

 “We are our choices” – Jean Paul Sartre 

The transformative learning theoretical model developed in this research demonstrates 

that the 12 St. Michaels University School (SMUS) students/alumni reached various phases of 

the transformative learning process as a result of their attending various international service 

trips. Each participant’s position in of the transformative learning process depended on his or her 

willingness to embrace service learning and his or her maturity level. Although not all of the 

students/alumni experienced a full personal shift, they all found great value in the service trip 

and felt that it had positively impacted their lives. Table 8 outlines the lasting influence of or 

lessons learned from the international service trip: 

Table 8. Participant outlook, attitudes, and/or lessons learned 

 
Name 

 

 
Influence of and/or lessons learned from the international service trip 

 

Bree 

I learned just how easy it can be to make a difference. There is such inequality in the world 
and I can help change that. I wanted to do something that would be remembered by 
someone or that would leave a good imprint on the community, global community, or 
someone on the other side of the world. That it was actually important and getting outside of 
my own little world to do something like that. 

Collette 

I felt like was doing something amazing by going [to Nicaragua] and collaborating with [the 
people] just to make it a better place . . . . It was [about] having those connections with the 
people. Now that I am here [in North America], I just feel like it’s bettered my life. It’s opened 
my eyes, [and] it confirms what I love . . . . Just to have that experience, and being able to 
talk about it with people, I feel a little more educated about the world. I can speak from 
experience rather from what I see on the Internet, or what I may see in a magazine or 
something like that – I’ve been there. I’ve had [the people’s] perspective compared to maybe 
what my government may have said, or what other people may have said. It made me think 
about doing [service] in other countries, especially ones that are much different than the 
United States. 

Marina 

I felt really good on the service trip when I was helping people . . . . I’m really excited when I 
[become] a full doctor because I want to do the Doctors Without Borders thing and go to 
Third World countries. I’m really excited even though it’s a long way away . . . . [But next] I’m 
going to Paraguay for two weeks to go do service work in [a medical] clinic with my dad [who 
is a doctor].  
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Brad 

 [The service trip] led to a lot of volunteer work down the road that was definitely life 
changing, and humbled me as a person. . . . You just get an appreciation of all the things we 
have in this life and how lucky we are. There are so many people out there that have mental 
health issues, or are sick, who don’t have families, like in this orphanage [on the service trip] . 
. . . If we can give [time] to someone who really needs it then you can make a big difference 
in the world. And they appreciate it too. So, why not? Why wouldn’t you do it? 

Rose 

After I went to the orphanage, I felt like wanting a younger brother or sister. I felt like I should 
get more social skills or skill [sic] to talk to kids. I felt like I didn’t have that skill before I went. I 
think next time I go to [sic] another service trip and get to be with the kids I’ll definitely be 
better. [The children] were happy with me but I didn’t really know how to talk to them, play 
with them because I don’t have any younger siblings to give me the experience. Also I felt so 
thankful for what I have after I went on the trip. I do some recycling and things like that more 
after that. All the things that I have do not come from the sky. I have to treasure them 
because I cannot waste things when other people somewhere else are not getting enough 
resource [sic] so I have to try really make good use of everything I have. I am just lucky. It’s 
not because I am better than anyone. I should be thankful for what I have and to my parents. 

Carrie 

It changed my life because I know that what I did was teaching myself. I was actually helping 
the better[ing] of myself, to become more educated about it. That is probably the biggest 
thing, you are just more aware. It definitely becomes part of your life . . . . I’ve always been 
interested in service, but not only service but the international development type of thing. I 
think it’s something that I’ll get involved later on in life, but for now we are pressured to go to 
university, but after that I’ll definitely kind of look into it because I know that it is something I 
feel I feel strongly about. 

Ann 

I’ve learnt how to build a community. [Being] part of a community that you were never [in] 
before, [and] how it [then] suddenly becomes a part of you . . . . It stays with you just because 
you’ve got to see what you’ve accomplished over the time you were there, even [if it’s] just 
building. You see and you know that it’s still there in the community, and it [wasn’t before] 
when you were in the community, just through little lessons and talking to people how much it 
does help them . . . . Knowing that you did help the community really [n]ever goes away. 

Tina 

It makes me sad, it makes me happy, I want to go back, and I want to help [the people] more. 
The lesson is not to take things for granted and to realize that not everyone is as lucky as 
you. We all knew these things before [we went to India], but we couldn’t apply it [beforehand] 
when you hadn’t seen anything like that.  

Liz 
I think it kind of just changed my perspective on how there are other ways of living to how 
[we] live now. Both are completely valid . . . . [The trip was ] just a content influence [neither 
positive or negative influence on the interviewee]. 

Aaron 

I think it showed me a natural part of my personality that I have the ability to bring other 
people [together] . . . to sit down and think, to stop joking for a second, and think seriously 
about some of the things are going on around them . . . . I’m [also] hoping to use this in 
engineering and then add an international development aspect to it. 

Joyce 

Travelling, whether its service related or not, is about gaining knowledge of another culture 
and other means of living, [and this] will also add to you. You can go to the [service 
organization] website and see the school actually built . . . You laid the wall for someone who 
is learning math inside of there . . . . I definitely strengthened in sense of empathy. First hand 
experience is unparalleled to just a picture. You see all the ads for charity foundations asking 
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for donations . . . [and] it’s all very detached from yourself . . . . But when you come face to 
face to it kind of thing, you don’t have that option anymore [of being detached].  

Louise 

I will always have it in my mind. It pushes me to be a better person. I’m always thinking, 
“What’s the better way to do it?” Just having that trip in the back of my mind and at any 
moment it can be brought up. It guides me . . . to be a better person, to be more appreciative, 
to want to do something meaningful, [and] that’s really important. It will definitely lead on to 
when I have children and encourage them to go on a service trip.  

 

Based on narrative analysis I have done in this grounded theory research study, I think 

there is clear evidence of the positive and potentially lasting impacts that the SMUS international 

service have had on the participants, especially with respect to global responsibility and 

citizenship. To ensure that youth have the full opportunity to release their potential for 

transformative learning in the context of international service learning, thoughtful preparation, 

orientation, program development and the encouragement of study, and critical reflection must 

be part of the programs; otherwise, the international service trips become “small theatres that 

recreate historic cultural misunderstanding and simplistic stereotypes and replay, on a more 

intimate scale, the huge disparities in income and opportunity that characterize North-South 

relations today” (Grusky, 2000, p. 858). Not only do distinct cultures have unique perceptions 

not experienced by other cultures, but they also have unique gifts and abilities which offer 

unique strengths and capacities upon which development can be based (Bopp & Bopp, 2011). In 

terms of transformative learning in the youth service-learning context, cultural immersion 

experiential education programs need to account for and recognize effective approaches for 

solving social and economic problems that move from on-the-ground charity, toward community 

capacity development and understanding the effects of policy level change. The “ability for the 

faculty member to facilitate the process of integrating conceptual and experiential learning is 

critical to the success of the trip” (Grusky, 2000, p. 860).  



TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING IN YOUTH 104 

To bridge between classroom learning and practical responses to urgent social issues, 

international service programs need not retreat from the harshest inequities of North-South 

relations (Grusky, 2000). For instance, in the context of international service learning for youth, 

discussions and reflections could include the student’s understanding of his or her desire to 

serve: is the trip meant to be personally “life-enriching” or is it be more “complacency-

shattering” or “soul-searching”? Critical analysis and refection of the politics of charitable 

giving, the attitudes towards street beggars and peddlers, the effects of ethnocentrism, racism and 

stereotyping, and the impacts of foreign policy and aid have on the countries and communities 

visited contribute to a more “solid foundation for global understanding and global action than the 

[often] original (well-meaning but simplistic) desire to serve” (Grusky, 2000, p. 866).   

The potential for transformative learning in youth has been a source of tension because 

Mezirow’s (1978) transformative learning theory initially focused on adults in the field of adult 

education. Some believe that youth do not yet have the firmly set worldviews required for their 

learning experiences to be transformative (Moore, 2005). Mezirow (2000) regards an adult as “a 

person old enough to be held responsible for his or her own actions” (p. 24). By this definition, a 

young adult is a person in the early stages of being responsible for his or her own actions 

(Grider, 2011). Empirical literature on transformative learning has held that the term young adult 

refers to those high school aged through early to middle twenties (Brock, 2010; Feinstein, 2004; 

Walsh, 2007; Whalley, 1995) thus indicating that a young adult would also pertain to the youth 

participants in my research study. Walsh (2007) also notes that a consistent finding among those 

who have experienced transformation in the high school years is that they felt the experience 

facilitated their process of growing up, suggesting that transformative learning itself could be a 
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catalyst for cognitive development and maturity (Grider, 2011). Furthermore, the quality and 

severity of life experiences in high school-aged individuals could compensate for age, education, 

or cognitive development in establishing conditions to experience transformative learning 

(Walsh, 2007). 

For instance, two studies that used Mezirow’s transformative learning theory as a guide 

focused on youth pool lifeguards responding to drowning victims (Grider, 2011), and at risk 

adolescents on an international service and outdoor adventure trip (Hodgson, 2007), respectively. 

Each of these studies asked the research question, to what extent did the research participants 

experience transformative learning triggered by an event and/or encounters with others.  

Grider (2011) determined that youth as young as 16 years of age can experience 

transformative learning and change as described in Mezirow’s theory following “critical events” 

(p. iii) or disorienting dilemmas. According to Grider (2011), the most significant finding in his 

study was the importance of the presence of an appropriate facilitator to bring the transformative 

experience into the consciousness of the adolescent and young adult participants: “by bringing 

the transformational experiences into the consciousness at an early age, there is significant 

opportunity to assist [youth and young adults] towards individual efforts of meaning making, 

identification of values, and the overall process of ‘growing up’” (p. ii). 

Similarly, Hodgson (2007) found that experiential education programs made up of 

international cultural immersion service and outdoor adventure activities were enough to 

precipitate transformative learning in older adolescent youth:  

The qualities that were deemed transformational changes included increased senses of 

self awareness and clarity, commitment to sobriety, developing self confidence, and an 
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appreciation of growth through discomfort. Some students identified that the program had 

served for them as a transition from their teen years towards adulthood. (Hodgson, 2007, 

p. iv) 

In the literature, Grusky (2000) claims that international service learning fulfills its 

potential as a “transformational learning experience for students informing subsequent study and 

career choices” (p. 858). Hartman and Rola (2000) maintain that as a result of their international 

service learning study, “students are transformed as individuals” (p. 21). Based on several 

empirical studies on international service learning, it has been found that such programs are 

potentially transformative in nature (Berry & Chishom, 1999; Grusky, 2000; Hartman & Rola, 

2000; Kiely, 2004; Sternberger, Ford, & Hale, 2005). If the participants in my research study 

continue with international work and/or service into their young adult years and beyond, such 

activities would continue to “increase intercultural competence, language skills, appreciation of 

cultural differences, tolerance for ambiguity, and experiential understanding of complex global 

problems” (Chang et al., 2012, p. 231). While it is true that the participants are still maturing and 

discovering their individual sense of self, sense of place in the world, and what has deep meaning 

to them as individuals, the potential for transformative learning can be continued, especially if 

the participants are willing to explore further experiential service learning opportunities in 

Canada and abroad. 

Recommendations 

This research study was not designed as a program evaluation of SMUS’s international 

service program. Instead, it was designed to be used by SMUS to understand how its students are 

being affected on a deep personal level by their international service experiences and how its 
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international service program has assisted the students/alumni in continuing past their school 

travels into similar culturally-sensitive activities. At the same time, I also believe it is my 

responsibility to provide my sponsor with recommendations for possible program improvement 

based on my research findings.  

Facilitating transformational change.  

Critical reflection and mindfulness were recurring significant subthemes throughout the 

study. The topics arose many times in the review of literature, during the intensive and 

background interviews, and in the textual analysis. The SMUS international service trip approach 

has been designed for personal change focusing on the students’ strengths, successes, values, 

hopes, and dreams, which are themselves transformational and grounded in affirmation and 

appreciation. In order to continue and strengthen the opportunity and encouragement for critical 

reflection and the practice of mindfulness, I recommend debriefing sessions to occur within the 

week upon returning to Canada in a group setting or one-on-one when required. Based on the 

interviews with the participants, I think that a second follow up meeting with an appropriate 

mentor or facilitator (staff service leader, student service leader, houseparent (for the boarders) 

or counselor) could also take place within three to six months of completing the service trip to 

bring the transformative experience back into consciousness of the students. A second follow up 

debriefing session could address the students who use the coping mechanisms of distractions, 

busyness, and ignoring of feelings to move away from the benefits of long-term service learning. 

Such mentorship by staff or student leader to facilitate transformative learning and change could 

continue throughout the duration of the student’s time at SMUS. 
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Celebrating the successes.  

More emphasis on the success and the meaning of the service trips for the returning 

student volunteers would benefit the school and could provide a recruitment opportunity for 

future student service trips. For example, a celebration provides the students with a variety of 

means to express their experiences and stories, such as more attention to and availability of 

postings on the SMUS blogs, presenting at school assemblies and chapel (videos, slide shows, 

spoken word, skits, music), and displaying in marketing materials. Such celebration of the 

international service trip successes would demonstrate SMUS’s commitment to global 

responsibility and citizenship as well as its commitment to the volunteers both before, during and 

after the overseas experience. 

Program development.  

The student stories collected and shared could also be used to map the international 

service program’s positive core and dreams for the future. Appreciative Inquiry is an approach 

to personal change and organizational change that is based on the assumption that questions and 

dialogue about strengths, successes, values, hopes, and dreams are themselves transformational 

(Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010). Most important, Appreciative Inquiry suggests that “human 

organizing and change at its best is a relational process of inquiry, grounded in affirmation and 

appreciation” (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010, p. 1). According to Whitney and Trosten-

Bloom (2010), Appreciative Inquiry works by focusing the attention of an organization, or an 

area within an organization such as in experiential learning in SMUS, “on its most positive 

potential – its positive core – and unleashing the energy of the positive core for transformation 

and sustainable success” (p. 6). Such an inquiry process and design could ultimately assist in 
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further program development, especially with service learning inclusion into academic 

curriculum, and expand sustainability and environmental awareness components, as well as 

introducing the interdisciplinary nature of service-learning.  

Include consciousness-raising topics in the international service curriculum so all 

students attending the trips will have the knowledge to effectively critically reflect on the 

impacts of schools and “voluntourists” visiting the host communities and cultures. Such 

discussions could also include policy development (international policies, laws, and trade 

agreements that have undermined local economies or that create and maintain poverty and 

dependence); gender politics; ethnocentrism; economic inequality; post-colonialism; 

environmental injustice; indigenous peoples’ exploitation; and diaspora (e.g. historical 

conditions that have led to work migration). 

Future research.  

This study could be built upon by two additional components: 1) extend this study to 

include each country the SMUS international service trip program has visited since its beginning 

in 2006; and, 2) include students and alumni who had a significant negative experience on an 

international service trip. These components would allow for even greater in depth of the study 

of the impacts and influences of the SMUS international service program has on its 

students/alumni. 

Final Thoughts 

The learning and the transformation of consciousness experienced by the participants was 

an exciting, yet an uncomfortable process for them at times; however, the participants in this 

research study all claimed to be positively influenced by their international service trip 
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experiences. For some participants, the transformative learning was just beginning to take hold 

whereas for others, they were well on their way to finding joy in service. Ultimately, the extent 

of transformational change or personal shift in the participants is entirely their choice. Those 

who choose the path of transformative learning in service will experience what is so well 

described below: 

[Transformative learning is] a deep, structural shift in the basic premises of thought, 

feelings, and actions. It is a shift of consciousness that dramatically and irreversibly alters 

our way of being in the world. Such a shift involves our understanding of ourselves and 

our self-locations; our relationships with other humans and with the natural world; our 

understanding of relations of power in interlocking structures of class, race and gender; 

our body-awareness, our visions of alternative approaches to living; and our sense of 

possibilities for social justice and peace and personal joy. (O'Sullivan, Morrell, & 

O'Connor, 2002, p. 18) [emphasis added] 

For the participants of this research study, the transformative learning process is an active 

approach to entering into a creative relationship with life, and making conscious choices that will 

lead to the making of a better world; in other words, their choices are an opportunity to change 

the course of history. “Because we live in a world of competing dreams and ideologies, it is vital 

to nurture and deepen the community’s ability to be animated by the vision of our common 

oneness and our mutual responsibility to serve and protect one another” (Bopp & Bopp, 2011, p. 

82). The students and alumni of the SMUS international service program are well on their way to 

making positive change in the world. To emphasize my many moving conversations with the 12 
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participants of this study, the following excerpt from Marina’s second intensive interview can 

best honour the simple beauty of service:  

Susan: When you were in Nicaragua, did you feel that joy [in service] at all? 

Marina: Yeah. [Smiles broadly] 

Susan: A sense of peace at all? 

Marina: Yeah, especially when I really like working with kids. Even the people who 

came to the clinic were so grateful; it was just a really good feeling. 
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Appendix A 

Student/Alumni Intensive Interview Guide 

 

Name: ___________________________________________________________________ 

Enrolled Student or Alumni: __________________________________________________ 

Day Student or Boarder: _____________________________________________________ 

Country of Origin (Home): ___________________________________________________ 

International Service Trip(s) Attended: __________________________________________ 

Year(s) Attended Service Trip: ________________________________________________ 

Interview Date: ____________________________________________________________ 

 

1. Please describe the international service trip(s) that you attended. 

2. What did you think you were going to feel on the service trip? 

3. How do you compare what you thought you were going to feel and what you actually did 

feel? 

4. How would you compare your life to the life of the people you met and worked with on your 

service trip?  

5. As you look back on the service trip(s), are there any events that stand out in your mind? 

Could you describe it? How did these events affect you? 

6. How did you feel when you came home to Canada (and your country of origin)? 

7. Tell me how your views about and interactions with people who live dramatically differently 

from you have changed?  
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8. Do you think the service trip(s) has or has not influenced your life? If so, how? If not, why 

not? 

9. Transformational change can be broadly explained as change that is holistic, profound, 

fundamental, and irreversible. Transformational experiences are also known to change the 

personal ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ self. How do you think you have experienced transformational 

change, or not, as a result of attending the service trips? 

10. Tell me about your strengths that you discovered or developed through attending the service 

trip(s)? 

11. Could you describe the most important lessons you learned through experiencing the service 

trip(s)?  

12. Is there anything else you think I should know to better understand about your experience of 

the service trip(s)?  
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Appendix B 

 
Staff Interview Guide 

 
Name: ___________________________________________________________________ 

Title or position at SMUS: __________________________________________________ 

Interview Date: ____________________________________________________________ 

 

1. Please describe your role in the international service trip program. 

2. In your view, what is the intent of the service trip? 

3. How long have you been involved? 

4. Which service trips have you organized and/or facilitated? 

5. How do you select and prepare the students for the service trip?  

6. How do you support the students during and following the service trip? 

7. What have you noticed is the most common change in the students immediately after 

returning from the service trip? In 6 months? In a year? 

8. What have you witnessed as the most unique, outstanding, or unexpected change in the 

students? 

9. In your view, does the service trip have lasting effects on the students? If yes, … if no, … 

Please explain your answer. 

10. Do you think there is anything unique or special about the service trip experience that may 

facilitate a personal change in the students? If yes, … if no, … Please explain your answer. 
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11. Is there anything else you think I should know to better understand the international service 

trips? 


