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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study is to explore the meaning of community-based learning (CBL)
to Kenyan university students and how the Kenyan context shaped and influenced
students’ CBL experiences. Using hermeneutics as the theoretical and methodological
framework, this study collected data through in-depth research conversations with six
participants as they shared their experiences of CBL with various types of human service
organizations throughout the country. This dissertation follows the suggested components
for dissertation with published materials as specified in the UPEI Faculty of Education
Ph.D. Handbook (page. 29-30). The main components include introductory chapter, two
published manuscripts (literature review and research methodology), two manuscripts
submitted for publication (research findings), concluding chapter and appendices. Each of
the four papers included in this dissertation articulates a focused aspect of this research.
The first paper looks at key CBL literature from Africa, along with examining the
historical and cultural context that impacts CBL in Kenya, the second focuses on
hermeneutics as philosophy and an interpretive research methodology for international
research, the third presents initial findings elicited from the first-person perspectives of
Kenyan students who had recently completed their CBL placement with a variety of
human service organizations, and the fourth and final paper explores the meaning of CBL
to Kenyan university students using the lenses of critical CBL, the pedagogy of discomfort
and transformative learning theory. Together, the four papers present a deeper
understanding of Kenyan students’ experiences and advances knowledge of the
complexity of community-engaged practice and research in Kenya, adding to the global
perspective of current CBL research and literature.
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PREFACE

This dissertation is an original intellectual product of the author, Charlene A.
VanLeeuwen. The fieldwork reported in papers 1-4 was covered by UPEI Ethics
Certificate #6006646; Kenyatta University Ethics Review Committee Application
PKU/490/E42; and a Kenyan National Commission for Science, Technology and
Innovation Permit NACOSTI/P/18/69907/11130.
This dissertation is written as four separate manuscripts with introductory and
concluding chapters, consequently it is important to outline the contributions for each of
the three co-authors. Contributions to the individual papers contained in this dissertation
were as follows: #1)

Charlene VanLeeuwen
Dr Guo-Brennan
Dr. Weeks

Paper #1
80%
5%
15%

Paper #2
75%
20%
5%
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Paper #3
80%
10%
10%

Paper #4
80%
10%
10%

A HERMENEUTIC INQUIRY INTO THE MEANING OF COMMUNITY-BASED
LEARNING FOR KENYAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS
Contemporary universities have a number of core roles associated with teaching,
research, social responsibility, community engagement, and public service. Traditional
roles in maintaining, generating and transferring knowledge for current and future
generations have been augmented with additional responsibilities to address critical
societal issues, serve as engines of economic growth and promote goals of equity and
access (Altbach, 2008; Cook & Nation, 2016). One way of fulfilling these newer roles
can be through community-based learning (CBL) which is
A course or competency-based, credit-bearing educational experience in
which students (a) participate in mutually identified service activities that
benefit the community, 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 & Clayton, 2012, pp. 114-115)
Through carefully designed CBL, students can explore intersections of power, privilege,
race, ethnicity, gender, religion, politics, to name a few, in community settings which
bring them face-to-face with real-world issues. The heritage of colonialism in many parts
of the world meant that universities, in countries such as Kenya, were stripped of core
indigenous intellectual traditions presenting further challenges in building successful
universities (Altbach, 2008). CBL can be one of many ways of rebuilding this capacity.
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Students are not the only ones to benefit from CBL, partnerships can provide
additional human resources to community organizations and projects can serve as a means
of giving voice to community members. When viewed from this perspective, we can see
that there are a number of ways that CBL can advance the social development mission of
universities in local communities by working toward addressing a specific need in the
neighbourhood and at global levels through initiatives such as UNESCO’s Education for
Sustainable Development (UNESCO, 2017).
The teaching and social development roles of universities which are rooted in the
public purposes of higher education (Boyer, 1996), tasks institutions of higher learning
with the responsibility of preparing students to be active, engaged agents of change ready
to tackle the multitude of issues facing society. Through curricula and learning
experiences, student development is nurtured in various dimensions including critical
thinking, problem-solving and dealing with value conflicts. The research on which this
dissertation was based was conducted with students who were preparing to become human
service professionals with various health and social service organizations who work with
vulnerable members of Kenyan society including children, youth, elders, and their
families and communities. These students were on the cusp of becoming human service
professionals; learning in community settings with organizations throughout Kenya was
an integral element in preparing them for their future careers.
Community-based learning (CBL) is a relatively new phenomenon in Canadian
universities (Chambers, 2009). A Canadian Alliance for Community Service-Learning
(2006) scan of CBL initiatives in Canadian universities found different models of CBL
30 universities offering CBL experiences. Internationally, CBL has gained prominence in
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various regions around the globe, with scholarship emerging from Australia, LatinAmerica, and Asia as well (Bartleet, Bennett, Marsh, Power, & Sunderland, 2014; Bringle,
Clayton & Hatcher, 2013; Xing & Ka Ma, 2010). Documentation of CBL in Kenya is
hard to find with only one study indicating that the practice has been in place for more
than twenty years (Opiyo-Newa, 2012). Anecdotally, the practice of student attachments
as part of post-secondary studies has been going on much longer (L. Kathuri-Ogola,
personal communication, 2016). Utilizing theoretical principles from experiential
education, reflective learning and liberatory education to support and enhance student
learning, CBL promotes the acquisition of disciplinary knowledge and skills. This is
accomplished through opportunities to apply theory to practice through community
placements with human service organizations, which contributes to positive outcomes in a
range of student development areas. This study employed philosophical and critical
hermeneutics, along with the theoretical lenses mentioned above to examine students’ in
curricular CBL experiences within the broader historical and socio-cultural context of
Kenya. By understanding the meaning of students’ experiences of learning in community
settings, educators, curriculum developers, community partner organizations, and
university administrators can consider avenues to enhance student outcomes, improve the
learning experience for all stakeholders, and contribute to social change in meaningful
ways.
The Research Context
Experiential learning opportunities are widely regarded by universities in many
countries as an essential component of a comprehensive undergraduate university
experience. This type of engaged learning pedagogy has been attracting attention and
11

research interest since the late 1990’s. Kuh’s (2008) well-known study identified a
number of high-impact educational practices that nurture and encourage student
engagement in learning including first-year seminars, learning communities, servicelearning, undergraduate research and capstone courses. The interest in this doctoral
research was to explore and understand students’ learning experiences as they prepared to
enter human service professions where they will be working with families and in
communities. As part of the program requirements, students in these fields are frequently
connected with human service organizations in order to gain experience in the field.
Research has found that these types of CBL experiences promote complexity in students’
thinking, feeling, relating and acting, while enabling students to make connections
between their prior learning, the social context and the community setting (Swaner, 2012).
Studies have consistently reported that students find CBL experiences are
transformative (e.g., Astin, Sax & Avalos, 1999; Batchelder & Root, 1994; Cantor, 1995;
Giles & Eyler, 1994; Kuh, 2008; Saltmarsh, 2000). In their review of high-impact
practices for higher education students, Brownell and Swaner (2010) found that students
with CBL experiences had higher grades, continued with their studies and had higher
levels of academic engagement. They also found benefits across four dimensions of
engaged learning: developmental; holistic; integrative; and, contextual. Many universities
have adopted community engagement as part of their institutional priorities. While there
are many studies examining such learning opportunities in North America and Europe,
there are relatively few studies examining post-secondary students’ CBL in the African
context.
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A Rationale for Focusing on Africa
There were a number of compelling reasons to conduct this dissertation research in
an African context. Investments in higher education have been identified as critical to
reaching targets for the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations,
2015). Initiatives related to poverty eradication, education for all, and promotion of
gender equality can all be impacted through the social development role served by
universities (Global University Network for Innovation, International Association of
Universities, Association of African Universities Joint publication, 2011). As follow-up
to initiatives around the United Nation’s Millennium Development Goals, and the Post2015 development agenda, the Government of Canada, along with the Governments of
Germany and Senegal, was one of three governmental supporters for the Global Thematic
Consultation on Education in the Post-2015 Development Agenda, an extensive global
public consultation co-led by UNESCO and UNICEF (UNESCO & UNICEF, 2013).
Post-secondary education was identified as an important provision in efforts to reduce
inequalities for girls and women worldwide. The report also noted the importance of
helping “developing countries” invest in upper-secondary and post-secondary education in
order to foster environments that will promote growth and innovation (UNESCO &
UNICEF 2013, p 6). These priorities were echoed in a report by the Commonwealth
Ministers who stated that progressive and equitable extension of post-basic and postsecondary education would be a valued priority (Commonwealth Secretariat, 2012). Other
reports discuss the benefits that post-secondary education can bring in terms of economic
growth to countries such as Kenya (Bloom, Canning and Chan, 2006), noting that stable
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economic circumstances can ensure appropriate climate and adequate resources for
universities to focus on achieving their social development mission.
Much of what is known about CBL comes from contexts outside of Africa. There
is a cluster of studies from South Africa (e.g., Dorasamy & Pillay, 2010; McMillan, 2009,
2011; McMillan & Santon, 2014; Mouton & Wildshut, 2005; Naidoo & Devnarain 2009;
Roos et al., 2005; Thomson, Smith-Tolken, Naidoo, & Bringle, 2011), however these
research studies do not provide perspectives on CBL in Kenya with its unique historical
and cultural influences.
Why Choose Kenya for this Research?
I was motivated to conduct this study because of several factors: first, I have been
engaged in various research initiatives and development activities in Kenya through
personal and professional connections over the past decade through my research and
volunteer activities; second, my prior research engagement in Kenya motivated me to
develop a broader understanding of the United Nations goals of poverty eradication,
education for all and gender equity in African context; third, doctoral study offered new
opportunities to examine CBL from a vantage point that has often been overlooked in
mainstream literature and studies of CBL. This is a gap in our knowledge of CBL around
the world given the wide-spread use of CBL by Kenyan universities. Deeper
understanding of what CBL experiences mean to Kenyan students during their placements
in the community is critical to enhance student preparation and learning. If we are to
understand the social phenomenon of CBL, a strong theoretical foundation is essential.
Embracing CBL pedagogies will involve fundamental shifts to dominant models of
teaching and learning for many disciplines however, there are family and community14

focused programs that have been involved in CBL for decades that can serve as models.
Newer CBL initiatives can look to them to establish their own theoretical foundations and
for successful practices in student preparation and learning.
There is evidence that neglect of higher education in Kenya as a direct result of
policy shifts in favour of basic primary education has had negative impacts on different
dimensions of human development, in particular, provision of quality basic education and
health care (Oanda & Jowi, 2012). The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals promote
the need for education at all levels, primary to post-secondary education at the university
level. There is also a growing chorus for college education, which is seen as more skillsbased, instead of purely academic. As one of Canada’s ‘Development Partner Countries’,
Kenya's long-term national planning strategy, Kenya Vision 2030 (Government of the
Republic of Kenya, 2007) and Canada's international development program in Kenya are
closely aligned (High Commission of Canada in Kenya, 2018). Two of Canada’s
development priorities at the time when this study was being planned were: 1) securing
the future of children and youth through education, and 2) advancing gender equality,
areas to which this research hoped to contribute (Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development
Canada (DFATD), 2014). The promotion of equality between women and men was
integrated into Canada’s international development programs (DFATD, 2014) and became
a priority in June 2017 with the introduction of a feminist approach to Canada’s
International Assistance Policy (Global Affairs Canada, 2018). Providing students with
knowledge and skills to advance the situation of women and girls as agents of change in
the human services sector was a key objective in the program of study for the students
involved in this research study (L. Kathuri-Ogola, personal communication, June 2013).
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My personal and professional involvement with various development activities and
research initiatives in Kenya also tipped the balance toward working in Kenya. Kenya and
PEI have shared a long-term positive relationship through ongoing development,
educational and research partnerships involving a local Canadian NGO, Farmers Helping
Farmers (http://www.farmershelpingfarmers.ca), and the University of Prince Edward. As
an individual involved in Canada-Kenya partnership activities at these different levels,
conducting research in Kenya was a logical consideration. Long-term involvement with
Farmers Helping Farmers had heightened my awareness of general issues in Kenya over
the previous decade. This work to enhance the livelihoods of smallholder dairy farmers,
who are primarily women, was also an influence. As a result, deciding to work in Kenya
as opposed to another African country was very straightforward given my volunteer
involvement with this Canadian NGO.
The opportunity to examine CBL from the vantage point of university students in
Africa presented a number of challenges with which I wanted to wrestle. I have
collaborated with colleagues in the Department of Community Resource Management and
Extension at Kenyatta University in Nairobi, Kenya for a number of years. We share a
small program of research focused on CBL and our aim was, and is, to find new ways to
improve CBL experiences for students. Thus, identifying a research site for this study was
an easy task; acquiring an understanding of the historical and socio-cultural context in
order to utilize my chosen research methodology of hermeneutics added a level of
complexity.
When this study was proposed, meeting the educational needs of university
students to advance goals associated with the United Nations’ post 2015 development
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agenda was one anticipated contribution. Addressing this gap in understanding was an
exciting opportunity and presented challenges that would not exist if I studied domestic
CBL experiences. I continue to be interested in curricular initiatives for CBL that are
based in good practice and sound evidence. This study provided a Kenyan perspective on
students’ CBL experiences. The findings have the potential to extend well beyond the
academic program involved in this study and the broader student population of more than
60,000 students at the university. It also contributes to transnational understanding of the
CBL experiences of post-secondary students in different contexts.
Establishing my Horizon
The researcher brings her own history – familial, cultural, ideological and
educational – to the inquiry. Her perspective, her questions, and her
insights are inevitably shaped by these profound developmental and
autobiographical experiences. She must use the knowledge as wisdom
drawn from these life experiences as resources for understanding.
(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 95)
My own professional training and personal experiences had great influence on my
interests and decision to conduct a study that explored CBL. Reflection on my
autobiographical location with regard to my doctoral studies was important in establishing
my horizon as a hermeneutic researcher. In developing my research proposal, I believed
that to have a holistic understanding of student learning in community settings we needed
to have more research conducted in settings beyond North America and Europe.
My Experiences with Community-Based Learning
Community-based learning experiences could be considered as the hallmarks of
my undergraduate career and the source for my consistent interest in this topic. There are
three pivotal experiences that illustrate how this interest developed. The first involved my
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great fortune in being selected as part of the first cohort of Family Studies Co-op students
as an undergraduate in the Department of Family Relations and Applied Nutrition at the
University of Guelph. Through the co-op program I participated in four 12-week paid
work-terms with municipal and federal government departments as well as a pediatric
hospital in Ontario, Canada. In addition, I experienced a second model of CBL during an
unpaid placement with a local community mental health organization in Guelph. This
placement was a required component for a field placement course during my final year of
study before completing my Bachelor of Applied Science degree. When I returned to
formal education several years later for my Bachelor of Education studies at the
University of Ottawa, I encountered a third model of CBL. This was part of a pilot
program which utilized an apprentice-style model which partnered students and master
teachers for the academic year. I spent the year learning and teaching in a grade 3/4
French Immersion class and a grade 6 English classroom.
About a decade later, my spouse and I made the decision to move to Prince
Edward Island which subsequently led to studies for my Master of Education at the
University of Prince Edward Island (UPEI). Shortly after defending my thesis in 2003, I
began teaching at the university level. For more than fifteen years, I have been a
university instructor and field placement coordinator with the Family Science and Child
and Family Studies programs at UPEI. As field placement coordinator, I work with
students and community organizations to set up, monitor, and support students in 3rd and
4th year during field placements. I also support their Field Supervisors with any issues that
arise during the placement. As a course instructor, I also facilitate the face-to-face classes
and seminar discussions, moderate online activities and assess students’ academic work
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where they draw from their CBL experiences to make connections with their disciplinary
knowledge and skills.
This background was at the root of my interest in conducting research about
students’ experiences in CBL. I had an initial opportunity to explore the research
literature for a project related to Family Science service-learning and practicums in
Canada and the United States. A document review of 14 Canadian Family Science
programs was conducted as part of this project as well as in-depth telephone interviews
with eight faculty and/or staff members who coordinated the placement courses (Weeks &
VanLeeuwen, 2006). In conducting the literature review for that project, I noted that
research studies sharing students’ voices were rare.
My ongoing interest in CBL eventually led to the pursuit of further research in a
family-related undergraduate program in Kenya with funding from Canada’s International
Development Research Centre (Kathuri-Ogola, VanLeeuwen, Kabaria Muriithi,Weeks,
Kieru & Ndayala, 2015; Kabaria Muriithi, VanLeeuwen, Kathuri-Ogola & Weeks, 2018;
VanLeeuwen, Kathuri-Ogola, Kabaria Muriithi & Weeks, 2018). Our research and
curriculum development project from 2013-2015 focused on 1) the CBL placement
preparation needs of Kenyan post-secondary students; 2) professional development for
faculty to incorporate more active learning strategies into their classes; and, 3) enhanced
research capacity among faculty in the department. This international collaborative
research project provided a new opportunity to examine the literature on CBL in Canada,
Kenya, and other international contexts. Many of the questions on students’ learning in
community settings which I had wondered about during the past decade emerged again.
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As a doctoral researcher, the time had come to untangle my many questions and gain a
stronger understanding of student learning in community settings in Kenya.
Research Purpose and Questions
My preliminary forays researching CBL in Kenya had raised questions around
students’ CBL experiences, what they meant to them and the value they placed on
learning, during and from their CBL experiences. As a doctoral student interested in
utilizing qualitative methods to conduct a study in a setting which had a history of
colonization and where I was a cultural outsider, careful thought was dedicated to the
choice of hermeneutic methodology. Acknowledging that context in CBL matters, the
goal of this study was to add the voice of Kenyan students to the CBL literature base
through understanding the meaning of CBL experiences for Kenyan university students.
Hermeneutics as philosophy, theory, and practice allowed me to take into account the
historical and contemporary influences of colonialism and its residue on the research
context in Kenyan communities and the various pressures and trends faced by the higher
education systems in Kenya. Specifically, this study addressed three questions: (1) What
does community-based learning mean for Kenyan University students? (2) What key
issues affect CBL in Kenya? (3) What can be changed to improve Kenyan students’ CBL
experiences?
Components of the Dissertation
When my committee approved my request to compose my dissertation in
manuscript format, I set off on a little travelled road without many signposts, working to
present my research in four separate papers.
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The first paper in the dissertation, “Indigenous perspectives in community service
learning in higher education: An examination of the Kenyan context” (VanLeeuwen,
Weeks & Guo-Brennan, 2017) is an examination of the literature. Staying true to the
hermeneutic approach that I had selected, this paper investigates not only the topic of
CBL, but also dives into the rich historical and socio-cultural context. Conducting the
literature review confirmed that there was essentially no extant qualitative research
literature on CBL in Kenya. I ultimately located only two CBL studies apart from the
three articles published as part of the curriculum and development project conducted with
Kenyan and Canadian colleagues mentioned earlier. The paper that resulted from this
exploration discusses how incorporating an Indigenous perspective within existing
theoretical frameworks can enable the development of models, pedagogical approaches,
and practices for CBL that reflect needs of Kenyan communities. It also presents a
rationale for further research in Kenya to ensure culturally sensitive, theoretically sound,
and non-exploitive CBL that fosters positive outcomes for students, partner organizations,
communities, and higher education institutions.
The second paper, “Conducting Hermeneutic Research in International Settings:
Philosophical, Practical and Ethical Considerations” (VanLeeuwen, Guo-Brennan &
Weeks, 2017) focuses on hermeneutics as philosophy and an interpretive research
methodology. It presents considerations for designing a hermeneutic research inquiry. It
also discusses philosophical, practical, and ethical issues researchers need to consider
when designing and implementing hermeneutic studies in international settings and
examines factors and strategies to facilitate successful data collection and interpretation.
My co-supervisor, Dr. Guo-Brennan, graciously contributed her research experiences as a
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cultural insider conducting educational research in China to this paper in order to provide
this broader perspective to the work.
The third paper, “The Meaning of Community-Based Learning for Kenyan
University Students” (VanLeeuwen, Guo-Brennan & Weeks, under review) presents
initial findings elicited from the first-person perspectives of Kenyan students who had
recently completed their CBL placement with a variety of human service organizations.
Key findings relate to participants’ encounters with the realities of HIV/AIDS, varied
experiences with linguistic diversity and religious beliefs of community members, and
different understandings of discrimination.
The fourth and final paper in this dissertation, “Critical Pedagogy of Discomfort in
Community-Based Learning: Kenyan Students' Experiences” (VanLeeuwen, Weeks &
Guo-Brennan, under review) explores the meaning of community-based learning to
Kenyan university students using the lenses of critical CBL (Mitchell, 2008), the
pedagogy of discomfort (Boler, 1999) and transformative learning theory (Mezirow,
1997). Critical hermeneutics allowed me to focus in on difficult learning moments of
participants while paying close attention to context and language during analysis and
interpretation. Both of the papers which present research findings, papers three and four,
conclude with recommendations to enhance student learning and mitigate negative
reactions to intense, challenging CBL experiences.
Together these four papers bring together strands of my learning about CBL using
hermeneutics as theory and research methodology, locating it in the rich historical and
socio-cultural context of Kenya. While each of the papers is co-authored with my two
supervisors, this is a study that I initiated and conducted by myself. It is not a component
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of a larger project conceptualized by either of my co-supervisors. Apart from the specific
contributions to paper #2 outlined earlier, my co-supervisors’ contributions to these papers
were through the critical and constructive feedback and support that they shared with me.
I am grateful for their contributions and acknowledge their efforts as co-authors of these
publications.
Summary
My personal, professional, and academic experiences led me to this research where
I was seeking to uncover the meaning of students’ experiences during their CBL
placement. Prior involvement in international research in collaboration with Kenyan and
Canadian colleagues gave me a sense of the wonderful opportunities and challenges
involved in conducting my research in Kenya. The current study addresses a topic that
had been calling to me for years – understanding student learning in community settings.
In introducing this research I shared some compelling reasons why it was important and
timely to conduct this research in Kenya, as this was a frequently asked question during
my research.
The purposes outlined in my research proposal were to find out what CBL meant
for Kenyan University students, identify key issues that affect CBL in Kenya, and
consider changes to improve Kenyan students’ CBL experiences. Designing a research
project which employed hermeneutics to research CBL in an international setting as a
cultural outsider, allowed attention to be paid to important contextual factors. Arguments
with regard to the suitability of hermeneutic methodology were advanced, sensitive to the
desire to avoid experiences of re-colonization for participants. Finally, I sketched out the
framework for this dissertation and the chapters still to come.
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As this introductory chapter concludes, I want to set the stage for the academic
papers to follow. Thinking about the range of contexts and organizations that participants
were partnered with presented a conundrum, there are so many ways I could introduce
them. I want readers in a small way to experience the feel, taste, sounds and smell of
Kenya, including the hot sun, the generally all-pervasive dust, the sounds, from the
constant noise in the urban slums to the high-pitched whine of a mosquito trying to get
under your bed net in the quiet of the night in the rural communities, and the smells. Yes,
the olfactory aspects of Kenya are an important part of the context too. I thought about
the creative writing piece that my daughter wrote a few months after we had travelled to
Kenya as a family. I am honored to have her permission to use it as part of my
dissertation as I introduce the settings where the participants in this study learned with,
about and in community.
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Only in the Market
Even before we round the corner I can tell we are nearing the market. The
mixture of its unmistakable scents and sounds assails me. There is a unique
combination of the sharp tang of smoke, the fetid muskiness of rotting garbage,
but I can still make out the greasy sweet fragrance of mandazis*. The general
hubbub of sounds coming from everyone else creates a pulsating din that is
indistinct, but is always in the background behind the random outbursts that
range from whoops to whines.
Once we do reach the turn, the road is blocked. Through the cloud of
kicked up dust I can see that some cattle are being herded home along the road.
The tall, thin farmers driving them along are not unlike their walking sticks in
build. A few slaps and prods keep the cows moving, but they are restless. Their
irritated moans are directed toward the children, still in their tattered dull green
school uniforms, scampering about under their feet around the edges of the herd.
People swarm up to surround our combi in a sea of flailing arms all
holding some small product. It could be anything from a bunch of bananas to a
handful of necklaces. They scream out offers, push against each other to get
closer and all but climb through the windows, desperately trying to interest us in
their sale.
I can tell we are not going anywhere for the moment so while waiting, I
look elsewhere. In the approaching dusk, the cooking fires close to the edge of the
garbage-filled ditch are like shining beacons. Beside each one someone tends to
the sizzling food being prepared for a supper. The bitter reek of slightly burnt
cabbage now joins the fray of scents, drowning out what was left of any
sweetness. From the confines of their circular brick prisons the flames reach out,
crackling in frustration and desperately thrashing at the underside of the pans.
At one pit there is an old man wearing a ragged coat. He sits on a crate
with his shoulders hunched, his bare feet spread apart and his elbows resting on
his knees. The eyes deep in his dark face are lost in thought, staring into the
blaze. Around another fire sits a group of women clad in multi-coloured sweaters
and skirts. In contrast, their faces are lit with energy. They each use their hands
to emphasise their point, swiping and jabbing at the air, as if it were the cause of
their disagreement. In spite of their raised voices, what strands of their animated
conversation drift through to me, might as well be gibberish for all I understand.
Right along the curb are rows of old shoes. All of them are black because
they have been covered in polish to make them look newer. There are also dirty
buckets and sacks filled with fist-sized pieces of charcoal ready for sale. I know
they are made right here. I can see the miniature volcanoes sending out their own
thick streams of smoke to participate in the attack of my senses….
Katie VanLeeuwen – age 17

* mandazi: a deep fried pastry
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Abstract
To understand community service-learning (CSL) in global contexts, an Indigenous
perspective is needed to reflect the range of contextual and historical issues. Theoretical
discussions of CSL generally reference theories of experiential and reflective learning;
however, work in critical pedagogy and anti-colonial discourse can be utilized to generate
a framework that embraces the breadth and depth of CSL in different regions. Extant
research on CSL in Africa has found that student learning and development are influenced
by pressures faced by the higher education system as well as historical and contextual
issues encountered by students while engaged in CSL. As discussed in this article,
incorporating an Indigenous perspective within existing theoretical frameworks can enable
the development of models, pedagogical approaches, and practices that reflect needs of
Kenyan communities. The authors present a rationale for further CSL research in Kenya
to ensure culturally sensitive, theoretically sound, and non-exploitive CSL that fosters
positive outcomes for students, partner organizations, communities, and higher education
institutions.
Keywords: community service-learning, Kenya, higher education, Indigenous
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Indigenous Perspectives on Community Service-Learning in Higher Education:
An Examination of the Kenyan Context
Community service-learning (CSL) has spread well beyond North America, and
while many studies have examined this pedagogy, relatively few have explored CSL in the
context of African higher education. This presents challenges for university faculty and
staff wanting to utilize CSL but who are searching for literature that acknowledges and
provides recommendations around contextual differences, such as higher education policy,
historical and political influences, access to material resources, and local constraints
within communities. Work-integrated learning opportunities such as community servicelearning or practicums are widely regarded as essential components of a comprehensive
undergraduate university experience and can play an important equalizing role in
economic access to jobs (Universities Canada, 2016). While Giles and Eyler (1994b)
noted that there are as many as 147 different terms and definitions related to CSL, we have
adopted Bringle and Clayton’s (2012) definition for the purposes of this article:
a course or competency-based, credit-bearing educational experience in which
students (a) participate in mutually identified service activities that benefit the
community, 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. (pp. 114-115)
In this article, we synthesize current knowledge related to student experiences of CSL—
first globally, then in Africa, and, finally, in Kenya. The literature reviewed focuses on
students participating in local CSL opportunities (in a range of countries) rather than
transnational CSL experiences, whereby a student travels to an unfamiliar community in a
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different country where he or she engages in CSL activities. We argue that in order to
understand CSL in a global context such as this, researchers and practitioners must
incorporate Indigenous perspectives in their work, highlighting the need for CSL
experiences to remain sensitive to historical and contemporary issues, such as those
resulting from colonial experiences, along with the various pressures and trends faced by
the higher education system as a whole. This synthesis will be useful to university
administrators, faculty and staff practitioners, and curriculum developers seeking to
enhance student outcomes, to work ethically with communities, organizations, and those
served by partner organizations, and to improve learning experiences for all stakeholders.
We begin with an overview of issues relevant to CSL in global higher education,
followed by a discussion of the theoretical framework utilized for this article. Generally,
theoretical discussions of CSL reference foundational theories of experiential and
reflective learning; however, we deliberately cast the net wider to incorporate the work of
scholars in critical pedagogy and anti-colonial discourse in order to generate a framework
that embraces both the breadth and depth of CSL in different regions of the world. In
gathering relevant literature, we determined the need to examine not only foundational
research focusing on student learning and development through CSL experiences but also
research literature on CSL in higher education in Africa, with a particular focus on Kenya.
We include a rationale for further CSL research in Africa and Kenya, acknowledge
emerging ideas about CSL in this geographic region, and identify questions for future
research.
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Community Service-Learning in Higher Education
The social development role of universities tasks higher education institutions with
the role of preparing students not only for the workforce, but also to be active and engaged
agents of change ready to tackle the multitude of issues facing society. Consequently,
universities globally are being challenged to work in innovative ways with communities to
address contemporary social and economic problems through curricula and learning
experiences that nurture student development in various dimensions (Cloete, Bailey,
Pillay, Bunting, & Maassen, 2011; Fitzgerald, 2007; Xing & Ka Ma, 2010).
As a philosophy, educational model, and pedagogy, CSL provides students
experiential learning opportunities while they engage in tasks with community members in
community settings, outside of classrooms, laboratories, practice studios, etc. (Boyer,
1996; Chambers, 2009; Clayton, Bringle, & Hatcher, 2013; Giles & Eyler, 1994a; Le
Grange, 2007; Osman & Castle, 2006; Whitley, 2014; Xing & Ka Ma, 2010; Zlotkowski,
2011). Students who engage in CSL experiences achieve learning outcomes in multiple
domains, including integrating theory with practice, transforming attitudes and values,
taking ownership for their own learning, and developing reflective practice skills (BeharHorenstein et al., 2016; Blouin & Perry, 2009; Fullerton, Reitenauer, & Kerrigan, 2015;
Sharpe & Dear, 2013; Simons et al., 2012). In addition, CSL experiences promote
complexity in students’ thinking, feeling, relating, and acting while enabling them to make
connections among their prior learning, the social, cultural, and historical context, and the
community setting (Lee & Chen, 2014; Simons et al., 2012; Swaner, 2012; Xing & Ka
Ma, 2010). Students engaged in CSL have more opportunities to develop their
relationship-building skills because they are often required to maintain closer working
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relationships with field supervisors and partnership institutions and regularly seek their
feedback on job performance (Kathuri-Ogola et al., 2015; Preece, 2016; Sharpe & Dear,
2013). Community service-learning has emerged as an effective pedagogical approach
whose positive impacts extend beyond these promising student outcomes, with benefits
extending to community members, partner organizations, educators, and other
stakeholders (Clayton, Bringle & Hatcher, 2013). Universities in North American and
European contexts have capitalized on the benefits of CSL opportunities for students, and
CSL theories and literature in English are abundant and readily available as the result of
broad-based movements in educational reform. CSL programming in other regions such as
Australia, Asia, and South Africa have followed suit; however, there are some regional
differences, often associated with national priorities for higher education institutions.
Consequently, the theoretical perspectives that inform CSL have evolved to meet these
contextual needs. As we briefly review the foundational theoretical perspectives of CSL,
we extend current thinking by suggesting the application of additional lenses in an effort
to acknowledge and enshrine Indigenous perspectives more deeply in the collective work
of CSL researchers and practitioners. It is imperative, we argue, to incorporate Indigenous
perspectives in CSL initiatives, starting with strong theoretical foundations.
Theoretical Perspectives on Community Service-learning
Theoretical perspectives on CSL have evolved through the contribution of a
multiplicity of ideas as the service-learning movement has progressed (e.g., Boyer, 1996;
Clayton et al., 2013; Cone & Harris, 1996; Giles & Eyler, 1994b; Permaul, 2009; Whitley,
2014). Regardless of one’s perspective, most scholars and practitioners acknowledge that
John Dewey set the stage for CSL by developing the concept of learning from experiences
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and proposing a cyclical model in which the learner reconstructs and reflects on each
experience. Active, or experiential, learning is much more than “doing” and transmitting
information; rather, learners learn to think by engaging in active learning and reflection
(Dewey, 1933). Using Dewey’s work as a foundation, Kurt Lewin (1948) integrated the
concepts of social learning and problem solving into a more goal-directed learning
process, which allows action (change, improvement) and learning (understanding,
knowledge acquisition) to occur concurrently. David Kolb (1984) emphasized that
learning comprises the creation of knowledge and meaning through active extension and
grounding of ideas and experiences in the external world, accompanied by internal
reflection about the attributes of these experiences and ideas. He advanced notions around
a four-stage cycle of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract
conceptualization, and active experimentation. Kolb argued that for successful
transformative learning to occur, the learner must complete the entire cycle—in some
cases, multiple times—before learning is accomplished.
Reflective learning is a key feature of CSL, integrating theory and practice in
cyclical patterns of experience and consciously applying that learning experience.
Reflective learning has an important, separate meaning from experiential learning when
there is no new material learned and learners reflect on what they “know” already (Moon,
2004). Recent CSL-related studies have extended reflective learning into professional
studies, indicating clearly that an epistemology and capacity of professional practice based
on reflection-in-action (while doing something), reflection-on-action (after you have done
it), and reflection-for-action (anticipation of possible options for action planning) are
defining characteristics of professional practice and important elements in preparing
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professionals through CSL (Boud & Walker, 1998; Cowan, 2014; Schön, 1987). True
reflective practice requires the guidance of a mentor or professional supervisor who can
ask appropriate questions to ensure that the reflective process is productive and then acted
upon (Schön, 1987).
Critical reflection and the pedagogy of discomfort are also important concepts in
contemporary CSL literature, focusing on the empowerment of groups and communities
previously excluded from formal education (Boler & Zembylas, 2003; Freire, 1970).
Through critical reflection, students can learn about themselves, develop a greater
understanding of their personal strengths and limitations, and become better able to
recognize and understand the political, economic, and social conditions that impact the
community (Boler & Zembylas, 2003; Freire, 1970; Mezirow, 1990). Critical reflection
and praxis are informed by and situated in the lived experience of participants (Friere,
1970). Discomfort serves as an important pedagogy in CSL since it asks students to
radically re-evaluate their worldview, playing a significant role in teaching and learning
about “difficult” issues such as racism, oppression, and social injustice (Bheekie & van
Huyssteen, 2015; Boler & Zembylas, 2003; Zembylas, 2015).
The community service-learning literature emphasizes the importance of
empowering students to challenge dominant worldviews, making space for knowledge
creation in local communities that connects learning with the realities of ordinary peoples'
lives and instilling a passion for social justice (Apple, 1993; Giroux, 1983). Critical
approaches also serve as opportunities for students to consider “how the self is implicated
in the construction of Otherness” (Giroux, 1992, p. 32). CSL with critical perspectives
respects the worldviews of learners and allows more committed and informed engagement
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with the “learning society” and “learning organization” (Friere, 1970; Smith, 2011). In
communities where members are marginalized and/or struggle with oppression and
power—as a result of colonization, for example—students engaged in CSL are likely to be
exposed to practices, attitudes, and beliefs that constrain marginalized groups in society
(Brookfield, 2000; Crabtree 2008; Simmons & Dei, 2012). Anti-colonialism offers a
theoretical lens through which to understand the history, politics, and education of the
CSL context by interrogating the power configuration embedded in ideas, cultures, and
histories of knowledge production, validation, and use (Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2001). CSL
informed by an anti-colonial framework highlights the importance of creating space for
students to examine their understanding of indigeneity, pursuit of agency, resistance, and
subjective politics, and to radically scrutinize both the relationship of power and possible
interconnections between or among sites of oppression (Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2001;
Dreyfus, Rabinow, & Foucault, 1983; Simmons & Dei, 2012). As a theoretical
perspective, anti-colonialism not only interrogates embedded power configurations, but it
also examines one’s understanding of indigeneity, pursuit of agency, resistance, and
subjective politics (Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2001; Foucault, 1983). To accomplish this, the
framework works from three essential ontological premises: (1) Change is possible; (2)
oppression exists but can be overcome; (3) the required tools for liberation are accessible
through the mental, physical, spiritual, and emotional abilities of oppressed people (Dei,
2006). From an epistemological viewpoint, the anti-colonial framework identifies and is
guided by the knowledge of the oppressed and common colonial consciousness
recognizing the importance of Indigenous knowledge (Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2001). In
addition, the notion of interrogating privilege, as advanced by McIntosh (1988), is crucial
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to any anti-colonial approach. A consistent thread in anti-colonial discourse has been the
focus on asserting humanity in light of terribly dehumanizing imperatives of colonialism
related to language, the economy, and social and cultural relations (Smith, 1999).
Anti-colonial theory has significant applicability to CSL in a Kenyan context
because it directs students’ learning toward an examination of systems of oppression
structured along lines of difference (e.g., race, class, gender, sexuality, [dis]ability,
language, religion, ethnicity, etc.) and gives voice to the oppressed as a tool for
accountability for the colonizer (Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2001; Simmons & Dei, 2012). The
problems arising from colonialism are difficult (in all senses of the word), and the
theoretical discourse surrounding these issues reflects this complexity. An examination of
the theoretical perspectives related to CSL indicate clearly that CSL practices in global
higher education connect discipline-based learning and individual identity formation and
has the potential to transform inequitable conditions for self and others. Meanwhile,
customization of CSL practices is imperative to ensuring that they reflect contextual
differences in various locations of the world such as those related to student needs and
community characteristics.
Problematizing CSL Literature and Studies
We found only a relatively small body of research examining community servicelearning in the African context. A substantial quantity of African literature on CSL
comprises unpublished conference presentations and reports. Thus, gathering literature in
order to compare similarities and differences in North America and other colonial settings
such as Canada, Australia, and India with the African context is a challenging process.
The utilization of imported North American models in the South African context and
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comparison of North American and Africanized models of CSL have been explored in two
in-depth studies (Hatcher & Erasmus, 2008; Stanton & Erasmus, 2013). Using the
educational philosophies of Dewey (North America) and Nyerere (Africa) to better
understand these models, Hatcher and Erasmus (2008) reported that both systems
expected education to enable students to understand and relate to their real-world learning
experiences in ways that would help to positively transform communities. CSL models
and practices in both contexts are shaped by (a) calls for higher education to prepare civicminded graduates, (b) the transformational role of higher education supported by a broad
range of community stakeholders, and (c) governmental initiatives to support
transformations within higher education (Hatcher & Erasmus, 2008).
Other studies conducted by South African researchers have emphasized that
students in African higher education institutions need more community-based learning
opportunities to become more professionally confident and competent (Dorasamy &
Pillay, 2010; Ferguson & Smith, 2011). One multi-disciplinary study conducted by a
group of South African researchers confirmed that skills developed through CSL
contributed to deeper connections between students’ theoretical knowledge and practical
applications in the community (Roos et al., 2005). Context plays a significant role in
students’ engagement and learning; therefore, understanding the CSL context is central to
students’ meaningful and successful experiences (Alexander & Khabanyane, 2013;
Bheekie & van Huyssteen, 2015; Bringle & Hatcher, 2007) and the quality of CSL
learning in relation to the longer-term goals of community engagement (Mahlomaholo &
Matobako 2006; Osman & Castle 2006).
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Examining CSL from an instructional design perspective, a comparative analysis
of CSL in the United States, South Africa, and the Democratic Republic of Congo
conducted by Thomson, Smith-Tolken, Naidoo, and Bringle (2011) stressed that educators
must design effective courses, regardless of culture and context, that engage students in
ways that respect local ways of knowing, practice democratic and egalitarian approaches
to relationships, develop intercultural competencies, and develop efficacy for all
participants. Indeed, the limited utilization of local epistemologies has been identified as a
shortcoming of CSL literature and practices in African contexts (Fourie, 2003; O’Brien,
2005).
Connections with local communities are important to the success of CSL
programs. There is a great need to formalize existing policies and institutional
arrangements in order to facilitate meaningful community partnerships in African higher
education (Henning, 1998; Linda, Mtshali, & Engelbrecht, 2013; Naidoo & Devnarain,
2009; Tumuti, Mule, Gecaga, & Manguriu, 2013). Understanding the community learning
context and the relationships among students, institutions, and the community is a
significant step toward enabling each stakeholder in a CSL partnership to optimize his or
her capital, resources, and ongoing growth (van Wyk & Daniels, 2004). Inadequate
resources, limited institutional support, and a lack of understanding of students’
experiences in the CSL process have been identified as challenges to integrating CSL
within higher education programs (Fourie, 2003; Mouton & Wildshut, 2005). Another
study conducted in Nigeria reported that many university graduates are unprepared for the
job market because of the disconnection between the curriculum and the knowledge and
skills demanded for a skilled workforce (Adeogun, Oyebade, & Osifila, 2009). This
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disadvantage was confirmed by a similar comparative study of students’ community
engagement and service-learning at universities in the United States, the Republic of
South Africa, and the Democratic Republic of Congo (Thomson et al., 2011). Thomson
and colleagues (2011) concluded that in a country like the Democratic Republic of
Congo—where no infrastructure exists to support the relationships among universities,
students, and community organizations—the development of CSL in higher education
faces significant challenges.
An assessment of internship and CSL programs at the United States International
University in Nairobi indicated that students had positive attitudes about CSL
opportunities, but their writing and research skills needed improvement to achieve the
learning outcomes (Opiyo-Newa, 2012). In a collaborative project exploring Kenyan
students and field supervisors’ needs for CSL preparation, a number of challenges
encountered by field supervisors were identified and reported (Kathuri-Ogola et al., 2015;
VanLeeuwen et al., 2015), including helping Kenyan students to develop reflective
practice skills, articulating CSL learning goals, preparing students for demanding
situations and workplaces, facilitating students’ development in interpersonal
communication, and a lack of understanding of students’ field experiences (VanLeeuwen
et al., in press).
The African research studies reviewed for this article confirm that many studies on
students’ CSL experiences were conducted primarily in the North American context
(Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Zlotkowski, 1998), a concern also raised
by CSL researchers and practitioners in Asia-Pacific regions (Xing & Ka Ma, 2010). CSL
theoretical perspectives developed in the West and the articulation of how relationships
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with communities should be developed and nurtured do not fully reflect African
Indigenous knowledge, wisdoms, and traditions (Fourie, 2003; Le Grange, 2007;
Mahlomaholo & Matobako, 2006; O’Brien, 2005; Osman & Castle 2006). Additional
questions regarding neo-colonial practices of using CSL models developed outside of
Africa at African universities have also been put forward (Le Grange, 2007; Stanton &
Erasmus, 2013). Scholars have called for deeper inquiry into how CSL as a pedagogy is
perceived by students in different cultural or political settings and how postsecondary
education can capitalize on these differences in order to further enhance and improve
student learning (Boler & Zembylas, 2003; Thomson et al., 2011; Tonkin, 2011;
Zembylas, 2015). These concerns are in addition to more general limitations identified in
the current body of research, which is overrepresented by descriptive shorter-term studies
and student-self reporting—that is, there are few longitudinal studies and a very limited
number of published studies examining these learning experiences at universities outside
of North America and Europe (Giles & Eyler, 2013; Swaner, 2012; Whitley; 2014).
Evolution of Kenyan Higher Education
The Kenyan education system has endured many transformations as it has been
used as a tool to enforce the will of colonists and the strategic directions of international
development non-governmental organizations (Chege, 2009; Ndiku & Muhavi, 2013).
Over the past few decades, the higher education sector has experienced significant growth
in the number of public and private institutions and student enrollment (Gudo, Olel, &
Oanda, 2011). Recent reports reveal that 443,783 students were enrolled in public and
private universities in Kenya in 2014, compared to 361,379 students in 2013, which is
more than double the enrolment from 2012 (ICEF Monitor, 2015). Developments that
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contributed to this expansion include: (1) the privatization of public universities and the
establishment of new private universities; (2) pressure from political elites for regional
universities; and (3) creation of open-learning centers offering programs through distance
learning, articulation or twinning agreements, or credit-transfer systems (Oanda & Jowi,
2012). No other East African country has experienced such enrollment increases, placing
severe strain on program quality, instructor morale, and existing infrastructure and
resources (Gudo, Olel, & Oanda, 2011; Munene, 2013). These pressures, along with
reductions in funding for higher education, have led to phenomenal expansion of Kenyan
university programs, serious overcrowding, and inadequate infrastructure (ICEF Monitor,
2015; Nyangau, 2014).
Faced with the exponential growth of universities, Kenya’s Commission for
University Education ordered universities to concentrate on offering degree programs, to
ensure the ongoing quality of higher education programs (Nganga, 2011; Waruru, 2015).
It is anticipated that this re-focus will result in not only a shift in student population, since
approximately one third of Kenyan university students are enrolled in diploma programs,
but also a reduction in the tuition revenue paid by these privately funded students (World
University News, 2015). This raises questions about whether these initiatives are truly
academic niches for community development or just another form of economic
exploitation (Oanda & Jowi, 2012). This initiative is still in its emergent stages, so further
inquiry and evaluation are desirable to assure that expansion and concentration on degree
programs are meeting local social development needs, in addition to serving as a means of
revenue generation for universities.
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The public perception that higher education quality is being compromised in the
effort to expand enrollment has led to questions regarding the future of higher education in
Kenya, its role as a repository of knowledge, and its contribution to national prosperity
(Odhiambo, 2014). Researchers have joined this call to address the quality of
postsecondary education (Amutabi, 2003; Magutu, Mbeche, Nyaoga, Nyaanga, &
Ombato, 2010). Consideration of these influences, which concern the national
government as well as international development and non-governmental organizations that
provide substantial funding for higher education, will serve as critical cornerstones in
designing future research around CSL (Ndiku & Muhavi, 2013).
Indigenization of curricula has become a high priority for nations such as Canada
and Australia as they pursue reconciliation with their Indigenous communities
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2008; Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2015). While
structures for embedding Indigenous perspectives within higher education are relatively
recent, Thaman’s (2003) work serves as a model. More recently, Universities Australia
(2012) developed a five-point best-practice framework for Indigenous cultural
competency in Australian universities. Canadian universities have also embarked on
initiatives to enhance broader understanding of Indigenous worldviews within the
academy and to extend opportunities to indigenize curricula through responsive and
respectful pedagogies (Universities Canada, 2015).
In Kenya, efforts to indigenize formal education have also taken root in part
through the promotion of education through sustainable development (Dei, 2000; Owuor,
2007). However, with a secondary-school system modeled on the Cambridge
Examination of the United Kingdom, there are continued foreign assumptions about what
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constitutes valid knowledge, which have made the integration of Kenyan Indigenous
knowledge into the curriculum a challenge and, some say, superficial (Owuor, 2007). In
addition, the acculturation of Eurocentric values by some Kenyans, referred to as elites by
some scholars, has also added to the dilemmas and lack of consensus encountered by
education system stakeholders. Finally, there is a dominant belief that prosperity is
synonymous with Western development (Mwenda, 2003). Given these circumstances, it
is little wonder that higher education faces similar contradictions. Integrating complex
Indigenous and Western knowledges into higher education curricula is destabilizing as the
power, authority and prestige of Western knowledge is challenged (Owuor, 2007).
The Need for Indigenous Perspectives on CSL in Kenya
Community service-learning can serve as an excellent strategy for re-examining
the public purposes of higher education and institutional change that universities can use
to fulfill their mission vis-à-vis service and development (Bringle & Hatcher, 2007;
O’Brien 2005). The growing expectation that universities should focus on more than
student learning can lead to a cascade of positive impacts on the health and economic
well-being of (Kenyan) society as these institutions support global development goals and
the communities around them by becoming citadels not silos (MacGregor & Makoni,
2010; Mulongo, 2013). Powerful pedagogical approaches, such as CSL, that address
issues of power associated with gender inequities, language use, traditional knowledge,
and sustainable development, can foster deep student learning that supports the civic
mandate of universities in a robust and ethically sound manner. We know that approaches
like these allow students to recognize their limited previous understanding of issues
affecting Indigenous communities and, in many instances, their own complicity in writing
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off such concerns as unimportant or inconsequential (Bartleet et al., 2014). These
arguments make a strong case for including Indigenous perspectives in the development of
CSL experiences and as part of theoretical frameworks for CSL research, but how does
this work when making choices in a particular setting? Applying this question to the
Kenyan context, we offer some further contextual considerations regarding power,
indigenous languages, and gender inequity.
Kenya is still dealing with the deep scars left by colonialism; these are especially
evident in the extreme inequities found in Kenyan society. One example of the lingering
influence of colonialism stems from language policies during the colonial era, which
served as a means to dominate and control, and which introduced a more individualistic
Eurocentric value system that was alien to African communal mores (Dei, 2000; ElaborIdemudia, 2000; Woolman, 2001). The addition of this perspective to the patrilineal
orientation of traditional Kenyan society resulted in the evolution of government policies
that eroded and devalued Indigenous practices and languages.
Many of these policies placed girls and women at a disadvantage, leading to severe
gender inequities. In many regions of Kenya, girls and young women have faced greater
challenges in comparison to boys and are more likely to leave school if funds are limited,
help is needed at home, they engage in child labor, or marry early (Njue, Rombo & Ngige,
2007). This trend has changed in recent years to the point where these challenges have
become more concentrated in rural areas. In addition, following strong empowerment
efforts nationwide, academics who follow such developments have recorded anecdotal
reports that the boy-child is being sidelined and is lagging behind (Kathuri-Ogola,
personal communication, October 2017). Changes in traditional gender relations as a
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consequence of massive out-migration from rural communities, education and
occupational trends, medical and reproductive health care, and child marriage for girls
have not eliminated gender-related challenges associated with the ravaging impact of
HIV/AIDS, the high prevalence of family violence, or inheritance laws for women
(Elabor-Idemudia, 2000; Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2012; Kabaria Muriithi, 2014; Meda,
2013; Nathani Wane, 2000; Trask, 2015; UNAIDS, 2009; Wiesmann, Kiteme, & Mwangi,
2014). While not a panacea that can redress these issues of power and equitable access to
quality education for all at all levels, postsecondary education is one environment in
which these challenges can be tackled. Investments in higher education have been
identified as critical to reaching targets established by the United Nation’s Sustainable
Development Goals, especially goals 4 and 5, which are associated with quality education
and gender equality (United Nations, 2015). Initiatives related to poverty eradication,
education for all, and promotion of gender equality can all be impacted through the social
development role served by universities, with postsecondary education identified as a
critical element in reducing inequalities for girls and women in countries such as Kenya
(Escrigas, Polak, & Jegede, 2011; Global University Network for Innovation (GUNi),
2008, UNESCO & UNICEF, 2013). The Kenyan government has acknowledged that the
gender gap in public university student enrolment is an issue requiring urgent attention
(Mulongo, 2013). Universities have been encouraged to make investments that address
the severe inequities in access to higher education for women, students from
disadvantaged rural areas, and/or impoverished families (Mulongo, 2013; Ochieng, 2014).
Consideration of Indigenous perspectives for CSL in Kenya must include
discussion of issues around language use, since language of instruction is closely
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associated with worldviews, curriculum, pedagogy, and community contexts. The
privileging of Eurocentric worldviews, languages, and instructional practices of former
colonizers has rendered the Indigenous background of students less relevant within their
varied educational contexts and has weakened their cultural identity—effects which have
lingered for decades, well into the new millennium (Achebe, 1975; Breidlid, 2013;
Lebakeng, 2010; wa Thiong’o, 1981). As Indigenous knowledges are produced in specific
historical and cultural contexts—which encompass worldviews, cultural values and
traditional practices—many challenges must be confronted by all in order for Indigenous
and Western knowledge systems to coexist in a manner which is sustainable for the longterm (Breidlid, 2013; Lebakeng, 2010; Semali, 1999; Smith, 1999, 2014). By fostering
awareness of the value of Indigenous knowledges that can be balanced with Western
knowledges, Kenyans would be able to realize alternative solutions to some of the most
pressing issues described earlier (Owuor, 2007). Curriculum development that
incorporates Indigenous perspectives is not always one of the highest priorities for higher
education reform when faced with critical demands for infrastructure as enrollment
numbers remain high. Nevertheless, educational models, curricula, instructional practices,
and learning materials that do not incorporate and respect Indigenous perspectives and
contexts may not meet student, community, and societal needs effectively.
Best practices for CSL that are contextualized can provide critical insights for
Kenyan higher education. However, research-based evidence to foster their formation is
largely absent, pointing to huge gaps in the development of Kenyan higher education
curriculum and best practices for CSL. Broad system-wide principles, such as those used
in Australia and Canada, promoting the inclusion of indigenous theoretical perspectives in
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HE and CSL is one approach that we hope will eventually generate progressive
pedagogical advances and research for CSL in Kenyan universities.
Without such perspectives and local best practices, the power of CSL is not only
diminished, but there is also significant likelihood that highly negative and unquestioned
worldviews, values, assumptions, and norms of relatively privileged higher education
students (as individuals who have been successful in gaining access to postsecondary
education) are reinforced during the CSL experience (McMillan & Stanton, 2014). As
educators and CSL practitioners in the 21st century, pairing Indigenous perspectives and a
critical approach alongside the commonly used experiential and reflective learning
theories is imperative if students are to engage in meaningful CSL experiences. In the
meantime, serious challenges remain with very little CSL literature providing an
Indigenous perspective that acknowledges historical and social contexts (Bartleet et al.,
2014; Xing & Ka Ma, 2010). When we consider this alongside calls for universities to
deepen commitments that address human needs by working in collaboration with students,
communities, and community organizations to tackle and resolve social problems (Fourie,
2003; Mugabe, 2015), development of CSL experiences for HE students has the potential
to provide substantive contributions.
Recommendations for Future CSL Directions
Much of what is known about CSL comes from contexts outside of Africa; thus,
the Kenyan perspective remains, in large part, an untold narrative. This is the situation
regarding CSL in other regions, where university students engage in CSL without the
benefit of research that accounts for important Indigenous issues. Addressing this gap is
essential in order that further curricular initiatives can be based in good practice and sound
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evidence, contributing to deeper understanding of CSL experiences of postsecondary
students globally. CSL is a pedagogy that can be effective in mediating some of the
negative impacts of colonization, language, cultural considerations, and gender inequity
issues. The foundational theories associated with reflective and experiential learning
resonate with the social justice, critical reflective pedagogy, and anti-colonization
frameworks that have informed this discussion. A pilot study or deeper exploration of
Indigenous perspectives regarding CSL would be worthwhile to further develop these
ideas.
As efforts to improve higher education in Kenya continue, faculty involved in CSL
curriculum development may need to adapt existing theoretical frameworks to develop
models and pedagogical approaches and best practices to support and extend student
learning in these contexts. This could mean re-examining the theoretical frameworks
currently in play and adding an anti-colonial lens. There is a rich literature on reflective
practice, with many scholars promoting the practice of journaling (e.g., Boud & Walker,
1998; Cowan, 2014; Moon 2004). In consideration of oral Indigenous traditions,
alternatives to written reflective journals such as arts-based reflections (Newton &
Plummer, 2009) or collaborative efforts with community members using photo-voice or
audio-recorded entries using smartphone technology just scratch the surface of
possibilities. Regardless of the frameworks and practices utilized, they need to be
sensitive to the different contextual circumstances. The social issues encountered by
students while engaged in CSL in Africa are distinctive in many ways, and there must be
congruence between the needs and wishes of families, local communities, and human
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service agencies and the service provided by students. Further research to develop and
document best CSL practices that are responsive to the Kenyan context is needed.
Finally, institutional support for CSL initiatives that extends beyond material
resources and logistical support is needed. This could include embracing CSL as part of
the university’s mission or strategic//academic plan, sponsoring professional development
opportunities that encourage faculty to develop CSL courses, acknowledgement of the
time and effort these experiences demand in tenure and promotion processes, promotion of
pedagogical and administrative practices that complement rather than hinder student
learning in CSL courses, and embracing commitments to forge stronger connections with
its community and non-academic world for the betterment of the (local) community and
society, to list just a few possibilities. Faculty engaged in CSL must be aware of and
sensitive to the myriad contextual differences that can impact students’ CSL experiences
to ensure that the CSL activities that students are involved in are culturally competent,
theoretically sound, and non-exploitive of the partner organizations and communities.
Conclusion
It is crucial for new CSL research, conducted in all regions of the world, to bring
together solid theoretical foundations with existing knowledge of local contextual factors
on the evolution of postsecondary CSL programs and the compelling forces and tensions
within which contemporary university programs operate. Scholars and practitioners know
that effective CSL experiences engage students to respect local ways of knowing, practice
democratic and egalitarian approaches to relationships, and foster intercultural
competencies (Thomson et al., 2011; Xing & Ka Ma, 2010). Student preparation and
growth in multiple dimensions can be supported so they gain deep insights and learning
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from meaningful CSL experiences, in ways that still support vulnerable communities.
Sound theoretical foundations that draw on thinking from education, critical theory, and
social justice to support a solid knowledge base of contextualized best practices are
essential to supporting innovative developments for CSL programs that respect and reflect
Indigenous perspectives.
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Abstract
Hermeneutics has been theorized and applied as a philosophical framework and
interpretive research methodology which pays particular attention to linguistic, social,
cultural and historical contexts to understand the life world and human experiences.
While adopted as a qualitative research approach in the fields of education, nursing,
psychology, and legal studies, its use is emerging in other human service disciplines. The
rich philosophical and theoretical legacy embedded in this research methodology often
presents unique challenges and a steep learning curve for researchers, particularly when
the research is conducted in international settings. Drawing from insights gained from
two hermeneutic studies conducted in Kenya and China, this paper presents
considerations for designing a hermeneutic research inquiry. In addition to philosophical,
practical and ethical issues researchers need to consider when designing and
implementing hermeneutic studies in international settings, we examine factors and
strategies to facilitate successful data collection and interpretation.
Keywords: hermeneutics, interpretive research methodology, international
research

Researchers who are interested in conducting qualitative research in international
settings need to explore and adopt research methodologies that allow them to integrate
the cultural, historical, and linguistic characteristics of the research setting into research
design and implementation. Hermeneutics, a research philosophy and interpretive
methodology, has been widely adopted as a qualitative research approach for research in
the fields of education, social sciences, and humanities because it acknowledges and
highlights the linguistic, social, cultural and historical contexts in research design and
implementation. However, the rich philosophical and theoretical legacy embedded in
hermeneutics and the distinctive methods, procedures, and writing style associated with
hermeneutic inquiry often presents challenges and steep learning curves for researchers,
particularly for graduate students who are interested in using a hermeneutic inquiry
approach in international research.
Drawing from insights gained from two hermeneutic studies conducted in Kenya
and China, this paper discusses the philosophical, methodological, practical and ethical
issues researchers need to consider when designing and implementing a hermeneutic
study in international settings. The paper starts with a brief summary of the
hermeneutical orientations that guided the two international studies, and this summary is
followed by discussions about the practical issues researchers need to consider in
conducting hermeneutic research in international settings. Using two hermeneutic studies
conducted in China and Kenya as examples, this paper discusses how a researcher’s role
as a cultural insider or outsider affects the research process. The paper concludes with a
discussion and critical analysis of ethical considerations for international hermeneutic
studies.
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International research can mean different things to different researchers. For the
context of this paper, international research is defined as studies conducted overseas that
involve relationships and understanding between and among nations, cultures, peoples,
wisdom traditions, and discourses. The two international studies described in this paper
were carried out in settings outside of Canada where the researchers’ home institutions
were based. Both studies intentionally examined and incorporated the interconnected
relationships of cultural identities, wisdom traditions, epistemologies, and ontologies
between Canada and the other country where the research was conducted.
Hermeneutics as a Research Philosophy
Research design involves the intersection of research philosophy, inquiry
strategies, and specific methods and procedures. Research philosophy reflects a
researcher’s general orientation about the world and the nature of the study and is shaped
by her/his discipline, personal and research experiences, and the beliefs and orientation of
an adviser, advisory committee or prominent scholars in the chosen field of study
(Creswell, 2009). When selecting a research approach, the first task of the researcher is
to understand and be able to explicitly explain the philosophical assumptions supporting
his/her choice. The process of understanding and articulating a worldview and
philosophical assumptions helps researchers become aware of how traditions, culture,
motivations, identity and institutional structures can impact their understanding and
choice of a research philosophy and methodology.
Hermeneutics is defined as the science or art of interpretation (Gadamer, 1976;
Malpas, 2014; Porter & Robinson, 2011). Derived from the Greek verb hermeneuein, the
term hermeneutics means to understand or interpret (Moules, McCaffrey, Field, & Laing,
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2015; Patton, 2015). Emerging in the nineteenth century in reaction to the dominance of
positivist scientific approaches, hermeneutics was theorized and applied as a
philosophical framework as well as a research methodology for understanding the world
and human experiences that gives special attention to the context in the human sciences
(Gadamer, 1976; Guo, 2010; Patton, 2015). The task of hermeneutics is not to solve
problems in practical situations, but to serve as a mode of reflecting to question the
meaning of being and to clarify the interpretive conditions for understanding the meaning
of human experiences by attending to the roles of language, culture, historicity and preunderstandings (Davey, 2017; Gadamer, 1976; Guo, 2010). Kinsella (2006) describes
hermeneutics as an approach that (a) seeks understanding rather than explanation; (b)
acknowledges the situated location of interpretation; (c) recognizes the role of language
and historicity in interpretation; (d) views inquiry as a conversation; and (e) is
comfortable with ambiguity. These characteristics lend themselves well to international
research contexts.
Different from the post-positivist worldview shaping most empirical research with
a focus on problems and identifying objective reality through careful observation and
unbiased measurement, hermeneutics allows a researcher to discern whether or not a
problem truly exists through deeper understanding. Hermeneutics offers researchers an
approach to explore and understand the complexity of a topic or phenomenon
(McCaffrey, Raffin-Bouchal, & Moules, 2012; Moules et al., 2015) without
problematizing a situation prematurely or inappropriately due to an inadequate
understanding of the research context and topic. Researchers’ pre-understanding is
embraced as a constructive contribution to the research process rather than a potential
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source of bias, an attractive and prominent advantage of adopting hermeneutics in
international research (Moules, 2002). This active role of the interpreter through selfreflection can provide an opportunity to refine reflection skills and develop selfunderstanding. These are principal tasks in hermeneutics. The integration of
interpretation, historicity and critical reflection in hermeneutic inquiry allows a
researcher to understand human experiences from comparative perspectives and
reexamine practices that are closely defined by traditions, cultures, history and languages.
Hermeneutics permits researchers to explore complex, dynamic relationships and
experiences while acknowledging issues such as asymmetries of power relations, gender
(in)equality, or other contextual and historical factors (McCaffery & Moules, 2016). This
approach is appealing to international researchers because designing and implementing
research in international settings is complex and demanding and often involves
comparative perspectives, choosing different or modifying research methods, a lack of
literature with international/global perspectives, and cultural uncertainty and ambiguity.
Hermeneutics provides researchers the space to identify and understand various
perspectives on human experiences which is advantageous in international research
(Grondin, 2002; Ricoeur, 1981). Meanwhile, incorporating the voices of participants in
the construction of meaning through conversational interview approaches that affirm and
reinforce positive cultural identities of participants can have a decolonizing effect, which
is an important concern in conducting research in locations with a history of colonization
(Kovach, 2010). In addition, international research particularly requires a researcher’s
thoughtful consideration of how her/his unique linguistic capacity and cultural identity
influences the inquiry at hand and his/her pre-understandings, prejudices, and
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foreknowledge about the research topic and context. Hermeneutics brings awareness to a
researcher’s positionality as a cultural insider or outsider in international research and
creates opportunities for understanding human experiences from multiple and
comparative perspectives.
The relational, reflexive and artistic options provided by hermeneutics allow
researchers to understand the depth and nuances of human experience and provide an
interpretive lens of making meaning of the day-to-day experiences (Jardine, 2006;
Newberry, 2012). Since hermeneutics is not focused on a predetermined horizon and can
generate new understandings of practical wisdoms, or phronesis, it has been adopted by
researchers that work within the applied domains of the human sciences such as
education, clinical psychology, social work, occupational therapy, medicine, legal
studies, criminology and psychiatry (Chowdhury, 2016; Guo, 2010; Kinsella, Bossers, &
Ferreira, 2008; Laing, 2012; MacQuarrie, 2005; McCaffery & Moules, 2016; Newberry,
2012; Ovens, 2014; von Zweck, Paterson, & Pentland, 2008).
Cross-cultural Competence
Effective use of context allows cultural factors to be foregrounded in international
research (Stephens, 2012). In the process of conducting international hermeneutic
research, the researcher’s positionality can be viewed as cultural insider (i.e. collecting
data within one’s cultural community), cultural outsider (i.e. collecting data outside of
one’s cultural community) or a combination of both. An awareness of a researcher’s
positionality is critical and necessary for research design, preparation, and
implementation, and reporting in an international context.
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A culturally competent researcher is aware of his/her own cultural identity,
understands the cultural norms of the research setting, seeks to minimize and cope with
cultural differences, articulates the cultural explanations of perspectives and behaviors,
has cross-cultural communication skills, and capitalizes on the similarities of common
experiences. The hermeneutic practice of articulating prejudices and biases can bring
awareness to the cultural and academic filters that may be encountered in the interpretive
process. Preparatory reading for cross-cultural research, reflection, and discussions with
local contacts or a critical friend can also serve to sensitize the researcher to contextual
issues that might otherwise be missed or not questioned. Utilizing a critical friend will be
discussed in the section on Preparing to Conduct International Hermeneutic Inquiry.
The collaborative stance in hermeneutic inquiry may be unfamiliar and initially
uncomfortable to research participants given their cultural experience or the perceived
power imbalance in the research relationship. Accordingly, there may be a need to
nurture in-depth conversations with participants through taking extra time to develop the
research relationship and making a concerted effort to carefully ask probing questions
during conversations in order to achieve a fusion of horizons. It is necessary to
demonstrate the ability to conduct research that is trustworthy and respectful of the
cultural context and divergent worldviews; these are features of decolonized research
which will be discussed in greater detail below. A hermeneutic approach shifts the
orientation away from the outsider’s voice, placing the researcher in a less authoritative
position while privileging the voice of the participants (Carson, 1986; Stephens, 2009).
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Researchers’ Hermeneutic Orientations Illustrated in Case Studies
Reflecting on the case of a Chinese researcher conversing with Chinese teachers
in China and a Canadian researcher collecting data from Kenyan university students in
Kenya, the authors present the key principles underpinning their hermeneutic research
studies in international settings. This overview is illustrated by two case studies which
critically examine how the authors’ research positionality affected methodological,
epistemological and ethical considerations. The first case is hermeneutic research
conducted by Guo (2010) that aimed to understand what the nation-wide New
Curriculum Reform in China meant for teachers who experienced the inspirations and
struggles during curriculum implementation. The second case is a hermeneutic inquiry
conducted by VanLeeuwen (2017) to explore Kenyan university students’ learning
experiences in community-based field placements and what community-based learning
meant for their academic, personal and professional growth.
Hermeneutic Principles Guiding the International Research
Hermeneutic literature and tapestry has categorized hermeneutics into five
orientations, including romantic or conservative hermeneutics, phenomenological
hermeneutics, critical hermeneutics, radical hermeneutics and philosophical
hermeneutics. Each hermeneutic orientation has distinctive concepts and principles. The
hermeneutic orientations guiding the authors in conducting the case studies in China and
Kenya are philosophical, radical, and critical.
For example, the goal of romantic or conservative hermeneutics is to reproduce
and reconstruct interpretation (Ramberg & Gjesdal, 2013). This orientation emphasizes
the importance of language as the medium of understanding and the role of dialogue in
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the extension of understanding (Moules et al., 2015). Phenomenological hermeneutics
requires researchers to reflect on their pre-understanding, framework and biases. This
orientation requires a researcher to search for genuine openness to engage in a
conversational relation with phenomena (van Manen 2006; van Manen & Adams 2010).
‘Epoché’ and ‘reduction’ are two important concepts in phenomenological hermeneutics.
Epoché deals with freeing oneself of (‘bracketing’) assumptions, and reduction deals with
returning to the original sources of people’s experiences. Reduction refers to a regimen
designed to transform a philosopher into a phenomenologist by the attainment of a certain
perspective on the world phenomenon. Phenomenological hermeneutics allows a
researcher to use an interpretive approach to gain deep understanding of phenomena and
uncover the complex realities of difficult life situations (van Manen, 2006).
Philosophical hermeneutics offers a number of key principles which informed
these two inquiries. The hermeneutic circle is an important concept in philosophical
hermeneutics and it refers to the elements of the ontological structure of understanding
(Gadamer, 1960/1975). Philosophical hermeneutics recognizes that understanding is
reached within a fusion of horizons. Through the collaborative, cyclical, interpretive
process, the researcher and the participant(s) reach a fusion of horizons and gain a more
profound understanding of the experiences being studied (Gadamer, 1976). Philosophical
hermeneutic principles assist the researchers in bringing the historical context, cultural
traditions, and our prior knowledge into the hermeneutic circle because such prior
knowledge served as an enabler to understanding, rather a barrier (Jacobs, 2014; Malpas,
2014; Moules, 2002). Philosophical hermeneutics is a very open domain of enquiry
which cannot be definitively defined or understood (Davey, 2017). The task of
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hermeneutics is to clarify the interpretive conditions in which understanding takes place
(Gadamer, 1976). The preparation and reflection process was important in setting the
stage through a heightened sensitivity to language, tradition, historicity, culture, and our
personal subjectivity as the fertile ground upon which conversations and understandings
occur (Gadamer, 1960/1975; Jardine, 2006). Understanding our prejudices, the values,
experiences or ‘fore-structures’ as researchers, enabled us as researchers to be open to
dialogue and new possibilities and avoid closing off dialogue because the conversations
were used only as confirmation or contradiction of an established position (Davey, 2006;
Gadamer, 1976; Malpas, 2014; von Zweck et al., 2008).
Critical hermeneutics attempts to critique the relations of power inherent in
tradition, and to expose the institutionalized, reproductive exploitations of persons and
classes (Apple, 1982; Friere, 1970; Giroux, 1983; Habermas, 1971). Critical
hermeneutics advocates critical reflection which can neutralize researchers’ experiences
through self-reflective methodologies to that of a non-participative, external observer
who emancipates interpretations from authority structures (Jacobs, 2014). Critical
hermeneutics allows researchers to become aware of the impact of traditions, culture,
ideology, institutional, and organizational structure and attends to the extra-linguistic
forces that possibly influence the interpretations of meanings. An important concept in
critical hermeneutics is the hermeneutic arc, the back and forth movement between the
text as a whole and its constituent parts during the interpretative process. As analysis
continued through the back and forth movement between explanation and understanding,
interrelated and complementary processes, understanding deepened, and initial or naïve
understandings were discounted, re-oriented, or accepted and gradually expanded upon,
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keeping in mind that all phases of analysis are informed by the interpreter’s preunderstanding (Ricoeur, 1981; Tan, Wilson & Olver, 2009).
Radical hermeneutics uses deconstruction as the primary interpretive tool to
disrupt and destabilize expectations rather than determining truth (Porter & Robinson,
2011). Radical hermeneutics settles on the indeterminacy of interpretation because it
recognizes that interpretive acts cannot escape one’s subjectivity and always privileges
one meaning over many possible others where the meaning of experiences emerged
through a relation with what it was not (Porter & Robinson, 2011).
Case 1: Researcher as a cultural insider
China has the world’s largest and oldest public education system with deep roots
in its cultural and historical traditions. The new national curriculum, which was heavily
informed and influenced by Western philosophy and epistemology, represented a radical
departure from traditional Chinese education and brought tremendous ambiguity and
dilemma to Chinese teachers during the implementation process. The hermeneutic
research aimed to reveal the complexity of the new curriculum reform by understanding
teachers’ experiences in curriculum reform and the contributing factors to the challenges
and struggles during new curriculum implementation (Guo, 2010). A combination of
philosophical and radical hermeneutics was adopted as the inquiry approach to fulfill the
dual methodological tasks of this study – understanding the meaning of curriculum
reform and transforming education practice through interpretation. Participants were six
educators in Western China and three conversations were conducted with each participant
over a period of four weeks.
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As a Chinese native and a researcher from a Canadian university while
conducting this study, Guo grew up in China and obtained educational and professional
experiences in both Chinese and Canadian contexts. She viewed herself as a “cultural
insider” when entering the research field. This positionality affected the research process
from different angles. First, as a Chinese native speaker, the researcher was able to
conduct a literature review in both Chinese and English. The thorough literature review
helped the researcher identify a topic and research design absent in both Chinese and
English literature as well as to make the research topic and questions significant and
relevant to local, national and international research contexts. Second, the shared
cultural, linguistic, and ethnic identity between the researcher and the participants
allowed the researcher to obtain a deeper understanding the social, political and academic
contexts of the research settings. They also served as advantages in recruiting participants
through culturally responsive strategies (e.g., phone calls, emails, meetings, introduction
by a third party) and in establishing trust and rapport with the participants. Third, the
researcher was able to minimize the logistical challenges of data collection in China, such
as booking flights and hotels, scheduling meetings, and making travel arrangement to
research sites. Fourth, the researcher was able to have conversations with the research
participants in Chinese, which allowed the participants to freely share their experiences
and express their insights. The conversations were transcribed in Chinese first and fully
translated into English. Hermeneutic inquiry expects a researcher to understand and
interpret not only what is said, but also what is unsaid by the participants. Being a
Chinese native speaker offered the researcher linguistic and cultural advantages to
achieve this task during the data collection and interpretation process. Such advantages
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enabled the researcher to understand the power relationships, participants’ socialeconomic positions, their concerns for confidentiality and anonymity, and the proper
procedures needed for obtaining research consent and engaging in ethical research
appropriate for the research site. Last, an insider’s in-depth understanding of the research
context and topic provides the opportunities to facilitate the fusion of the researcher and
participants’ horizon on the topic by sharing new perspectives during research
conversations.
Case 2: Researcher as a cultural outsider
The decision to employ hermeneutics came as a surprise to VanLeeuwen who was
looking at methodologies which would incorporate context in meaningful ways, work
from a cultural outsiders’ perspective and serve as means to decolonize the research
process in Kenya. Hermeneutics fits all of these criteria and the resultant inquiry was
informed by a combination of three strands of hermeneutics. Firstly, adopting a critical
hermeneutical orientation allowed her to highlight how traditions, culture and
institutional structures impact the experiences of participants. As a cultural outsider her
interpretations were different based on her unique pre-understandings, prejudices,
foreknowledge and preparation for research in the field. Critical hermeneutics provided
opportunity to consider motivation as well as focus on issues such as asymmetries of
power relations, gender (in)equality, and the colonial and Indigenous contexts of Kenya.
Utilization of Ricoeur’s (1981) theory of interpretation offered procedural, interpretive,
evaluative and reflexive rigor in data interpretation. Given the significant role played by
preunderstanding and positionality as a cultural outsider, plurivocity or multiple
interpretations are very probable and expected within critical and philosophical
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hermeneutics (Grondin, 2002; Ricoeur, 1981). Secondly, the deconstructive process in
radical hermeneutics allowed her to consider what is and is not said by participants
(Porter & Robinson, 2011). Philosophical hermeneutics was the third and principal
strand of hermeneutics utilized. The fusion of horizons was THE concept that attracted
her to hermeneutics, however, it was the process of learning about and communicating
the historicity of context that confirmed the suitability of hermeneutics for international
cross-cultural research, where sensitivity to context is essential (Gadamer, 1976; Moules,
2002). Hermeneutic methodology acknowledges researcher prejudices and uses them in
the interpretive process by recognizing relationships and legitimizing the subjectivity of
researcher interpretations (McCaffery et al., 2012). The deeper she ventured into
hermeneutics as philosophy, theory and methodology, the more she learned about her
own prejudices and biases, thereby enhancing awareness to the cultural and academic
filters that could be employed or encountered in the interpretive process.
Six university students in Kenya enrolled in a program that focused on preparing
students to work as professionals providing community and human services were
purposely selected and invited to participate based on their gender, ethnic/tribal heritage,
type of organization and the location of their field placement. Data was collected by
conducting three conversations with each participant over three weeks, one focus group,
and Photovoice. The participants were fluently multilingual in three languages, their
home or tribal language, Kiswahili and English. English was the common language
between the researcher and participants and was used for the research conversations and
focus group.
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As a Canadian researcher of Irish and French Canadian heritage, VanLeeuwen
had travelled to Kenya and collaborated for over 4 years with Kenyan university faculty
through research and international development projects in their shared discipline of
Family Sciences. These prior experiences provided her with a preliminary understanding
of the Kenyan context and culture. However, she could only work with one official
language (English), but not with the second official language (Swahili) or the languages
used by Indigenous ethic groups. She considered herself as a “cultural outsider” when
entering the research field due to limited exposure to Kenyan culture and language skills.
This positionality as an outsider affected the research process in several ways.
First, embarking on a hermeneutic inquiry requires that researchers articulate their
prejudices and prior understandings and Gadamer insists that prior hermeneutical
situatedness incorporate cultural and historical background (Porter & Robinson, 2011).
As a cultural outsider, a researcher needs to reflect and explore prejudices and (new)
understanding in relation to perceptions and experiences of the unfamiliar cultural
context and his/her values associated with local knowledge (Gadamer, 1976). Reading
about the context to prepare for the multitude of cultural differences and articulating
these pre-understandings is only the beginning. Being prepared to engage with
strangeness in the process of trying to make sense of things that fall outside of our
experience was also required (Smith, 2003). Second, in addition to self-location as a
researcher, it is essential to consider the purpose and motivations guiding the research
(Kovach, 2009). As a Canadian aware of the exploitation experienced by Canada’s First
Nations communities, potential for the research to be experienced as a form of recolonization was a concern. Actions were taken throughout the inquiry to decolonize the
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research for example by articulating awareness and sensitivity to the colonial experience.
Fourth, using a hermeneutic approach as a cultural outsider makes it easier for a
researcher to be attentive to the dynamics around issues such as power, language use and
gender. This positionality provides the researcher rich opportunities to observe cultural
factors from a comparative perspective, where possible, and to critically examine their
influences on the data collection and analysis processes as a researcher’s ongoing
reflexivity. Fifth, within the hermeneutic tradition, it is important to remain open and
alert so that the layers of complexities and additional questions can be revealed through
conversations, however, accents and local differences in language usage can interfere
with this process. A cultural outsider needs to adopt active listening strategies and clarify
ambiguous expressions during conversations with participants. Careful re-listening is
required during the process of data analysis and interpretation in order to understand the
meanings generated from what is said and unsaid. Finally, thorough preparation for field
work in international settings is vitally important for a researcher as a cultural outsider to
make data collection processes smooth and productive.
Preparing to Conduct International Hermeneutic Inquiry
There are many key issues that researchers need to examine when planning to
conduct an international hermeneutic inquiry. In this section, we examine aspects of
decolonizing research knowledge, pragmatic and logistical factors, utilizing a critical
friend, and ethical issues. While these considerations are not exclusive to international
research, these are considerations that we found to be particularly helpful to keep in
mind.
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Decolonizing Research Knowledge
Conducting research in international settings is often a complex process looking
at difficult questions and issues with different theoretical lenses (e.g anti-colonial,
liberatory, feminist) and perspectives rooted in Indigenous cultures, histories and heritage
(Dei, 2012). A consistent thread in this discourse is the focus on asserting humanity in
light of terribly dehumanizing imperatives of colonialism related to language, social and
cultural relations, and the economy (e.g., Smith, 1999; wa Thiong’o, 1981). The strength
of anti-colonialism rests in how it examines systems of oppression structured along lines
of difference (e.g., race, class, gender, sexuality, [dis]ability, language, religion,
ethnicity) repositioning the notion of agency and resistance into the heart of the
framework in order to give voice to the oppressed and serve as a tool for accountability
for the colonizer (Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2001; Simmons & Dei, 2012).
This gives rise empowerment, the underlying purpose for decolonizing research,
by recognizing the processes of knowledge production, how it was or is legitimized, and
prioritizing research benefits to Indigenous communities (Beeman-Cadwallader, Quigley,
& Yazzie-Mintz, 2011). As scholars, researchers and knowledge producers, there is need
to move beyond simply challenging epistemological imperialism to rooting our practices
in contexts which affirm the languages, perspectives, social values and worldviews of our
research participants (Dei, 2012).
In choosing to conduct international hermeneutic research in countries with a
colonial history, concerns related to re-colonization and knowledge exploitation need to
be explicitly addressed (Beeman-Cadwallader et al., 2011; Ndimande, 2012). This can be
accomplished when researchers read broadly and deeply on issues associated with the
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experience of colonialism and colonial residue, articulate an appropriate level of
sensitivity to the colonial experience, ensure robust cultural competence and develop a
strong awareness of the key issues and the factors which have and continue to influence
the life experiences of participants. These decolonizing actions are consistent with the
hermeneutic practice of articulating foreknowledge and prejudices.
Decolonization of research is a dynamic, evolving process and recognizing the
potential for international research to be viewed as exploitative, careful consideration
should be given to models for the conduct of culturally appropriate research. The work of
Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars should inform the research design (Kovach,
2009; Smith, 1999). Studies by non-Indigenous researchers who have co-researched with
Indigenous researchers are valuable information sources on research practices to avoid
re-colonization effects (Fleet & Kitson, 2013; Hodge & Lester, 2006; Smithers Graeme,
2013; Smithers Graeme & Mandawe, 2017; Stelmach, 2009). Researchers are advised to
take the time needed to establish authentic relationships and promote collaboration during
all phases of study by spending time in the setting, learning the language, and making
findings available to participants (Beeman-Cadwallader et al., 2011). This promotes
phronesis, the habit of attentiveness and understanding of life as it is lived. Deliberations
such as these were important to Gadamer (1960/1975) and are not only effective
strategies for decolonizing research; they are also vital aspects of hermeneutic practice.
Differences in philosophical, theoretical and practical perspectives between
Indigenous and Western contexts often cause confusion and frustrations in research. This
tension can be alleviated by having a more critical understanding of the underlying
assumptions, theories, values and methods that inform decolonized research practices,
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combined with a deep and rich understanding of the specific local context required within
hermeneutic tradition, can support understanding from an Indigenous perspective
(Moules et al., 2015; Ndimande, 2012). Hermeneutic inquiry, where knowledge is coconstructed with research participants through the fusion of horizons within the
hermeneutic circle/spiral (Gadamer, 1960/1995; Moules, 2002; Porter & Robinson,
2011), requires a researcher to be aware of and sensitive to such differences.
For graduate students who are cultural outsiders, an important decolonizing action
that can be considered is the purposeful selection of a supervisory committee with
expertise on the international context. The knowledge, skills, and experience that
committee members bring to the table can be a very helpful counterbalance to a graduate
student’s limited international research experience. Their vigilant oversight as academic
advisors can help ensure the cultural competence of the research.
Pragmatic and Logistical Factors
International research requires thoughtful preparation and careful attention to
pragmatic and logistical issues. Determining the amount of time to dedicate to field work
requires meticulous attention to all the required research tasks. A comprehensive plan
can ensure that appropriate time and resources are allocated to essential tasks and all
processes are included. Special consideration may need to be given to situations where
the researcher is unknown to the participants with time and effort dedicated to
establishing relationships and developing rapport. In circumstances where the researcher
does not speak the local language, planning to work with a translator may be a
consideration. Given the significant role language plays in hermeneutic research, the
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benefits would need to be carefully weighed against the challenges and limitations that
this would place on the data analysis and interpretation processes.
External factors can also influence the timing of a research visit, thus staying
abreast of current events where the research is to be conducted is important. As
experienced researchers know, field work rarely proceeds exactly as planned, so it is
prudent to factor in a healthy percentage of extra time. However, this comes with a cost,
as extending field work means additional expenses for travel and accommodation. While
it is important to remain focused on the goal of data collection, prepare to be flexible
when carefully laid plans come apart, and be resourceful and open to inventive solutions
when issues arise. For example, we have had to deal with extended electrical power
brownouts or outages, unfamiliar civic or religious holidays, being sensitive to gender
proprieties for one-on-one conversations or interviews when participants are of the
opposite gender, and very different cultural and administrative expectations related to
class attendance at the beginning of a semester (e.g., students do not attend class until
their tuition fees are paid in full, which can take a period of weeks).
Spending extensive time on field work requires adequate resources. In addition to
funds, this can be a time-consuming undertaking. Having a trusted local contact person
to work with in making arrangements can be a huge benefit, such as a liaison for
recruiting participants or securing a place for the research conversations or helping to
arrange researcher accommodations for field work. Developing a comprehensive budget
can ensure that essential expenses are included. When expenses for entry visas, research
permits, immunizations or medications, such as anti-malarials, and medical and travel
insurance premiums are added to those for international travel, accommodation, food,
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local transport and possibly interpreter/translation services, the final tally is not
insignificant. For some, these expenses are a prohibitive barrier to conducting
international research. In an era when research funding is limited, funders may question
or decide not to fund a project that either appears to have unrealistic expenses or an
inadequate budget.
Utilizing a Critical Friend
For international researchers, it can be very helpful to have a ‘critical friend’ from
the research site to provide local support at different points in the research process (Costa
& Kallick, 1993). This role is separate from, but complementary to, academic
supervision provided by supervisors and committee members of graduate students
(Appleton, 2011). Engaging one or more critical friends in an international research
inquiry can serve as a mechanism to strengthen awareness and sensitivity to various
contextual and historical factors which shape hermeneutic interpretation and maintain
researcher integrity in particular with regard to monocultural interpretation (Appleton,
2011; Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009).
A critical friend can be invited for several purposes. First, she or he may help the
researcher facilitate local logistical arrangements, provide support during the ethical
review or assist with participant recruitment. Second, for a researcher as cultural
outsider, a critical friend may serve as a cultural guide, a translator in the event that
participants use words or phrases in an ethnic language, or a note taker if focus groups
are used. A critical friend who is familiar with the research topic and context can: ask
thoughtful, provocative, and challenging questions about the research design; engage in
conversations that clarify the researcher’s perspectives during data collection; provide
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critique to data interpretation; and participate in knowledge dissemination and translation
in international settings. For international researchers, these purposeful discussions and
communications with a critical friend could be conducted through e-mail, mail, google
chat, skype, and other forms of electronic communications (Appleton, 2011; Costa &
Kallick, 1993). Finally, in acknowledgement of the myriad challenges that come from
carefully studying and becoming familiar with the topic, a critical friend can
“commiserate and console and clarify” (Jardine, 2016, p. 1).
Ethical Considerations
Depending on the context of the inquiry to be undertaken and the participants’
situation, international researchers need to be clear if additional ethic reviews are needed.
For example, the school boards involved in the study conducted in Western China do not
have policy and procedures in place for research; the author only needed to have the
research plan reviewed and approved by the Canadian university where the author
initiated the study. However, in the context of the study in Kenya, the researcher had to
apply for a government research permit and request research affiliation with a research
institution or local community organization in Kenya. As the result, extra time was
planned and allocated to have these additional reviews approved before data collection.
Given the volume of data that can be generated in hermeneutic research and the
distances involved for field work, data organization is a key since researchers cannot
easily return to the field if they discover that something is missing, or lost and not
recoverable. All documents should be digitalized in order to facilitate transfer of
documents to and from the international location. Plan to have all raw digital data
(photos or recordings) backed up regularly and stored in a secure location away from the
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primary work location. Early in the planning stages of the inquiry, it is prudent to
develop plans to meet institutional requirements for protecting research data and carefully
investigate whether there are any legal restrictions on transnational or international data
collection in the country to avoid problems later on.
Data Collection Methods
Data collection methods in hermeneutic inquiry cannot be simply formalized into
a series of technical procedures, a variety of modes of inquiry or activities can be utilized
to conduct hermeneutic inquiry. In this section, we introduce methods we have adopted
to understand and interpret the meaning of human experiences. These methods of
conversation, photovoice, focus group discussions, and reflective journals and field notes
are consistent with Kinsella’s (2006) description of hermeneutic inquiries, reveal the
cross-cultural competence of the researcher and can help avoid re-colonization of
participants.
Conversation
Characterized as a dialectic dialogue process of question and answer, giving and
taking, talking at cross-purposes, seeing each other’s point through working out the
common meaning, conversation has long been recognized as a research mode for
collecting, analyzing and making meaning of data (Carson, 1986; Feldman, 1999;
Gadamer, 1960/1975; Guo, 2010). Conversation allows the researcher and participants to
share knowledge, develop deeper understanding of the topic, and help each other make
meaning of the topic under discussion (Feldman, 1999; Guo, 2010). The dialogic nature
of hermeneutics gives researchers the ability to ask questions about complex human
situations that are centred in language and the historical, highlighting the critical
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importance of context (Moules et al., 2015). As hermeneutics ventures deeply into the
contextual world of research participants, researchers are called to consider not only what
is said, but also what is silenced or not said (Grondin, 1995 in Moules et al., 2015).
Utilization of a conversational method is congruent with hermeneutics as a philosophical
orientation, but also within an Indigenous worldview (Kovach, 2010). Privileging
participants’ voices through the use of conversation can affirm and reinforce positive
cultural identities of participants (Ndimande, 2012). While serving as an efficient data
collection method, conversation is also an oral inquiry and horizon-expanding process in
hermeneutic inquiry. Conversations with participants, as opposed to highly structured
interviews, create spaces for thoughtful reflection and expanded horizons on the
experiences being studied (Carson, 1986; Guo, 2010).
Seeking to advance understanding of a topic through a discovery of other peoples’
standpoints and horizon is the nature of hermeneutic conversations. This requires the
researcher and the participants to pay attention to the different perspectives or
experiences the “other” has to share in order to achieve a fusion of horizons. Therefore,
strong cross-cultural competence is a prerequisite for conducting hermeneutic research in
international settings and is important to ensure successful and productive research
conversations. We found that using culturally appropriate greetings were useful tactics
for building rapport with participants and creating an atmosphere for conversations to
flourish. In the Kenyan study this involved standing, shaking hands and sharing personal
stories or experiences. Due to the inherent differences between oral and written means of
discourse, particularly in cross-cultural or international situations where interviews may
be facilitated through the work of a translator, a pilot process run can be most helpful to
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identify issues before beginning data collection conversations (Kvale & Brinkmann,
2009).
When conducting hermeneutic conversations, researchers are allowed to share
their experiences related to the research topic or bring perspectives contradictory to
participants’ expressions to achieve the fusion of horizon (Guo, 2010). In addition,
thoughtful choices of words to converse with participants can help keep the research
conversation genuine and maintain inclusive, thoughtful, and respectful relationships
with participants. Research conversations in international settings are often more
complex and situational than what was planned in research design phases, therefore,
researchers are expected to appreciate the essential difficulty of conducting hermeneutic
conversations in cross-cultural settings. Participants may relate to the in-depth
conversation as a structured interview, therefore, researchers need to intentionally
preserve openness during the conversation and be prepared to face the challenges of
asking questions of a personal nature to direct the inquiry deeper and re-focus the
conversation related to the research topic when they go beyond research boundaries and
social conventions (Baglin & Rugg, 2010; Guo, 2010; Moules, Field, McCaffrey, &
Laing, 2014; Paterson & Higgs 2005; von Zweck et al., 2008). When researchers meet
multiple times with participants, it is helpful to prepare a summary following each
conversation to encourage reflection, mutual questioning and the generation of additional
questions to clarify the unfolding stories for each participant, a process which often
results in richer data and new understandings of the participants’ experience (Carson,
1986).
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Photovoice
Photos and video can be used as a supplementary data collection method for
participants to share contextual information, helping direct the conversations to critical,
meaningful objects, moments and experiences. With the availability of cell phones
worldwide, use of photovoice is a more viable option for international researchers,
especially if the research population is younger and located in urban areas with good cell
phone connections. Photos can reinforce memories from the setting and are useful where
researchers do not need to capture elements of interactions. Video may also be used in
situations where preserving an interaction is important. Regardless, attention needs to be
given to the cultural appropriateness of data collection using photos or video. In addition,
researchers need to be aware of potential ethical concerns with photos or video. This is a
concern in international research where ethics protocols may be different, less developed
or not exist at all in some locations.
The photovoice process involves the selection of and talking about a small
number of photos which the participant believes are most significant, using a series of
questions based on the SHOWeD Protocol to assist in taking a critical view of the stories
portrayed through their photos (Wang & Burris 1997; Wang, 1999). Conversation
flowing from these photos can serve as a means of engagement, empowerment and a
bridge to strengthen rapport, helping the participants and researcher get to know each
other as they delve deeper into their inquiry (Moules et al., 2015). This method of
engaging with participants provides a visual stimulus which can lead to new questions
that complement or diverge from those arising solely from the conversation. This process
can lead to more fusions of horizon between researcher and participant and result in
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deeper understanding. For example, in the Kenyan study, participants shared photos
from their placement activities in a camp for internally displaced persons, a women’s
group meeting in a rural community and faith-based service organization in an urban
slum. These images allowed the researcher and participant to attend to the community
context in ways that would not have been possible without the photos. Vivid images such
as these can enhance hermeneutic writing, helping researchers reveal the diverse layers of
the topic.
When utilizing this method, information with basic photography tips can be
provided during the recruitment process to review possible ethical concerns and identify
ways to minimize possible risks to participants themselves or those in the photo when
taking pictures for the research project. Wang (1999) describes how issues such as social
class, access to power, and education have the potential to increase the sense of
vulnerability of individuals that participants may wish to photograph. On the other hand,
when participants are given control over what they photograph and which aspects of the
photo they want to discuss or highlight in their conversations with researchers, this can be
an empowering experience (O. Bryanton, personal communication, May 24, 2017). An
information sheet can also provide ideas of alternative ways to represent or portray their
experience. If the researcher is providing the cameras, then this expense and funds for
participant training needs to be built into the overall budget.
Focus Group Discussions
Focus groups may be used as a way to establish relationships between the
participants and the researcher, an option for international researchers who are looking
for opportunities to engage with small groups of participants that they may have only
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recently met (Moules et al., 2015). While some hermeneutic inquiries use conversational
interviews with family members as a group, very few appear to take advantage of the
benefits of a focus group to highlight the voices of participants (e.g., Laing, 2013). A
focus group may generate deeper and richer data through a discussion of the topic
between participants, allowing for additional fusions of horizons and interpretations. For
example, in the Kenyan study, the participants were very keen to share and discuss their
experiences of community-based learning with each other. This focus group was their
first opportunity for peer sharing. Listening to and observing the interactions among and
between the individual participants was insightful for the researcher. Opportunities for
participants to reflect on and discuss their shared or unique aspects of their experience
can potentially allow participants and researcher to reach a new fusion of horizons. In
addition, researchers who are positioned as cultural outsiders may gain insights from
focus group discussions where participants might only feel insiders would understand and
would simply not think to talk about with an outsider. On the practical side, thought
should be given to who will facilitate the focus group discussion, a particular issue for
researchers who are cultural or linguistic outsiders.
Reflective Journals and Field Notes
A critical aspect of hermeneutic work is the reflexivity of the researcher engaged
in their own reflective writing regarding the research process, personal learnings, or
confusions as part of a personal process of turning around the topic (Moules et al., 2015).
A self-reflective grasp of the hermeneutic structure of the lived meaning of time is a
difficult and often laborious task, involving a process of reflectively appropriating,
clarifying, and making explicit the aspects of meaning of the experience (van Manen,
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2014). For international hermeneutic inquiries, a considerable amount of time needs to
be dedicated to writing researcher’s reflective journals or field notes to document the
myriad of background elements associated with the international context for the research.
This is in addition to the typical notes, reflections and observations from the
conversations, questions that emerge from listening to recorded conversations, or points
that come up during the focus group discussion. These include additional information
such as vocal intonations and gestures of participants, notes related to the meeting
context, or reflections and notes from reading or re-reading data.
Data Interpretation and Writing
Hermeneutic analysis encompasses more than the spoken words of the
participants, and can include speaking, listening, sharing, questioning and reflecting by
the participants and researcher as they engage in a conversation about what their
experience means to them. Consequently, thorough preparation for field work and strong
cross-cultural competence is essential. Data analysis in hermeneutic inquiry starts as
soon as data collection begins. We examine here issues related to the transcription of
conversations, interpretation of data, and writing hermeneutically in an international
context.
Transcription of conversations
In hermeneutic research, decisions regarding the transcription process should be
carefully documented in a researcher’s log in order to ensure consistency. Assuring the
accuracy and validity of transcripts is critical since the transcripts are not simply copies
of the original conversation; they are interpretive and decontextualized (Kvale, 1996).
Transcriber reliability and the interpretational character of transcription needs to be
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considered along with the layers of context that are documented in the transcribing
process around features such as pauses, repetitions and tone of voice in order to interpret
what is said or unsaid particularly in international research (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).
Participants at a distance could be offered the opportunity to discuss the transcript or
summary via phone or skype instead of more traditional member check processes to
ensure accuracy and clarity (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).
Interpretation
Interpretation of the meaning of experiences occurs through a precise
understanding of the social, cultural and historical context (Gadamer, 1960/1975). A
systematic process of listening to conversations along with reading and re-reading
conversation transcripts, summaries, field notes and the researcher’s reflective journal
helps to identify emergent themes from the data and establish naïve understanding of
both the whole and parts. This initial phase in working toward a hermeneutic
understanding of participants’ experiences is followed by writing about the context for
each participant prior to presenting the meaning and understanding of their experience by
situating his/her horizon (Gadamer, 1960/1975; Moules et al., 2015). Throughout the
interpretative process, researchers need to take time to allow all the histories and voices
to reveal themselves and have their say (Jardine, Graham, Clifford, & Friesen, 2002). It
would be prudent for researchers to periodically revisit preparatory notes and readings to
ensure that they remain sensitive to the international context of their research. As
international researchers move further into data interpretation, deeper layers of
understanding will be uncovered and they should remain vigilant to ensure that they
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remain conscious of the hermeneutical situation/position along with the cultural and
historical context (Gadamer, 1960/1975).
Listening to the recordings along with reflective writing while still in the field can
help form (naïve) interpretations and uncover additional questions that need to be asked.
As data analysis and interpretation continues, researchers have to clearly acknowledge
and remain open and sensitive to the various ways that their preunderstanding has and
continues to influence their interpretations.
Writing hermeneutically
In hermeneutic research, a researcher is a seeker of meaning. The purpose of
hermeneutic inquiry is not to provide “information” or “solutions” in a technical sense,
but to enhance our perspectives and provide pathic forms of understanding that are
situational, relational and enactive (van Manen, 2014). Therefore, hermeneutic writing
reflects how philosophical and methodological perspectives are practiced in research and
the process of presenting and making sense of human experiences. In other words,
writing hermeneutically is not simply writing up conclusions or preparing a report at the
end of inquiry, it is an engaging process with human existence in a linguistic form
(Gadamer, 2006). A hermeneutic writer does not present the reader with a conclusive
argument or with a determinate set of ideas, essences, or insights. Instead, he or she
orientates the reader reflectively to participants’ experiences in recognizable form.
Hermeneutic research is a philosophical project, therefore, its writing needs to
reflect the philosophical reflection on the world and the experiences being studied (van
Manen, 2006). Thoughtful hermeneutic writing presents something familiar into
profoundly unfamiliar and touches the readers by the epiphany effect of its reflective
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engagement with prior experiences. The hermeneutic text brings readers in touch with
the familiar experiences, resonates with the reflective being, and changes their
understanding of the being through gaining new meanings from the text and experiences.
Hermeneutic inquiry-writing reflects the idea that no text is ever perfect, no
interpretation is ever complete, no explication of meaning is ever final, and no insight is
beyond challenge (Moules et al., 2015; van Manen & Adams, 2010). During the writing
process, a hermeneutic writer is situated in a solitary sphere and is profoundly affected by
the infinite uncertainty and possibility presented in the text. The researcher steps back
from the text to encounter the fundamental questions behind the naked human
experiences, recognizing the limitation of human understanding, without completely
stepping out of his or her social, historical, biographic being. In writing international
hermeneutic research, a researcher considers the integration of the fundamental questions
addressed in the study, the philosophical and interpretive traditions of hermeneutics, the
linguistic and cultural differences as interpretive conditions and analysis of the data, and
a deepened understanding of meanings and human experiences from comparative
perspectives. A hermeneutic writer also moves through the hermeneutic circle to
consider a particular topic in both international and local contexts. This is a challenging
process, but one that supports broader interpretations through different lenses. Our own
research writing experiences confirm that it is sometimes challenging to find the
Indigenous terms or words that have equivalent English expressions or vice versa.
Therefore, it is always helpful for a researcher to adopt key Indigenous words or phrases
to achieve accurate interpretation. This writing process not only facilitates transnational
conversations on the topic, but also allows the researcher to move in and out of the data
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and reflect the possibilities and limitations language creates in understanding and
interpreting the meanings.
Conclusions
As an interpretive methodology, hermeneutics allows an international researcher
to gain deeper understanding and new perspectives on human experiences through
interpreting text and highlighting the cultural, historical, philosophical and linguistic
characteristics of the research setting. Therefore, it appeals to researchers in fields such
as education, clinical psychology, criminology, legal studies, family sciences, nursing
and medicine. However, the unique philosophical legacy embedded in hermeneutics and
the distinctive processes of interpretive writing combined with the challenges inherent
with working in an international setting need to be faced head on by researchers, who are
interested in conducting hermeneutic inquiry in international settings.
Based on the authors’ experiences from two hermeneutic studies conducted in
Kenya and China, this paper presents a concise roadmap of hermeneutic inquiry,
particularly for graduate students who are traversing the intersection of research design
and international context. Philosophical, methodological, practical and ethical issues a
researcher needs to consider when designing and implementing a hermeneutic study in
international settings are examined. These considerations are not only practical for
following hermeneutic traditions in international research, but also crucial for
decolonizing research and knowledge through transnational conversations and
collaborations.
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Abstract
Understanding students’ experiences in community-based learning (CBL) is critical for
developing innovative and culturally responsive civic engagement programs in higher
education; however Kenyan university students’ CBL experiences are under-examined
and not documented in current CBL literature. Using philosophical hermeneutics as the
theoretical and methodological framework, this interpretive study explored the meaning
of community-based learning Kenyan university students in a human services program
and examined the complexity of students’ learning experiences in Kenyan communities.
Through students’ voices and perspectives on CBL in Kenya, this study revealed the
historical, cultural, economic and social factors influencing students’ experiences.
Selected key findings reported in this paper relate to students’ encounters with the impact
of HIV/AIDS, linguistic diversity and injustice on community services. Findings of this
study contribute to a stronger global understanding of civic engagement programs in
higher education and decolonized CBL theory and praxis in contexts with unique social,
cultural, historical and linguistic traditions. This study expands existing knowledge and
understanding of students’ CBL experiences and outlines recommendations for culturally
and contextually responsive CBL planning and implementation in Kenyan higher
education.
Keywords: community-based learning, student experiences, hermeneutics, higher
education, Kenya, interpretive study

116

Community-based learning (CBL) has been embraced as an engaging pedagogy in
higher education based on the premise that it gives students opportunities to experience
issues studied in real-world settings. In ideal situations, students are supported with
guidance from field supervisors and instructors as they consolidate and apply the
foundational knowledge and skills in new or less familiar community contexts. We know
that CBL placements in settings where extreme inequality exists can perpetuate inequity
and reinforce systems of privilege (McMillan & Stanton, 2014; Mitchell, 2008). Using a
hermeneutic approach to give attention to context and language in analysis and
interpretation (Moules et al., 2015), this paper shares findings from a qualitative study
exploring what CBL means to Kenyan university students. The purpose behind this
research was to contribute understanding of CBL in Kenyan settings, as a holistic
perspective of Kenyan CBL is missing from the literature. This research provided an
opportunity to examine CBL from a vantage point that has often been overlooked, the
perspective of undergraduate university students in Kenya.
An Overview of Community-Based Learning in Higher Education
In focusing on local CBL placements in Kenya as opposed to transnational CBL
frequently utilized for study abroad programs, this study uses Bringle and Clayton’s
(2012) definition of community service-learning.
A course or competency-based, credit-bearing educational experience in which
students (a) participate in mutually identified service activities that benefit the
community, 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. (pp. 114-115)
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Existing literature, primarily from Western higher education settings, has clearly
established CBL as a philosophy, educational model and pedagogy that provides positive
outcomes for all stakeholders of higher education institutions by strengthening the
universities’ relationships to their surrounding communities (Finley & Checkoway, 2014;
Pollack, 2014; Mitchell, 2008). While enabling students to make connections between
their prior learning, the social, cultural, and historical context, and the community setting,
CBL can enhance the complexity in students’ thinking, feeling, relating, and acting (Lee
& Chen, 2014; Simons et al., 2012; Swaner, 2012; Xing & Ka Ma, 2010), develop
students’ relationship-building skills as they maintain close working relationships with
field supervisors, partnership institutions and university instructors (Kathuri-Ogola et al.,
2015; Preece, 2016; Sharpe & Dear, 2013), and transform students, faculty, staff and
communities (Finley & Checkoway, 2014). Such positive outcomes can only be
achieved based on a deep understanding of the contextual factors affecting CBL
stakeholders, including students, faculty, and community partner organizations. In
addition, incorporating indigenous perspectives into existing CBL theory and praxis is
critical for developing CBL models, pedagogical approaches, and practices that are
responsive to the sociocultural characteristics and needs of local communities
(VanLeeuwen, Guo-Brennan & Weeks, 2017b).
The Need for CBL Research in Kenya
Post-secondary education has been identified as an important strategy and venue
to address the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals associated with poverty eradication,
education for all and gender equity in African countries, including Kenya (United
Nations, 2015). Many higher education institutions in Africa have adopted CBL to foster
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high quality learning and civic engagement. As a result, undergraduate students are
required to engage in CBL through practicums or attachments as graduation
requirements. In addition, scholars have long been calling for more systematic
generation of knowledge using greater theoretical and methodological rigor (Bringle,
2003; Giles & Eyler, 1994, 2013; Eyler, 2002; Eyler, 2009; Whitley, 2014) and numerous
studies have warned that importing Western pedagogies and practices into African
contexts can be problematic (Crabtree, 2008; Fourie, 2003; O’Brien, 2005). However,
the extent that African perspectives, traditions and needs have been incorporated into
existing CBL theory and praxis in African higher education remains under-examined as
much of the CBL research is conducted in settings outside of Africa.
Research into community-based learning in Africa is challenged by the limited
utilization of local epistemologies, a shortcoming exacerbated by the small number of
studies (Fourie, 2003; O’Brien, 2005). Comparative studies examining Western and
Africanized models of CBL question the effectiveness of neo-colonial practices using
Eurocentric CBL models to help African students relate to their real-world learning
experiences (Hatcher & Erasmus, 2008; Le Grange, 2007; Stanton & Erasmus, 2013).
Understanding the community learning contexts and the relationships among students,
institutions, and the community is critical for enabling each stakeholder in a CSL
partnership to optimize its capital, resources, and ongoing growth (van Wyk & Daniels,
2004) however, such understanding is not readily available to maximize students’ CBL
learning outcomes in Africa.
Situated in Eastern African, political and economic reforms in recent decades
have helped Kenya move toward sustained economic stability and social development.
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Despite these advances Kenya continues to struggle with high levels of poverty,
inequality and climate change, focusing on globalisation with a balance of modern
industry, along with traditional agriculture, craft, resource extraction, tourism, trade and
service sectors (Woolman 2001; World Bank, 2018). The Kenyan government places
high priority on education that leads to employment (United Nations Development
Program, 2014). CBL experiences in the form of “attachments” with employers in most
sectors are common requirements for students pursuing post-secondary education in
Kenya.
The educational system in Kenya has long been preoccupied with testing, training
for white-collar employment at the expense of local needs. Youth and university students
have been isolated from the lived realities of their communities as they focus on their
studies, often in boarding schools away from their home community (Tumuti, Mule,
Gecaga & Manguriu, 2013). This disconnect has led to distress when they encounter
social issues, however, community engagement programs in higher education have been
reported as an effective strategy to counter such criticism (Tumuti et al., 2013). But the
difficult community situations complicated by issues with language, culture, diversity,
HIV/AIDS and extreme poverty present great barriers for students and higher education
institutions to articulate the CBL learning goals and outcomes (VanLeeuwen et al., 2018;
Kathuri-Ogola, et al., 2015; Muriithi Kabaria, et al, 2018;).
Understanding of CBL in Kenya is complicated by several unique contextual
factors. First, the significant growth in the number of public and private institutions and
student enrollment have led to a phenomenal expansion of Kenyan university programs,
serious overcrowding, and inadequate infrastructure (Gudo, Olel, & Oanda, 2011; ICEF
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Monitor, 2015; Nyangau, 2014; Oanda & Jowi, 2012). Second, the neo-colonial
practices of using eurocentric CSL models at Kenyan universities have caused tensions
and disconnection between CBL theory and students’ experiences in the field (Le
Grange, 2007; Stanton & Erasmus, 2013; VanLeeuwen et al., 2017b). Third, the AIDS
epidemic in Kenya has exacerbated extreme poverty, severe stigma and inequity (Kohler
et al., 2014; Mudavanhu, 2009; Mudavanhu, Segalo, & Fourie, 2006). Fourth, the
(in)equity issues related to gender, language and ethnic groups as well as the asymmetries
in power relations require tactful professional wisdoms from community service
professionals (Adoyo & Odeny, 2015; Karanja, 2010; Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2012;
Meda, 2013). These distinctive contextual issues relevant to CBL in Kenya differ from
the key issues discussed in current CBL literature which reflects predominately the
theoretical and contextual perspectives gained from Western contexts (Mitchell, 2008;
VanLeeuwen, Weeks & Guo-Brennan, 2017b).
Deeper inquiry using critical lenses that explicate historical, cultural, racial, and
political issues can help researchers and university educators acknowledge, understand
and honour differences (Boler & Zembylas, 2003; Dei, 2000; McMillan & Stanton, 2014;
Mitchell, 2008; Roos et al., 2005; Thomson et al., 2011; Tonkin, 2011; Zembylas, 2015).
To present a holistic view of CBL, the distinctive contextual settings and experiences of
Kenyan students must be considered. Understanding the meaning of CBL to Kenyan
university students is essential for curricular initiatives to be based in good practice and
sound evidence.

121

Research Purpose and Questions
The purpose of this interpretive inquiry was to understand the meaning of CBL
for Kenyan university students. Specifically, the study addressed three research
questions:
1. What does community- based learning mean for Kenyan University students?
2. What key issues affect CBL in Kenya?
3. What can be changed to improve Kenyan students’ CBL experiences and
decolonize the current theoretical perspectives and praxis in the field of CBL?
Understanding Kenyan university students’ CBL experiences through interpreting the
meaning of their experiences allowed the first author to gain a deepened understanding of
the contextual factors affecting CBL in Kenya and contribute to a transnational
understanding of in global higher education contexts.
Methodology and Methods
Hermeneutics as Theoretical and Methodological Framework
Hermeneutics is the theory and methodology of interpretation (Gadamer,
1960/1975; Guo, 2012; VanLeeuwen et al., 2017a). It served as the theoretical
framework of this cross-cultural research examining CBL as it encourages critical
engagement with historical context, cultural tradition, and prior knowledge in
understanding and interpreting experiences (Davey, 2006; McCaffrey, Raffin-Bouchal, &
Moules, 2012; Moules, 2002; VanLeeuwen et al., 2017a). In hermeneutics, prejudices
can be viewed as productive and positive, and this awareness sensitizes interpreters to
cultural and academic filters that may be employed (Gadamer, 1960/1975).
Understanding and interpretation are inseparable in hermeneutic data collection and
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analysis because what is learned from another person must first be interpreted with our
own pre-understandings, discussed, and then added to a new horizon (Hovey, Delormier,
McComber, Lévesque, & Martin, 2017).
Adopting hermeneutics as a methodological framework meant that immersion in
the literature about the topic as well as the research context was the starting point for data
collection in this hermeneutic study as recommended by McCaffrey, Raffin-Bouchal and
Moules (2012). A holistic understanding of students’ CBL experiences only happens
through the fusion of horizons (Gadamer, 1960/1975) as both researcher and participants’
prior knowledge about the topic is broadened through the new information acquired in
research conversations (Binding & Tapp, 2008). Consideration of what the participants
and researchers bring into the hermeneutic circle of understanding is important,
especially in cross-cultural research settings such as this (VanLeeuwen et al., 2017a). It
is through this dynamic interpretative process that hermeneutics strives to be holistic and
integrative as it seeks to understand the topic as a whole in light of its parts.
Research Context and Participants
This study took place at a large public university in Kenya where students from
over 20 departments are required to complete CBL placements or ‘attachments’ as part of
their undergraduate degree requirements. The academic program prepares graduates to
pursue careers with social service organizations (e.g., within the civil service,
international aid agencies or non-governmental organizations) that support vulnerable
children, youth, and families and their communities.
Following screening, six participants from the university program were purposely
selected based on their gender, age, ethnicity, and the type of CBL placements (Patton,
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2015; Moules, 2002; Sandelowski, 1995). Three female and 3 male students with an age
span from 21 to 30 years old were invited to participate in this study. They came from 4
different ethnic groups (i.e., Gikuyu, Luhya, Kalenjin or Iteso) with educational and
living experiences in either rural or urban settings. All participants completed their
secondary studies at boarding schools before starting university and were fluent in
Kenya’s two national languages, Kiswahili and English, as well as the language of their
ethnic group. At the time of this study, they were in the fourth year of their
undergraduate program and had completed a 12-week CBL placement with a community
organization such as a government department, non-governmental organization (NGO),
faith-based charity or community-based organization (CBO).
Data Collection
The first author conducted three interviews with each participant over a period of
four weeks and each conversation lasted about 45-70 minutes. These conversations,
which started about 4-5 weeks after the end of their placements, were conducted on the
Kenyan university campus at times convenient to the participants. Open-ended questions
were used to guide conversations on students’ learning experiences in communities,
knowledge, and skills gained, challenges and barriers, and their perceptions and
experiences with Kenyan traditional ways of knowing during their CBL placement
(Binding & Tapp, 2008; Carson, 1986). Additional questions were generated following
each conversation to clarify the unfolding stories for each participant. Where
appropriate, techniques such as rewording, clarification, funneling, probing, encouraging
story-telling and summarizing were used to achieve greater depth in the data and ensure
that both researcher and participants remained open and curious about the topic (Moules
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et al., 2015; Paterson & Higgs, 2005). Each research conversation was digitally recorded
and transcribed using Microsoft Word and speech recognition software Dragon
NaturallySpeaking and transcripts were uploaded into NVivo.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
Interpretative analysis encompassed more than the spoken words of participants,
and included the speaking, listening, sharing, questions and reflecting of the participants
and researcher in conversation about their CBL experiences. Recordings of
conversations were listened to multiple times, while transcripts, in conjunction with field
notes and the researcher’s journal, were read and re-read. Analysis methods also
included reading transcripts aloud, reading other literature, writing memos and notes,
talking to colleagues, paying attention to what was not said, and thinking as well as
journaling. A critical friend, a trusted person who asks provocative questions, clarifies
ideas, and offers a critique of a person’s work (Appleton, 2011; Costa & Kallick, 1993),
was used to help with contextual understanding or nuances of local language use in
English, Kiswahili and other ethnic languages. The systematic process of moving in
circles through listening and reading to each participant’s CBL experiences helped
establish understandings of the topic as a whole and in parts and the identification of key
themes from the data (McCaffrey, et. al., 2012; Moules et al., 2015). Themes of findings
were verified through data triangulation; a process of comparing the similarities and
dissonances in all transcribed conversations as well as by attending to what was absent in
conversations with participants (Moules et al., 2015).
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Findings
Themes of findings reported here were revealed and synthesized through the
deconstructive and reconstructive dialogue between participants’ sharing of their CBL
experiences and the researcher’s attention to the disciplinary, historical, cultural and
extra-linguistic factors related to the topic of study (Jacobs, 2014; Moules et al., 2015).
In hermeneutic studies, context is important for understanding experiences (Gadamer,
1960/1975). This section will introduce each participant as well as her/his CBL
placement organization. This is followed by key findings on the meaning of CBL to
Kenyan university students, including understanding the stigma and resilience associated
with HIV/AIDS, realizing the important role language plays in community services and
engagement, understanding the impact of religious diversity on CBL, encountering the
socioeconomic complexities in Kenya, and understanding the discrimination experienced
by individuals living with a disability. Pseudonyms were used to ensure participants’
confidentiality.
Participants and their Community-Based Learning Settings
Each of the participants in this study recently completed a mandatory 12-week
CBL placement with a human service organization in Kenya as part of their
undergraduate program. Their varied experiences with organizations in the civil service,
a faith-based charity and non-governmental, non-profit organizations added unique
contributions to a more holistic understanding of what CBL meant to Kenyan university
students.
Joy, who was 24 years old and grew up in an urban setting within a Gikuyu
ethnic community, completed her CBL placement with an organic agriculture training
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centre. The mission of this organization was to develop a sense of empowerment and
self-reliance in communities to improve food security and the livelihoods of smallholder
farmers while building a healthier environment. The center offered a range of
programming for community members, such as training in organic farming practices,
using energy conserving cook stoves and biogas systems, small livestock husbandry, and
engaging individuals affected by HIV/AIDS in income generating activities. These
programs and activities took place at the centre’s demonstration plots or in the
community. Joy was responsible for managing a pilot program to provide agricultural
and financial support to impoverished grandmothers in the local community who were
raising their grandchildren. She and her colleagues also carried out extension activities
with women’s groups including how to use grow bags for micro gardens and table
banking; learning how to deliver sessions of the centre-based organic farming training
and mentoring youth participating in the income-generating programs at the centre, such
as tailoring, basket making and pottery.
Symo, 30 years of age from the Gikuyu ethnic group, grew up in a village in a
rural community. Post-secondary studies for Symo were delayed after high school due to
the combination of his mother’s illness and family finances. He was the second
participant partnered with this organic agricultural training centre where he was involved
with the empowerment of women through training at the centre and in communities in the
peri-urban, or rural-urban transition zone, and surrounding rural areas. His
responsibilities involved extension activities with local residents; primarily with women’s
groups and youth who were training at the centre. Extension programs are informal,
flexible outreach activities geared to educate entire communities or groups. His social
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media and graphic design skills were well-utilized when he was asked to take on
responsibilities in this area for the centre. He also created a publication to document and
celebrate the activities of the ten interns hosted at the centre.
Kiongozi, 23 years old, was a member of the Kalenjin tribe and grew up in a rural
village community. Upon graduation from secondary school, his parents could not afford
to send him to university, so he postponed his studies for nine months. His CBL
placement was with a local children’s charitable organization which cared for over 70
children. Since the centre had been ordered to close, Kiongozi spent the first few weeks
of his CBL placement working to locate parents and caregivers of the children,
conducting sensitization sessions and liaising with local boarding schools as children
moved to their facilities. He was also engaged in fundraising for the centre, as they had
committed to paying school fees for the term. Toward the end of his placement he
converted one of the centre’s rooms into a library as the organization shifted to providing
recreational and leisure activities for the former residents.
Lolo, 21 years old, was from the Luhya tribe and grew up in Nairobi. She chose
the human service program because she wanted a program that would enable her to
address people's needs, and especially poverty. Her CBL placement organization was a
faith-based charity serving 200 families from the nearby slums. Lolo’s primary
responsibility was conducting home visits to assess and monitor family needs and
eligibility for services as well as monitor children’s progress in school. Services
provided by the charity included subsidies for school fees or rent and financial assistance
to purchase items such as school uniforms. In addition, the organization operated a
Saturday program which served as a means of evangelization as well providing a meal
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and some recreation activities (e.g., a singing group or sports) for the children and youth
sponsored by the agency. She volunteered with the Saturday recreation program in
addition to her weekday CBL placement responsibilities.
Qoih, 21 and from the Gikuyu ethnic group, grew up in a rural area in Central
Kenya. During her second year at university, she realized she was much more interested
in working with marginalized communities and transferred into this program. Qoih was
partnered with the local office of a women’s empowerment organization close to her
home town. The organization had a high profile patron and was closely connected with
the work of the Women’s Representatives, who are elected representatives for
government. During her CBL placement Qoih usually accompanied different program
officers when they went out into the community facilitating outreach sessions on topics
such as table banking and poultry husbandry. They also would reach out to women from
the community who had moved to Nairobi in order to help them maintain connections
with the community. With the focus of this organization on the empowerment of women,
there initially was resistance and bitterness from men in the community. As a result, they
began to allow interested men to join the women’s groups with the restriction that only
30% of total membership could be male and men were prohibited from taking on
leadership positions. This way, men were able to benefit from the programs but not take
over. This diffused tensions and reduced resistance to programming in the community.
Syl, 23 years old, grew up in an urban community as a member of the Iteso ethnic
group. He made the transition to post-secondary studies immediately after high school as
a government sponsored Joint Admissions Board (JAB) student. Syl’s host organization
was a provincial district sub-county government office charged with ensuring children’s
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rights and dealing with issues around custody, access and child support, child labour
issues and abuse. In addition to the six student interns who were partnered with two staff
members, this government office also appointed several volunteer community officers,
who were trusted individuals in the community with good working relationships with the
office of the Chief. The community volunteer officers served as liaison staff and
translators for the staff and students and helped them identify children in the community
in need of support. Chiefs play important roles in ensuring the smooth operation of these
communities and assisting government offices to deal with family issues, disputes,
negotiations or resolutions. Syl’s primary responsibilities during CBL placement
included conducting home visits as part of custody proceedings, gathering information on
the physical environment of the homes, attending court to present home visit observations
and recommendations from the Children’s Office, and attending the mediation sessions to
determine the custody of children.
The Meaning of CBL for University Students in Kenya
The ongoing interpretive analysis of the conversations with each participant
revealed a great number of themes. Findings presented in this paper focus on the themes
related to the meanings of CBL for Kenyan university students, which was the core
research question addressed in this study. These are not the only important themes
generated from this study. Rather, they represent how students’ CBL experiences can be
understood hermeneutically and the specific contextual factors influencing CBL in
Kenya.
Understanding the stigma and resilience associated with HIV/AIDS. All
participants in this study shared their experiences with HIV/AIDs related issues in
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community service learning, which indicated the brutal impact of this pandemic disease
on Kenyan people and communities. They were well aware of the issues associated with
HIV/AIDS from their university studies and massive public health initiatives by the
government and international aid organizations; however most of the participants had
their first face-to-face encounter with the intense realities of HIV/AIDS during their CBL
placement.
Like other participants, Joy came to a fuller realization of the burden that many
Kenyan grandmothers were shouldering when accepting the responsibility of raising
grandchildren in the aftermath of HIV/AIDS. She also observed the substantial stigma
shame, guilt and stress associated with having HIV/AIDS in the family or community
through working with these grandparents and affected families in the community.
Working with grandmothers and other caregivers with little knowledge of anti-retroviral
medication and the critical importance of long-term treatment compliance for HIV/AIDS,
stimulated her reflection on how organizations and professionals might support
grandmothers who had to assume traditional parenting roles, deal with survivor guilt and
cope with the financial pressure of raising grandchildren.
Through CBL, all participants observed how stigma and resilience associated with
HIV/AIDs affected individuals and families. Qoih observed that groups of HIV positive
individuals demonstrated great resilience by providing peer-to-peer support and
remaining in the mainstream of community life. She found it encouraging to see how
people living with HIV came together to fight against stigma and isolation. Symo also
noted that extended families, and particularly grandmothers, did not send the vulnerable
children whose parents died of HIV/AIDS to camps for orphans. Instead, they accepted
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the responsibility of taking care of them, despite the stigma and the threatening fact that
their own well-being and that of other family members might be affected by an individual
who is HIV positive. This observation and their deepened understanding of the impact of
HIV/AIDS on families and communities enabled Symo and Joy to be more appreciative
about the outreach programs offered by the organic agriculture centre, through which
impoverished grandmothers, and by extension their families residing in the immediate
vicinity of the centre, were offered financial support for schools fees and uniforms and
assistance to care for children affected by HIV/AIDS.
With 1.5 million people living with HIV in Kenya (UN AIDS, 2017), programs
and services related to HIV prevention and quality care are not only an important field of
work for community organizations, but also key concerns for social and community
service programs in higher education. As university students who had spent their
adolescent years in boarding school, most participants in this study would not have had
recent direct encounters with individuals living with or dying from HIV/AIDS as adults.
Community-based learning provided these students with authentic opportunities to
observe the extreme difficulties associated with being HIV positive in Kenya and the
resilience of the affected individuals and families. CBL enabled them to gain a deeper
understanding of the stigma of this pandemic disease as well as knowledge and skills on
supporting individuals and communities in a more authentic, holistic way as emerging
human service professionals.
Realizing the important role language plays in community services and
engagement. Early in our conversations, several participants talked about the role
language played in their CBL experiences. Participants spoke openly about their ethnic
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heritage and tribal languages as a matter of fact, day to day reality of Kenyan life. In
addition, there had been significant migration to cities from different rural areas creating
greater need than ever for professionals who were able to work in human service settings
with a huge diversity of language needs.
Syl noted that language was an important issue affecting his CBL experiences.
Most people that came to the Children’s Office for assistance were from the Kikuyu
ethnic group, and he was unable to speak directly with these individuals as he spoke a
different ethnic language. As a staff member of the Children’s Office, he found his
inability to interact with younger children was also an issue. Similarly, Symo described
that he didn’t understand the “deep Kikuyu” spoken by the grandmothers who could not
speak the co-national languages of Swahili and English. The inability to communicate
with individuals speaking the same tribal language was unexpected for Symo. A certain
degree of linguistic evolution over time would be typical; however changes that inhibit
clear communication within living generations presented additional challenges as he
worked with elders in the community. This challenge was solved by gaining assistance
from the community volunteer officers who served as translators. However, working
with a translator added another layer of complexity to communications with community
members as this approach required students to develop strong capacity to communicate
clearly or feel confident to clarify questions and misunderstandings. Linguistic
challenges became opportunities for developing professional skills because clear
communication and nuanced understanding is an important capacity for human service
professionals.
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Talking about the slum setting where she was based, Lolo commented “every
language you can find in Kenya was represented here, so there were many language
barriers in almost every interaction” (Lolo – Conversation 1). Like other organizations
where participants were placed for CBL, Lolo’s placement organization used the conational languages of Kiswahili and English as working languages. Working in the urban
slum communities, Lolo talked about the importance of using Sheng, a hybrid vernacular
of English and Swahili, in her daily work:
Working with the youth, you have to develop your Sheng language a bit, so you
can build this trust, so they engage more with you. Because they (urban youth)
are more comfortable with the slang, they will express themselves better. If you
only use English, you are confining them to that imported language. (Lolo –
Conversation 1)
English has been used in Kenya for over a century and has been reinforced as the
primary communication medium in public domains such as in education, government and
media. Lolo’s use of imported language indicated that English, as a colonial language
and legacy, was not perceived as her language identity, even more so to the urban youth
with whom she worked. Lolo found that using English only was restrictive and
inadequate to conduct community services and local languages are important for
establishing trusting and comfortable relationships with community members. Being
able to speak in Sheng allowed Lolo to gain a deeper understanding of what the youth in
the slum were experiencing in their day-to-day lives. Through CBL, Lolo became more
aware of the “in-between” linguistic, cultural, and identity positioning of Kenyan urban
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youth, coalesced from the colonial legacy and the multilingual and multicultural context
in which they live.
Joy also talked about how local ethnic language helped her connect with
community members:
Using even a few (ethnic) words, they say ‘Oh, so you know that language. Let
me tell you now. You may sit down.’ They trust you as they know you’re
making an effort to understand them through their language, not just using the
common language. (Joy –Conversation 3)
Joy’s use of the common language indicated that English was a significant part of her
language identity, which was different from Lolo’s. Diving deeper into the role of ethnic
languages in relationship building, she realized that her greeting in the tribal language
simply opened the door to deeper and meaningful interactions about accessing HIV/AIDS
testing for children. As she continued to recount this experience, we came to realize that
conversing about language allowed us to enter into the hermeneutical circle which led to
the fusion of understandings of the meaning of CBL to the students.
Understanding the impact of religious diversity on CBL. The religious
diversity of Kenyan society can be broadly categorized as followers of Christian faiths
(Catholicism, Protestantism and other forms of Christianity), Islam and Traditionalism,
keeping in mind that the actual diversity in religious beliefs is broader (Wiesmann,
Kiteme, & Mwangi, 2016). Lolo learnt the importance of respecting the religious
diversity of the people served by her placement organization, a faith-based charity
operated through a Christian church. She noted that despite having evangelization as its
mandate, the organization provided both secular and religious activities and humanitarian
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support for children of diverse religious backgrounds in the slum communities. This
observation challenged her to think critically about the broader motivations of the
organization as well as the flexibilities and openness an organization needed to meet the
needs of urban slum communities.
Community-based learning helped some participants see their biases and
assumptions towards groups with different religious backgrounds. Symo shared that his
values and assumptions about Muslims were changed after his interactions with people
with an Islamic background. He commented that assumptions held by people in his circle
were not accurate: “they (Muslims) are not bad people, they are my friends now” (Symo
– Conversation 2). Being able to recognize his prejudice towards people who were
Muslim allowed Symo to reduce discriminative behaviors and attitudes at work. He also
tried to extend this insight beyond religious beliefs and values to the broader range of
cultural beliefs and practices during his CBL placement.
Community-based learning exposed the university students to religious practices
different from their own and required them to confront some of their stereotypical
assumptions. As a result, they became more respectful, tolerant and open to differences
and were able to see the common humanity of different ethnic groups and individuals.
CBL created a space for students to experience diversity and invited them to engage in
critical reflection on how to provide community services that are inclusive and equitable
to all members in the community while respecting and embracing diversity and
differences.
Encountering socioeconomic complexities in Kenya. As the primary means of
sustainable economic development, social mobility and social development, post-
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secondary education was often associated with higher social and economic status. As
individuals with resources and opportunities to attend university, the students who
participated in this study were perceived with higher socioeconomic status and authority
by local community members, which sometimes presented barriers for learning from
community engagement. Kiongozi learnt that “when you go to the community you have
to neutralize yourself” (Kiongozi – Conversation 2), meaning finding ways to show
respect for the knowledge that community members had developed outside of school and
not flaunting his higher level of education.
Extreme social and economic inequity and disparity is a reality for many families
and communities in Kenya. CBL provided an environment for students to observe the
socioeconomic divide that existed in local Kenyan communities and develop the empathy
and capacity to value the knowledge of community members. Before CBL, Symo had
some awareness of these complex socioeconomic issues affecting the community and
understood how preconceived notions about people in different classes had kept
community members apart. This awareness was broadened yet challenged during CBL
as he looked for ways to work in these two neighbouring communities that would address
the stereotypical beliefs he was observing, reduce stigma and empower all community
members to participate. Through interacting with older community members, he
observed their high level of community-mindedness and realized that this sense of
community could be cultivated with younger generations. He talked at length about
baraza, where community members of all ages come together to decide or plan a project.
Symo believed that baraza represented community wisdom in breaking down barriers in
community services and development because “coming together will give us power to
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deal with these issues in the community” (Symo - Conversation 2). Through CBL,
university students gained first-hand knowledge and awareness of socioeconomic
complexities in Kenya and recognized that such diversity deepened and enriched their
academic learning in classrooms.
Understanding the discrimination experienced by individuals living with a
disability. Most participants shared their experiences working with individuals living
with a disability, and they talked about discrimination experienced by these community
members with disabilities. Describing how individuals with physical disabilities
contributed to communities and had a meaningful livelihood, Joy said:
I’ve never seen vocational training given by students with disabilities
before. They are very passionate doing that and told me (change in her
tone of voice) ‘You can just come in, I can train you.’ …disability can’t
make you unable to sustain yourself… It doesn’t prevent you from
achieving your vision (Joy - Conversation 2).
Joy also talked about separation between able-bodied and disabled groups in
communities, however, she did not perceive such segregation as limitations for
disadvantaged groups, rather she viewed such segregation as providing a safer school or
sheltered workshop environment.
Qoih had different perspectives on adults living with disabilities. She observed
that the disabled individuals had strong and negative assumptions about the rest of the
community because they felt left out and treated unfairly, complaining that the
community programs and services were purposely set up to disadvantage them and they
were taken advantage of by other people. Qoih’s comments indicated her view of
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requests for reasonable accommodation as complaining and whining and revealed her
lack of insight and understanding of the exclusion and discrimination expressed by the
disabled people
Conversations with Joy and Qoih revealed that they both believed that a lot had
been done for the individuals with physical disabilities in Kenya. Several factors could
have contributed to this perception, including their limited exposure to the immense
challenges encountered by individuals with physical disabilities, the difficult lived
realities of able-bodied Kenyans who were socioeconomically disadvantaged, and a lack
of understanding and reflection on social justice issues of poverty, equity, discrimination
and inclusion.
Discussion and Implications
A deconstructive reading of what was said and what remained silent in the
research conversations revealed several important issues related to CBL in the Kenyan
context. In this paper, we focus on the discussion and implication in three areas:
diversity in Kenya, HIV/AIDs in CBL curriculum, and critical CBL reflection. These
highlighted issues reflect the unique features of CBL in Kenya as well as the areas can be
improved to enhance university students’ CBL experiences and outcomes.
Diversity and Social Issues in CBL in Kenya
There are over 108 distinct ethnic communities in Kenya, and none of these ethnic
groups constitutes the majority of the population (Wiesmann et al., 2016). In addition to
the official languages of English and Swahili, over 40 indigenous languages are spoken
by Kenyan citizens (Karanja, 2010; Muaka, 2011). Kenya’s multilingual and
multicultural context signifies that diversity is an important issue in CBL in Kenya and
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participants’ sharing and reflection on their CBL experiences clearly confirmed this
point.
In societies and communities, diversity is presented in forms of culture, race,
ethnicity, language, class, (dis)ability, age, religion, social economic status, gender,
sexuality origins of nationalities and ways of being and knowing (Banks, 2016; Clarke &
Drudy, 2006; Solomon & Singer, 2011). In this study, participants’ CBL experiences
were impacted by several key diversity issues related to language, ethnicity, religion,
gender, age/generation, socio-economic status, tribe, places of residence and (dis)ability.
Participants’ frequent emphasis on learning and challenges in these areas indicated their
unfamiliarity with diversity issues in CBL and signified the importance of incorporating
this topic in CBL curriculum.
Educating students about diversity issues in CBL is important because diversity
provides opportunities for students to address learning outcomes in six areas: tolerance of
difference, stereotype confrontation, recognition of universality, interactions across
difference, knowledge about the served population, and belief in the value of diversity
and inclusion (Holsapple, 2012). Ignorance of diversity issues can reinforce hostile and
exclusionary thoughts and practices as well as deeply-rooted intolerance and inequality
that are reproduced beyond students’ everyday perceptions with little notice (Solomon &
Singer, 2011).
In CBL, languages play important roles in helping students establish trusting
relationships with the people they serve. Their local language abilities, as revealed in this
study, are decoded as familiarity, initiation and social closeness. Students’ experiences
indicate that some of their CBL challenges were generated by Kenya’s official language
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policy, which gives English a privileged role in public domains and education, and the
reality of Kenyan communities, where Kiswahili, Sheng and indigenous and other ethnic
languages are commonly used for communications (Muaka, 2011). Linguistically
responsive community services are highly desirable and expected in Kenya, and these
services need to be considered in planning and designing community engagement
programs.
It is worth noting that several diversity issues were not discussed in research
conversations. First, the topic of race was not brought up, despite the fact that
participants were all Black and the first author was a Caucasian Canadian and a cultural
outsider. Second, while participants shared powerful stories connected to HIV/AIDS,
child trafficking and the sex trade, concerns related to LGBTQ2+ issues, female genital
mutilation and addictions to substances such as miraa or khat and alcohol did not emerge
during research conversations. Participants were likely influenced by the researcher’s
position as a middle-aged, female researcher and university instructor and consciously
selected examples to illustrate their CBL experiences. In addition, these three issues are
highly controversial or illegal in Kenyan society, which might contribute to the silence on
issues related to these topics. Third, none of the participants spoke about intellectual or
developmental disabilities nor did they refer to mental illness as a form of disability.
Fourth, when it came to matters of migration, participants frequently talked about internal
migration due to post-election violence and experiences with people living in internally
displaced person (IDP) camps and slums. International immigrants and refugees were not
mentioned by participants. Fifth, indigenous was an unfamiliar term to the participants,
instead, they frequently used tribal when talking about local languages and cultures.
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Tribal can be a sensitive word to use since in some contexts (such as Canada) as it
reflects disrespect for ethnic languages and cultural practices, however, in Kenya this
term does not have the same negative connotation.
Providing meaningful opportunities within the CBL curriculum for students to
understand all facets of diversity and to develop effective techniques and strategies to
work respectfully with diverse populations in Kenyan communities would lead to greater
social equity and justice for the marginalized individuals and families. The similarities
and differences between diversity issues in Kenya and those in other contexts require
sensitivity and consideration in discussing and promoting inclusive community services
in Kenya.
Staying Abreast of Developments in HIV/AIDS Programing in the Curriculum
Curricula in human and community service programs need to be constantly
evolving to reflect the changing realities of society. Just over half of new HIV infections
in recent years in Kenya have been among youth aged 15 to 24 years, with young women
almost twice as likely to acquire HIV as young men (Avert, 2018). Innovative
HIV/AIDS awareness and prevention initiatives in Kenya have demonstrated good
success in reducing the rate of new infections, however, sexual violence continues to
expose young women to higher risks (Kenya National AIDS Control Council, 2014). In
Kenya, high-risk populations vulnerable to HIV/AIDS include grandparents raising their
orphaned grandchildren, sero-discordant couples where one partner is HIV positive and
the other is negative, women encountering sexual violence, and youth who engage in
high risk behaviours that increase their vulnerability to HIV infection (Avert, 2018).
Curricular adaptations that provide students with greater in-depth knowledge and skills to
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work with these key populations can prepare them for the harsh realities of HIV/AIDS as
they enter communities for CBL. Ensuring that curricula remain at the cutting edge of
developments in HIV prevention should be a priority for university community
engagement programs in Kenyan higher education.
Attending to Contextual Issues as Ethical CBL Praxis in Kenya
Designing critical reflection that generates, deepens and documents CBL is a
multistep process (Ash & Clayton 2009). There are various oral and written reflection
mechanisms, which also incorporate feedback, which can be interwoven to create an
overall reflection strategy to acknowledge the characteristics of research-based criteria
for well-designed reflection (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). Identifying those which would
be particularly effective in Kenyan CBL settings, where access to technology and other
material resources can be a serious constraint, is a project for future research.
Community-based learning with little attention to the underlying historical or
cultural contextual issues in Kenya or other settings where extreme inequality exists,
risks perpetuating inequity and reinforcing systems of privilege (McMillan, 2018;
McMillan & Stanton, 2014; Mitchell, 2008). Such practice is unethical, irresponsible,
and defeats the underlying purposes of engaging students in CBL. Reconceptualizing
CBL from Kenyan or African perspectives is critical for decolonizing the Eurocentric
CBL theoretical perspectives and praxis in international contexts and for helping
university students contribute to greater prosperity, justice and equity in Kenya through
quality community services relevant to local communities (Crabtree, 2008; Fourie, 2003;
Hatcher & Erasmus, 2008; Le Grange, 2007; O’Brien, 2005; Stanton & Erasmus, 2013).
This process of reconceptualization also provides a space for cross-cultural scholarly
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collaboration and transnational dialogue on CBL theory and praxis reflecting distinctive
sociocultural contexts.
Critical CBL reflection is strongly recommended for community engagement
programs in Kenya. Supported and guided by university instructors or advisors, such
reflection can be done through individual reflections while in the field, sharing CBL
learning through post-placement seminars, or peer-learning presentations or activities.
Ultimately, students should have opportunities to reflect on and think critically about
issues of inequality and injustice while developing their knowledge, skills and attributes
as agents of transformative learning and social development.
Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
Participants were all volunteers from the same academic program; they might
have had different motivations than others in discussing their CBL experiences. In
addition, this research cannot speak to the CBL experiences of students from other
university programs. Choosing hermeneutics in order to look for unique contributions
meant giving up some of the thicker descriptions that could have come from ethnography,
with day-to-day observations over a longer period of data collection. The researcher
position as an outsider also needs to be acknowledged.
While this study focused on student perspectives of CBL in Kenya, the voices of
field supervisors, community members and university faculty were not included. Future
research to incorporate their viewpoints and perceptions is recommended.
Conclusion
Through understanding and interpreting the meaning of CBL to Kenyan
university students, this hermeneutic study revealed the historical, linguistic, cultural, and
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social factors affecting students’ community-based learning in Kenya. Findings are
related to the impact of HIV/AIDS, diversity and injustice of community services. They
contribute to an enhanced transnational understanding of civic engagement programs in
Kenya higher education and decolonized CBL theory and praxis in contexts with unique
social, cultural, historical and linguistic traditions. Discussions and recommendations
based on this study benefit the development of culturally and contextually responsive
CBL planning and implementation in Kenyan higher education. As the outcome of a
cross-cultural scholarly collaboration, this paper invites broader transnational dialogue on
reconceptualizing CBL theory and praxis based on improved understanding of the
distinctive sociocultural contexts of CBL as well as the complex factors influencing
students’ experiences. This is not only an ethical stance for greater prosperity, justice and
equity in all societies and communities, but also necessary for empowering students to
become reflective and competent citizens and community service professionals.
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Abstract
Community-based learning (CBL) is increasingly employed as a pedagogical approach in
professional programs in higher education institutions globally; however, the
transferability of Eurocentric CBL models and theory to higher education settings outside
of the global north is under-examined. Adopting critical hermeneutics as the theoretical
and methodological framework, this study explored the meaning of community-based
learning (CBL) to Kenyan university students in a human services program and examined
the complexity of students’ difficult learning experiences in the process of making
connections between classroom learning and praxis in Kenyan communities. Data were
collected from six university students who completed 12-week placement in a variety of
human service community organizations in Kenya. Findings revealed the unique aspects
of CBL in Kenya as well as the disciplinary, historical, cultural and extra-linguistic
factors related to the challenges associated with students’ experiences as human service
professionals in training. Recognizing critical civic engagement in Kenya is closely
associated with the country’s social and cultural contexts, this paper suggests pedagogy
of discomfort as a critical pedagogy to engage in transformative CBL to mitigate negative
reactions to challenging CBL experiences. The paper also outlines the implications of a
pedagogy of discomfort in enhancing critical CBL literacy and praxis.
Keywords: Critical pedagogy, critical hermeneutics, community-based learning,
Kenya, international, pedagogy of discomfort, service-learning,
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High-impact educational practices that nurture and encourage authentic student
engagement in real-world contexts have been attracting attention and research interest
since the late 1990’s and are widely regarded as an essential component of a
comprehensive undergraduate university experience (Felten & Clayton, 2011; Kuh, 2008;
Meyers, 2009; Sharpe & Dear, 2013). Community-based learning (CBL) experiences

have been extensively offered to university students in professional programs, such as
medicine, education, and law; however, there has been very little CBL literature in the
emerging professional programs in human services. Programs such as these frequently
require students to complete an internship or practicum in community-based
organizations as a graduation requirement. This research is based on a critical
hermeneutic inquiry aimed at understanding Kenyan students’ community-based learning
experiences required by a professional human service program in Kenyan higher
education. This paper shares Kenyan students’ difficult learning experiences in
community placements and discusses how discomfort can be used as a critical pedagogy
to engage transformative learning and to recognize the complexity of students’
experiences in the process of helping them make connections between classroom learning
and praxis in communities.
Traditional versus Critical CBL
Community-based learning, as defined by Bringle and Clayton (2012), is
increasingly employed as a pedagogical approach in professional programs in higher
education institutions globally. The transferability of current primarily Eurocentric CBL
models and theories to higher education settings outside of the global north needs to be
examined as they are not always congruent with regional or local needs (Hatcher &
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Erasmus, 2008; Stanton & Erasmus, 2013). In addition, the use of Eurocentric models
and theories in countries with a colonial past, such as Kenya, can lead to experiences of
re-colonization.
Studies aiming to decolonize CBL through research in various international
settings require an understanding the impact of political, social, cultural, and
environmental contexts as well as those relationships, processes and systems that extend
beyond the formal CBL curriculum in higher education (Anzaldua, 1987; Cruz & Giles,
2000; Giroux, 1992). The historical and contemporary contexts of a country have
significant implications for CBL curriculum development and learning in higher
education, and this is particularly true for Kenya, where this study was conducted ( Dei,
2000; Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2001 VanLeeuwen et al., 2017b).
There are various paradigms used to describe student activities during CBL
placements, including charity, project and social change focuses (Bringle, Hatcher &
McIntosh, 2006; Cress & Donahue, 2011). Traditional CBL approaches provide
opportunities for students to “apply and master traditional disciplinary knowledge …
through active and engaged learning in the community” (Pollack, 2014, p.11), whereas
critical approaches engage students from a social change perspective as they examine
complex issues related to service and social justice, equity and diversity, identity and
belonging. Mitchell (2008) differentiates these two approaches according to whether
they perpetuate or change the status quo and whether they advocate for authentic
relationships between students and community members that do not simply recognize
differences, but work with them. In recent years, scholars and practitioners have shared
guidance and effective practices in creating and implementing critical CBL curricula to
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promote greater social justice locally and globally (Bheekie & van Huyssteen, 2015;
Bowen, 2014; Rice & Pollack, 2000).
Pedagogy of Discomfort as Transformative Learning
Pedagogy of discomfort was first introduced in Boler’s (1999) book “Feeling
Power: Education and Emotions”, which explores issues of inequality through students’
disengagement experiences surfaced from feeling powerless and numb following
repeated exposures to injustice. Students’ sense of powerlessness manifested as silence,
led to feelings of guilt, distanced students from interpersonal connections, and ultimately
reinforced a sense of isolation and denial. Freire (1970) noted that isolation from
inequality exacerbates and reinforces power relationships between those with and without
power. Discomfort as a pedagogical approach takes students outside their comfort zones
into situations where they are confronted with their own discomforting emotions. This
approach challenges students’ dominant beliefs, social habits and normative practices that
sustain social inequities (Zembylas & McGlynn, 2012).
Boler (1999) called for educators and students to critically examine how historical
events shape culture, reinforce the status quo and perpetuate injustice in CBL and service
learning. Repeated exposure to injustice in CBL can lead to the development of passive
empathy or survival numbness and isolation, which is triggered by power relations, fear
and identity politics (Bheekie & van Huyssteen, 2015). In their research into the CBL
experiences of South African university students, Bheekie and colleagues (2015; 2016)
discuss how fear can impair the ability of students to empathize, and this can lead them to
assume roles as spectators as opposed to learning to bear witness and take action. This
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isolation and lack of ability in taking action presents barriers in developing authentic
CBL relationships and achieving transformative learning.
Understanding the root causes of discomfort in CBL helps students navigate
transformative learning, a process of effecting change through understanding experiences
to become more open and inclusive with a heightened awareness of situations and
willingness to consider different courses of action (Mezirow, 1997). Transformative
learning changes how we know through reconstructing frames of reference in three
dimensions: psychological (i.e., changes in understanding of the self), convictional (i.e.,
revision of belief systems), and behavioral (i.e., changes in lifestyle) (Mezirow, 1997;
Taylor, 2017). Through transformative learning students’ thinking becomes less rigid,
simple, and elusive and more flexible, open, complex, and accommodating of
contradictions (Mezirow, 1997; Taylor, 2017).
The pedagogy of discomfort brings forward uncomfortable experiences such as
those that can be encountered in CBL placements. These experiences often generate
emotional reactions such as confusion, frustration, worry, regret, fear, or anger. In
working through these experiences which do not “fit” into their current frame of
reference, students’ perspectives can be transformed (Bheekie & van Huyssteen, 2015).
Frames of reference can be transformed through critical reflection on the assumptions
upon which their interpretations, beliefs and habits of mind or points of view are based.
Critical reflection is a key component of CBL placements as students learn about
themselves and develop a greater understanding of their personal strengths and
limitations (Ash & Clayton, 2009; Bringle & Clayton, 2012; Whitney & Clayton, 2011).
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In this way, they are better able to recognize and understand the political, economic, and
social conditions that impact their community (Mezirow, 1997).
CBL experiences can serve as opportune occasions for university students to
become aware of and critical about their own and others’ assumptions, with chances for
them to redefine problems from a different perspective and develop autonomous thinking
skills while being supported in critical reflection and discourse (Mezirow, 1997).
Experiences which promote discipline-based learning and individual identity formation,
along with learning to deal with dilemmas and sociocentric engagement through CBL,
make contributions that can lead to change of inequitable conditions for self and others
(Chambers, 2009; Cress & Donahue,2011) while fostering emancipatory transformative
learning (Freire & Macedo, 1995; Taylor, 2017). Drawing together critical approaches to
CBL with Transformative Learning Theory opens up a range of empowering possibilities
for the development and re-design of CBL experiences for Kenyan students.
Understanding Kenyan students’ experiences in CBL and potential changes to enhance
student learning will be crucial to initiate the process of students’ empowerment and
signals interesting avenues for future research.
The ethical dimensions of engaging students in pedagogical activities that create
discomforting situations have been studied in classroom settings where there was control
over the levels of discomfort encountered by the students (Zemblyas & McGlynn, 2012).
However, in CBL placement settings, there is much less control over the situations
students may encounter. In addition, the roles of students, educators and field supervisors
from community organizations are blurred, which may hinder or deny affective learning
in such settings and silence students’ voices (Bheekie & van Huyssteen, 2015; Bheekie et
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al., 2016). Students are likely to encounter a variety of disorienting dilemmas in CBL
placements and there should be meaningful preparation for dealing with these
uncertainties and challenges (Cress & Donahue, 2011).
Community-Based Learning in Kenya
Historically, Kenyan universities have employed more traditional approaches to
CBL in keeping with national education and employment policies with strong linkages
between education and training on the one hand, and their labour market implications on
the other (King, 2007). This vision of education-and-employment has been carried over
as the focus of current day CBL in Kenyan universities. In order to determine the
appropriateness of utilizing a critical approach in Kenya, understanding of the meaning of
CBL to Kenyan students is crucial. This is a gap in the global CBL literature which
needs to be addressed in order to take full advantage of the benefits of CBL. Research
into CBL in Kenyan settings which also takes historical and contextual influences into
account can offer a clearer perspective of what students are learning from these
experiences, determine the impact and efficacy of CBL, and help identify ‘best practices’
for all stakeholders.
Research Purpose and Questions
A deeper understanding of Kenyan university students’ experiences will expand
our knowledge and understanding of culturally and contextually responsive CBL and
decolonize the current theoretical perspectives and praxis in the field of CBL. The
purpose of this interpretive study was to understand the meaning of CBL for Kenyan
university students by addressing three research questions: (1) What does communitybased learning mean for Kenyan University students? (2) What key issues affect CBL in
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Kenya? and (3) What can be changed to improve Kenyan students’ CBL experiences?
This paper will focus on how difficult CBL experiences were transformative and present
suggestions to improve Kenyan students’ outcomes from these CBL experiences.
Critical Hermeneutics as Theoretical & Methodological Framework
Hermeneutics is the science or art of interpretation (Gadamer, 1976; Porter &
Robinson, 2011; VanLeeuwen et al., 2017a). It is applied as a theoretical and
methodological framework in this study to understand Kenyan university students’ CBL
experiences. Critical hermeneutics guided data collection, analysis and interpretation in
this study because it “attempts to critique the relations of power inherent in tradition and
to expose the institutionalized, reproductive exploitations of persons and classes”
(VanLeeuwen et al., 2017a, p. 6). Adopting a critical hermeneutical orientation for this
research highlighted a strong awareness of how traditions, culture, ideology, institutional
structures and other extralinguistic forces impact the text or behaviours being studied
(Ricoeur, 1981; Tan, Wilson, & Olver, 2009). As a cultural outsider, interpretations
made by the first author were likely to be different from interpretations of an insider,
however these are no less valid if the study is designed appropriately, as interpretations
are based on researchers’ unique pre-understandings, prejudices, foreknowledge and
preparation for research in the field (Jacobs, 2014; VanLeeuwen et al., 2017a).
Employing critical hermeneutics provided opportunity to focus on issues such as
asymmetries of power relations, gender (in)equality, and the colonial and indigenous
contexts of Kenya. In connecting the everyday troubles encountered by Kenyan students
during their CBL placements to public issues of power and social justice, critical
hermeneutics requires rigorous and reflexive reasoning (Jacobs, 2014). Critical
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hermeneutics as philosophy, theory and research methodology is also congruent with
research on critical approaches to CBL and the pedagogy of discomfort.
Methods
Data were collected from students returning to campus for their 4th year of studies
following their 12-week CBL experiences. Hermeneutics was selected in order to hear
students’ voices in efforts to understand and make meaning of their CBL experiences
while incorporating the historical and cultural Kenyan context in meaningful ways.
Pragmatic and logistical issues of conducting cross-cultural research in another country
on a different continent as well as the suitability of different worldviews and models of
thinking and understanding were additional factors taken into consideration. All of these
influences reflected the need to decolonize current theoretical frameworks and practices
in the field of CBL while expanding knowledge and understanding of culturally and
contextually responsive CBL in Kenya (VanLeeuwen et al., 2017a).
The Kenyan Research Setting
This study was conducted at a large public university in Kenya where students
from over 20 departments are required to complete CBL placements or ‘attachments’ as
part of their undergraduate degree requirements. The academic program involved in this
research prepares graduates to pursue careers with social and human service
organizations (e.g., within the civil service, international aid agencies, faith-based
charities or non-governmental organizations) that support vulnerable children, youth,
families and their communities. All students are required to complete a 12-week CBL
placement working full-time with a community organization between third and fourth
year. Placement organizations are located throughout Kenya.
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Participants and Data Collection
Following screening of students who had completed the professional practice
course and required placements at the end of their third year at the university, six
participants were selected using a purposeful sampling method considering their gender,
age, ethnicity and locations of CBL (Moules, 2002; Patton, 2015; Sandelowski, 1995).
Three female and three male students ranging in age from 21 to 30 years old were invited
to participate in this study. They came from four different ethnic groups with educational
and living experiences in either rural or urban settings. All participants were fluent in
Kiswahili and English, Kenya’s two national languages, as well as the language of their
ethnic group: Gikuyu, Luhya, Kalenjin or Iteso. At the time of this study, they had just
started the fourth year of their undergraduate program.
The first author had three conversations with each participant over a period of
three and a half weeks. The conversations were conducted on campus at times
convenient to the participants and each lasted between 45 to 70 minutes. All
conversations were guided with open-ended questions to explore students’ learning
experiences in the community, knowledge and skills gained, transformative changes
gained during their CBL placement, and memorable learning moments (Binding & Tapp,
2008; Carson, 1986). Additional questions were generated following each conversation
to clarify the unfolding stories for each participant. Where appropriate, techniques such
as rewording, clarification, funneling, probing, encouraging story-telling and
summarizing were used to achieve greater depth in the data. All conversations were
digitally recorded and transcribed, using Microsoft Word and speech recognition
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software Dragon NaturallySpeaking, and transcripts were uploaded into NVivo 11. To
protect students’ confidentiality, pseudonyms were used for each of the participants.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
Interpretative analysis encompassed more than the spoken words of participants,
and included the speaking, listening, sharing, questioning and reflecting of the
participants and researcher in conversation about the CBL experiences. Conversations
were listened to multiple times, while transcripts, in conjunction with field notes and the
researcher’s journal were read and re-read. Analysis also included reading transcripts
aloud, reading other literature, writing memos and notes, talking to colleagues, paying
attention to what was not said, and thinking as well as journaling. A critical friend, a
trusted person who asked provocative questions, clarified ideas, and offered a critique of
a person’s work, was used to help with contextual understanding or language (Appleton,
2011; Costa & Kallick, 1993). This systematic process of moving in the hermeneutic
circle through the CBL experiences of the participants helped identify emergent themes
from the data and establish naïve understanding of the topic as a whole and in parts
(Moules et al., 2015). This was followed by writing about the context for each
participant’s CBL placement which is essential in presenting the meaning and
understanding of their CBL placement learning by situating his/her horizon (Gadamer,
1960/1975). Utilizing best hermeneutic practice, this involved close reading of
transcripts, looking for similarities and dissonances in single interviews and between
multiple interviews and paying attention to the particular or what was catching my
attention.
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Findings and Discussion
Themes of findings reported here were revealed and synthesized through
the deconstructive and reconstructive dialogue between participants’ sharing of
their CBL experiences and the researcher’s attention to the disciplinary, historical,
cultural and extra-linguistic factors related to the topic of study (Jacobs, 2014;
Moules et al., 2015). This paper focuses on the themes related to the challenges
associated with students’ emerging confidence and limited skills as human service
professionals in training. In addition, these themes were selected as portrayals of
unique aspects of CBL in Kenya and reflected a deepened understanding of the
impact of contextual factors on CBL.
Dealing with Uncertainty and Compelling Responsibility
Joy and Symo completed their CBL placements with an organic agriculture
training centre. The mission of this organization was to empower local communities’
self-reliance regarding food security and smallholder farming. Both participants were
involved with a pilot program to support impoverished grandmothers who were raising
their orphaned grandchildren due to parental deaths caused by AIDS.
Joy spoke of a specific experience interacting with one grandmother participating
in the program when she stopped by shambas (smallholder farms) to help older
community members with heavier tasks in their kitchen gardens. Hearing Joy’s greeting
in her tribal language, a widowed grandmother, whose son had recently died, invited Joy
to sit with her sorting beans. It was during this encounter that this grandmother confided
her circumstances and requested help with her immediate concern of wanting her
grandchildren to be tested to confirm their HIV status. This grandmother also
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emphasized that maintaining privacy was very important as she suspected that her son
had died of HIV/AIDS and wanted to avoid discrimination from the community as much
as possible.
Joy felt honoured that this woman trusted her in disclosing such sensitive
information but also questioned “Why me and not the management?” (Joy –
Conversation 3). Initially she felt she was completely ill-equipped to respond to this
request and it was beyond her responsibility. However, she knew that she needed to act
ethically and not ignore this woman’s request for assistance. Feeling uncertain about the
proper actions she should take, she eventually chose to speak to the director of the
community organization to seek advice on appropriate referral to a health care worker. In
our conversation she wondered aloud about her subsequent actions of listening, being
confused, questioning what actions she should take, and eventually determining the
appropriate referral person within the partner organization she would speak to in order to
respect the privacy of this family. In doing so, she crossed the boundary or liminal space
from student to emerging professional. Wrestling with the obligations of taking action at
a professional level and the genuine care she put into making sure that this bereaved
grandmother and her dependent grandchildren were connected with appropriate followup care contributed to this impactful learning experience.
While acknowledging the intensity of the situation, Joy also indicated that she
gained confidence and capabilities in addressing professional responsibilities
appropriately. Protecting client privacy and confidentiality is a critical ethical
consideration for a human service professional; however, this professional standard was
constantly challenged in a communitarian culture where everyone shares everyone’s
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business. How to respect the collective community and cultural norms while following
her professional obligations was a challenging task for Joy to navigate. For her, this
experience connected with prior classroom learning around confidentiality and ethical
professional practice but presented complexities and multiple layers of implications in
community placement. Reflecting on this experience, Joy also learned that mundane
things, like a greeting in a mother tongue or first language can be a first step in
establishing the trusting rapport necessary for gathering sensitive information from
community members. Through guided critical reflection in our conversation about the
power of language, Joy came to realize how these uncomfortable learning moments,
facilitated her growth as an emerging professional and enabled her to translate the
knowledge and skills acquired during her university studies into authentic actions and
solutions in communities.
Symo shared a dilemma he experienced when he conducted needs assessment
visits with program participants during his CBL placement. Describing his encounter
with a group of hungry primary school children during a hot summer day, he said:
…the sun is so hot, and they have not even taken [eaten] their lunch. I remember
what I went through when I was in primary school. I sympathized so much with
them and the only money I had in my pocket was 100 bob [Kenyan shillings],
about one dollar. I used this money to buy them bananas. But in class we are told
‘you're not supposed to sympathize, you're supposed to empathize’. ... I
remember I asked my supervisor [in the community organization] ‘Did I do the
right thing or wrong thing? Was I just supposed to sympathize with them and tell
them ‘Don't worry, it'll be okay. You'll go home, and you'll get food’. He
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[supervisor] told me, “I think you did a good thing, because they were hungry and
you had money in your pocket and you were willing to help the kids. Looking at
your own life and the situation that you went through, probably it was right for
you to do that. But not all situations call for the same [responses] and forgetting
yourself.’” I remember that day I did not eat supper, because that was the money
that I had for supper (Symo – Conversation 2).
Symo’s action of buying bananas for the hungry children indicates the significant role
one’s personal life history has on individualized behaviours in CBL learning. Through
reflecting on his learning about empathy and sympathy in classes and the dilemma he
experienced in his placement, Symo began to understand the ethical complexities in
worldviews, actions, and the process of decision-making influenced by his own personal
and professional histories.
The personal development, professional skills and judgment that these
participants developed were consistent with what is described in the broader CBL
literature (e.g., Roos et al., 2005), however, the intense circumstances revealed through
this study highlight that they are part of the the unique elements of the Kenyan context
which cannot be overlooked in helping students understand the complex transitioning
from student to professional. In CBL in Kenya, students need to be prepared for the
complexity of human service “life as it is lived” in everyday practices (Moules et al,
2015, p.77). As Jardine (1998) noted that “matters such as genuineness, care, love,
patience, integrity, trust, listening, [and]) attunement… lie at the heart of living our
lives… even though such matters are difficult, ambiguous, risk-laden” (Jardine, 1998, p.
6) [emphasis in original]. In Kenya, community educators and human service
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professionals can experience deep and irremediable difficulties that cannot be fixed.
Preparing students to deal with difficult CBL moments is particularly important for
Kenyan university students’ success in CBL.
Finding a Sense of Purpose in the Midst of Abandonment
Syl’s host organization was a sub-county government office located on the
outskirts of a large slum in Nairobi. This office was charged with tasks of ensuring
children’s rights, dealing with issues around custody, access and financial support for
children, as well as investigating child trafficking, child labour and child abuse. During
the 12 weeks of his placement with this government office, Syl was involved in a number
of crisis situations where newborn infants were discovered on the street and the office
needed to place or rescue these abandoned infants.
He shared his concerns about the tensions that mounted when dealing with these
crisis situations even though he was not involved in organizing the direct care of the
babies. As a student assigned to the office, there was very little for him to do. He also
felt abandoned and needed to take initiative in making sense of each of these cases. He
was intrinsically motivated to dig into these situations, gathering and documenting as
many details about the infants as he could, with the thought that these abandoned children
may attempt to trace their origins when they grew up. Rather than sitting on the sidelines
until the urgency of the situation had passed, the thought of ensuring records for each
abandoned child motivated him to be involved by collecting information from individuals
involved.
Syl was able to find a task that was worthy in this situation. Gadamer (1960/1975)
discussed how we are more likely to be influenced by our world than to exert influence
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on it. In searching for a meaningful way to use his knowledge and skills, Syl found a
way to make positive contributions to the organization while processing his own
discomfort in feeling abandoned in these circumstances. Similar to Gadamer’s
(1960/1975) reminder that a piece of work that requires our consideration becomes part
of our understanding of the world, understanding of Kenyan students’ difficult learning
moments in CBL is part of our understanding of CBL. Making students’ work behind the
scenes recognized and visible, the complexity and uniqueness of each CBL learning
experience can be identified, understood and appreciated as space and opportunities for
transformative learning.
Learning to Deal with Tensions and Difficult Situations
Tensions and difficulties are common phenomena in students’ CBL experiences
and can disengage students from meaningful learning. Helping students understand the
root causes of the tensions and difficulty can empower students to become more flexible,
open, complex, and accommodating of contradictions. Ooih and Lolo’s CBL experiences
reflected such transformative learning outcomes.
Qoih was partnered with the local office of a non-governmental organization that
engaged in empowerment activities with women in rural communities. During her CBL
placement, Qoih was heavily involved in facilitating educational outreach sessions, such
as table banking (group-based micro financing) and poultry husbandry with women’s
groups. Towards the end of our conversations, Qoih shared a disconcerting yet pivotal
learning experience. She was late arriving the first several days of her CBL placement.
Nothing was said directly to her about this behaviour; however, her Field Supervisor
requested her office key and gave it to another student.
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The incident of losing her key-holder privilege not only made Ooih realize that
her fluid and flexible understanding of timekeeping did not mesh well with workplace
expectations, but also served as a clear reminder that she needed to take ownership and
responsibility of her CBL experience. The quiet action taken by Ooih’s field supervisor
initiated a cascade of effects on her CBL placement. It indicated that someone cared
enough to take action and this in turn helped her engage in empowering activities with
the women’s groups in these small rural communities. Reflecting on how this difficult
moment served as a catalyst for her learning from CBL, Ooih said:
One of the greatest challenges I faced was the road. Since I was working
in a rural area, the roads were muddy. Vehicles could not access some of
the places, so we had to walk. Sometimes we walked to far places. That
gave me motivation because I had these women in mind. The walking was
not such a challenge because I had the objective in mind, meeting these
women (Ooih – conversation 2).
Developing consciousness of being responsible enabled Qoih to gain confidence and selfassurance to approach a senior staff member to form a mentoring relationship that
extended beyond her CBL placement. Ooih also indicated that voicing her CBL
experiences through participating in this research also allowed her to be more reflective
and critical on her personal and professional growth.
When encountering the ‘original difficulties’ in life and professional learning
(Jardine, 1998, p. 271), university students need to learn how to live well with them
rather than solving them. Lolo’s CBL experiences in a faith-based charity organization
taught her the importance of living well with the original difficulties in CBL placements.
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Serving around 200 families from slum communities in Nairobi, security was
always a concern for the organization and staff. Lolo noted that she and other staff
frequently needed to be accompanied by security volunteers when they conducted home
visits to assess families’ needs and eligibility for ongoing services. Describing the
chaotic and troubling environments of her CBL placement, Lolo said:
There could be political rallies or riots with tear gas and today you're told,
don't come to work, you'll find this route closed. You'll find this area
there are riots, you can't pass.… You have to wait and come back when
it’s cool. At times it would start when you were at the organization, so
you have to stay indoors. (Lolo – Conversation 2/3)
Viewing these difficult situations as barriers she had to overcome, Lolo was
intrinsically motivated to achieve the learning goals she had planned and presented in her
CBL learning contract. “What motivated me was I had to finish my learning process,that
was it. It was inside me. It is me, not what they offered. (Lolo – Conversation 2/3)
Accepting these original difficulties working in slum communities, she stayed open and
determined to learn all that she could through challenges, remaining invested in her
learning from and with this community.
Understanding the Complexities in Human Services in Kenya
Students’ CBL experiences and outcomes can be very diverse and complex
because they are shaped by students’ skills, values, philosophical insights, attitudes,
expectations, and perspectives (Chong, 2014). The challenges experienced by Kiongozi
during his CBL placement reflected the complexity not only in the learning process, but
the human service system in general. The children’s charitable organization where
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Kiongozi was placed was started in response to children in need of care during postelection violence in 2008. Many of the children had been cared for by the staff at this
centre for an extended period and many parents or guardians resided in a nearby camp for
internally displaced persons. The plan for Kiongozi’s CBL placement was to participate
in caring for these children.
Two weeks after Kiongozi started his CBL, government staff visited and served
notice that this Charitable Children’s Centre did not meet minimal requirements and
would be closed. This meant a change in Kiongozi’s tasks where he focused on locating
parents and caregivers through sensitization sessions, liaising with local boarding schools
and planning a shift in the organization’s mandate. Instead of contacting the university to
request approval to switch to a new site, Kiongozi chose to step up and worked with his
colleagues to forge a way forward for the children, staff and volunteers associated with
the centre. This choice presented intense challenges as well as opportunities for Kiongozi
to understand the complexities of community service work, which resulted from tensions
between the government regulations and limited resources available to ensure quality
care for 70 vulnerable children. The difficulty and complexity of community service
work, in Kiongozi’s case, came from several factors: first, the timing of the closure
caused a great deal of mistrust toward the two university interns, who were perceived to
have instigated the closure of the centre; second, Kiongozi and other staff at the centre
were worried about the possibility of being accused or charged with child trafficking;
third, the aftermath of the post-election violence of 2008 continued to haunt these
economically disadvantaged families who had not been able to pull together the resources
needed to move from the IDP camp.
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As a response to these complexities, Kiongozi and the staff needed to handle the
situation with tact and care. They took several steps to establish trusting relationships
with the children and their parents to understand their concerns. Firstly, a trusted local
pastor was enlisted to organize and facilitate discussions with the children and the
impending changes in their living circumstances. Secondly, the parents, guardians and
caregivers of the children were located and informed about their legal obligations.
Thirdly, parents and guardians were provided information on resources available within
the community or from government to assist them in resuming care for their children.
The work and learning involved in this complex and challenging organizational
restructuring process enabled Kiongozi to develop professional skills in ethical decisionmaking and problem-solving, which he indicated that he would never gain from other
contexts or university courses.
Cross-cutting Concerns and Implications
Much is known about critical approaches to CBL, however, our knowledge of
CBL in Kenya is sparse. This interpretative inquiry began by being struck by this sparsity
and bringing forward familiar strands of significance and meaning in a distinctive and
relatively unexamined setting (Jardine, 1998). The difficulties and challenges Kenyan
university students experienced in CBL may resonate with those who are familiar with
CBL in African contexts. This research widens our understanding of the complex
realities and difficulties of CBL in Kenya and has important implications for CBL
planning and implementation in higher education institutions, particularly in contexts
where history, culture, language, and socioeconomic factors have been strongly impacted
due to colonial history and traditions.
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Participants’ sharing and reflection on their CBL experiences in this study
indicated their burgeoning understanding of the complexities of CBL in Kenya and
disrupted some of their assumptions and stereotypes about communities and the people
they served. None of the participants named their experiences as initiation during our
conversations. The substance of many of the experiences they talked about eventually
led the first author to look at their stories as a rite of passage (Jardine, 2006). Initiation,
which comes with feelings of uncertainty and shouldering of responsibility as students
learned to deal with difficult situations while gaining deeper understanding of the
difficulties and complexities of community-building in Kenya, became a new layer in
understanding the meaning of CBL experiences.
Travelling literally and figuratively into new communities for CBL placements
meant that participants were in uncharted territory where they were not familiar with
many of the formal and informal rules of the workplace. Participants discovered that
some workplace norms were unfixed and ambiguous, which increased the challenges
during their CBL because these student interns were situated in a grey zone of not being
employees, yet had more responsibility than typical volunteers. Navigating this grey
zone by clarifying expectations and taking ownership of their learning in the community
is a predictor for successful CBL experiences (Montgomery & Olsen, 2000; Sweitzer &
King, 2018; VanLeeuwen et al., 2018). Not all participants in this study specifically
talked about their experiences with the ambiguity of their role as a student engaged in
CBL. However, helping students foresee and navigate the ambiguity of their role as
professionals-in-training is a critical approach to galvanize positive transformative
outcomes for students from very challenging CBL experiences.
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Introduce the Pedagogy of Discomfort into Program Learning
In this study, all participants spoke of difficult CBL learning moments outside of
their comfort zone and their challenges in confronting and working through them. In
addition to encountering limits to professional knowledge and skills, they also
experienced tensions and ambiguity in different CBL situations, such as the concept of
appropriate referral protocols or the difference between their roles as professionals-intraining and volunteers. Bheekie and van Huyssteen (2015) noted that trials such as these
can contribute to silencing, which in turn, can hinder affective learning in CBL. Through
sharing and reflection, these participants realized that the limits and tensions they
experienced were not only the original difficulties of becoming human service
professionals, but also opportunities of transformative professional growth because: “We
experience the limits of our experience by experiencing something that calls us to go
beyond the limits of our experience” (Jardine, 2006, p. 271). Providing students with the
means and capacity to voice their limits, observations, and take meaningful actions can
enhance their affective learning.
Reducing the intensity of CBL experiences to make them less painful is not
necessarily the answer to dealing with difficult situations. This may merely offer
students and emerging professionals the possibility of recognition of crucial learning and
understanding (Phelan, 2005), keeping in mind that “(r)ecognition is perception arrested
before it has a chance to develop freely” (Dewey, 1934, para 42). Acknowledging that
discomfort is part of the learning process has a range of implications for the CBL of
students as they develop confidence in their own knowledge, skills, values, attitudes and
capacity to practice in the community. Normalizing uncomfortable moments as
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transformative and memorable CBL experiences could be achieved by exposing students
to the pedagogy of discomfort prior to their CBL placements.
Structured Guidance for Critical Reflection
CBL learning outcomes can be maximized by critical reflection, a means of
examining thinking (Dewey, 1910). Guided reflection activities can take many different
forms as they contribute to student learning (Ash & Clayton, 2009; Hatcher & Bringle,
1997). This is not to say that reflection cannot and should not be encouraged at
serendipitous moments, such as collegial conversation about CBL experiences on the
road while returning to the organization’s offices or through individual or collaborative
artistic expression. However, planned and structured critical reflection on CBL
experiences and related academic content followed by feedback and assessment is a
powerful mechanism helping students generate meaning, unearth questions, confront
biased assumptions, integrate or contrast their theoretical knowledge with practice and
deepen learning and thinking (Ash & Clayton, 2009; Bringle & Clayton, 2012; Whitney
& Clayton, 2011). Field Supervisors employed by the partner organizations are busy
doing their day-to-day work and providing direct supervision to students. It is the role of
the university through CBL course instructors to guide and support students in critical
reflection on their CBL experiences. The dual pronged, hand-in-hand supervision is very
effective in supporting students’ CBL because the “high-quality on-site supervision
seems to increase general complexity of thought and awareness of variability, while the
quality of on-campus instruction influences the awareness of obstacles and of ways to
address these obstacles” (Batchelder & Root, 1994, p. 353).
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Facilitating students’ critical reflection and dialogue on their CBL experiences is
particularly important for the Kenyan context because CBL without adequate reflection
can lead to simplistic solutions to complex situations, reinforced stereotypes and
perpetuation of systems of power and privilege (Ash & Clayton, 2004; Pompa, 2002).
Reflecting and addressing the challenges and complexities that arise from working in
Kenyan community settings, where resources are scarce and access to university
instructors and peers for dialogue and feedback is sporadic, will require innovative
practices that are concurrently rigorous yet flexible. Developing and supporting
communities of practice (e.g., Cress & Donahue, 2011) for students during their CBL
placements is one option that enables student access to faculty and peer support
concurrently. Based on the findings of this study, we recommend offering professional
development opportunities for faculty to develop greater capacity to design and assess
critical reflection activities and assignments that are sensitive to the realities of Kenyan
communities. Assigning faculty with an appropriate background in emancipatory
transformative learning (Freire & Macedo, 1995) to facilitate and support the critical
reflection and dialogue is necessary to foster student learning from their experiences and
community settings. Ensuring students’ timely access to both field supervisors and
university faculty to gain support and guidance is equally imperative.
Conclusion
Positive and productive CBL experiences do not always end up being easy and
comfortable, and students should be prepared for these growing pains in their progress
toward becoming human service professionals. Universities have a responsibility to
facilitate students’ CBL using the most effective practices known, otherwise there is
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danger that such experiences will perpetuate stereotypes and lead to more deeply
engrained negative attitudes perpetuating current power systems and severe social
injustices. Most civic engagement programs in higher education fail to address injustices
that exist in our neighbourhoods, communities, nations and across the globe because of
the lack of critical civic literacy (Pollack, 2014). Through understanding and interpreting
the meaning of difficult CBL experiences for Kenyan university students, we believe it is
important to integrate the pedagogy of discomfort in CBL in Kenya because it can
empower students to challenge dominant beliefs and normative practices and to identify
innovative practices that contribute to greater social justice and equity. CBL integrated
with a social change paradigm can enrich curriculum and open new opportunities for
fostering civic responsibility (Bringle, Hatcher & McIntosh, 2006). This is particularly
important for Kenya and those countries where widespread social inequality exists due to
the colonial history and the disconnection between the social services and the local
communities’ unique needs. By paying close attention to the multiple tensions in the
Kenyan context, the newest generation of human service professionals can be empowered
to promote positive social changes through enhanced critical civic literacy and
transformative CBL experiences.
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RESEARCH REFLECTION AND CONCLUSION
A Brief Review of my Research Journey
I write this chapter as the four-year anniversary of my Ph.D. orientation
approaches. It is almost two years since my research trip to Kenya where I collected my
data, and learned so much about the participants in this study as they learned with, from,
about and in communities. The most enduring memory of my first two years as a
doctoral student was reading, and how each of those readings led to other intriguing
articles, chapters or books. Hermes and his Kenyan counterpart, Hare, surely had lots of
fun with me as I untangled the different strands of hermeneutics, grappled with the
discourse revolving around colonialism, the post-, neo-, and anti-, and dove deeply into
the global literature associated with CBL. At times I would be looking at pages of text
that I did not understand, however, I was determined that mere words were not going to
get the best of me. I persevered through Gadamer’s (1960/1975) Truth and Method and
the work of many other talented scholars until I was able to braid together my ideas into a
research proposal that would allow me to explore the complexities of CBL in Kenya
using a methodology that would respect and highlight the rich historical and sociocultural context.
These last two years have been filled with much more reading and writing and rereading and re-writing as recordings were transcribed, data analyzed and interpretations
written and revised. These ideas were often reconsidered as I re-read transcripts and
returned to the recordings to listen again more closely to the words of my six generous
participants. Coming to a deeper understanding of hermeneutics, as an interpretive
methodology, has been one of my most profound challenges and accomplishments in
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conducting this research. The four papers I have written for this dissertation have all
been submitted; the first two are published and the second two are submitted to peerreviewed publications. However, the work of interpretation is not done.
Through this research, I have expanded my understandings about the complexity
and depth of the CBL experiences of Kenyan students. I had no knowledge of my
participants outside of this project. I have wondered what it was like for them to be
involved in a study that dug so deeply into their CBL experiences through being asked to
reflect on experiences in ways that took them out of their comfort zone.
Common Strands Woven into the Dissertation
The text and voices presented in this dissertation are not simply stories about CBL
experiences in Kenya; they are stories that describe the meaning of CBL to Kenyan
students. They provide space for exploring the questions, concerns and expectations that
are part of CBL in human service organizations in various Kenyan communities. It is
through these stories that I have come to a deeper understanding of what some of these
experiences mean to students.
The incredibly creative hairstyles of Kenyan women are one of the things I have
enjoyed observing in my travels and interactions. Much patience and creativity is needed
to fashion some of these intricate hairstyles with the tiny braids brought together in larger
twists and in all sorts of colours! Other women adopt dreadlocks of varying lengths and
colours or choose closely cropped hair styles. Learning about these unique hairstyles
added to my cross-cultural experience. I share this anecdote as I consider the strands that
wind through each of the papers that I have written as part of this dissertation. Some of
the strands were compelling themes, ideas, and narratives that I gathered together
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fashioning them into strong braids that highlight the intricate and unique elements of
CBL in Kenya, fusing these elements as part of our new horizon. Other ideas were like
gossamer that often slipped through my consciousness. These ideas were difficult to
grasp and were delicate and emerging interpretations that took time and scholarly work to
tease out into robust interpretation and presentation of a deepened understanding. Yet
other ideas were a snarl of challenging concepts, viewpoints, impressions, and facts.
These intellectual tangles required patience and sensitivity to work through in ways that
would not contribute to experiences of recolonization or unwarranted stereotypes, while
articulating ideas clearly with thoughtful and careful use of language.
This brings me to one of the first knots that I encountered, the sheer number of
intertwined definitions associated with CBL, service-learning, practicums, field
placements, etc.; each with a different nuance reflected through the use or avoidance of
words (e.g., Clayton, Bringle & Hatcher, 2013; Giles & Eyler, 1994; Jacoby, 2015).
While these definitions revealed the diverse contexts where CBL is practiced globally,
they also illustrated that CBL involves common elements of academic material integrated
with activities in community settings, reciprocal partnerships, reflection and learning
(Clayton, Bringle & Hatcher, 2013). I eventually settled on using CBL in the later stages
of this research as I was sensitive to the colonial heritage of Kenya and how the term
service may be construed.
Learning about the rich historical and socio-cultural context in Kenya and
bringing this context into the data analysis, interpretation, and discussion of implications
was one of the powerful strands that were carried through this study. This process
heightened my sensitivity to the predominance of Eurocentric theories, models,
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pedagogical approaches, and research practices currently in use. This has led to a deeper
awareness of how qualitative research and the field of CBL could benefit from a more
holistic framework of philosophies, theories, models and methodologies that encompass
more African perspectives. Issues of context arose time and again throughout the
interpretive process. These ideas will continue to percolate as I go on learning more
about Kenyans and the historical and contemporary socio-cultural and economic issues
that concern them.
Another strand which was carried through each of the articles was the strength
and benefits that using a critical lens can bring to CBL from a theoretical perspective.
This focus originated in the first paper, discussing how indigenous perspectives can be
brought to international research. This notion was carried through the other papers in
considering how these critical lenses might be employed in pre and post placement
coursework and in the guidance provided during placement. Ideas to implement this in
educational practice such as reflective journaling, periodic discussions with faculty and
peers facilitated by bringing students back to campus in medium to small groups, or by
connecting electronically to campus periodically during placement were put forward for
consideration.
Using hermeneutics as a methodology to conduct CBL research enabled me, the
researcher, to expand my horizons of research and community engagement by attending
to the unique aspects of socio-cultural context and students’ experiences in Kenya. I
need to acknowledge the irony of employing a Eurocentric methodology while at the
same time calling for the integration of Indigenous approaches in order to decolonize
research. While not a perfect approach, hermeneutics does compel researchers to learn
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about and articulate what they know about the context and in this research, this included
the history of colonization. This awareness and sensitivity can be brought to the
hermeneutic circle and influence the new horizons that are then co-created with
participants. This dialogue also introduces a different dynamic which listens for voices
that may have been silenced in other research approaches. I later encountered the
systematic review on Indigenous research methods written by Drawson, Toombs and
Mushquash (2017) which discussed a number of characteristics that Indigenous research
methods and hermeneutics have in common.
Applying principles of hermeneutic practice to my own research compelled me to
slow down and think about the ways that I was implementing them. One of the first steps
was to take the time for comprehensive reading about the research setting, learning about
the historical, cultural, socio-economic and linguistic context of Kenya. In parallel, I was
also digging deep into the CBL literature, searching for and reading studies conducted in
Africa, Asia and Australia in order to gain a broader, more global perspective. This
intense reading was followed with reflection and preliminary writing to articulate my preunderstandings and biases. Much thought was dedicated to the design of a research
proposal that would address concerns about re-colonization. Once again, this involved
further reading of literature from Canadian and Australian scholars who are working to
indigenize research, centering indigenous ways of knowing, being, and doing, with
aspects of western qualitative research frameworks.
While my timeline had generous allowances for my proposal to move through the
ethics review processes at the two universities, this turned out to be insufficient and
initial opportunities to recruit participants passed by before final approvals were
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confirmed. With support from my critical friend, my proposal eventually navigated the
ethics process at the Kenyan university where there was less familiarity with qualitative
research. Upon arrival in the field and despite careful planning, it turned out that the first
two locations for my research conversations were not suitable. Both had had too much
background noise for recording our conversations. Once again flexibility was needed to
secure an alternative space, contact participants to share information about these changes
and move ahead with data collection. An urgent meeting the morning of the focus group
meant that I had no one to assist with note taking and no back-up set of eyes and ears. I
rolled with this set back and proceeded as participants had already committed to making a
special trip to campus on a day when they did not have classes in order to be involved in
the focus group. However, I wonder what elements or fine distinctions I missed.
Active listening to participants while maintaining a conversational tone to our
interactions was also challenging. Both in the field and afterward during transcription, I
reflected on whether I was striking an appropriate balance. It took a while for some
participants to shift away from their preconceptions of a research interview as a highly
structured interaction led by me as the researcher. This was not unexpected and I worked
hard to create an atmosphere with participants that could eventually generate the types of
model hermeneutic conversations that I had read in transcript form, published by
respected hermeneutic researchers (Moules et al., 2015). Once we moved past this
hurdle, the stories participants shared were deeper and revealed further insights about the
meaning of their CBL experiences.
Connecting with my critical friend proved to be more challenging than expected
when she was offered a new position. Demands on her time increased and this ended up
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limiting our opportunities to discuss issues as deeply as we originally intended. That
said, her insights and practical advice were very valuable in understanding nuances in
participants’ descriptions and language use.
Finally, finding time for ongoing reflection during fieldwork was a challenge.
Making this a priority required perseverance and dedication to the hermeneutic research
process. Re-reading journal entries after my fieldwork revealed some emerging ideas
that I might have been able to pursue with participants if I had taken more time to review
these reflections before leaving the field. All of these were good lessons to learn and
have already influenced subsequent research projects.
Hermeneutic methodology is a strong, viable option to consider for future
comparative studies in CBL. This is especially important for international or crosscultural research where researchers want to ensure culturally sensitive, theoretically
sound, and non-exploitive CBL research and practice that fosters positive outcomes for
students, partner organizations, local communities, higher education institutions and
faculty members. Ultimately, this research can inform improved CBL praxis that
prepares students to gain an understanding of “real world” issues as they learn to apply
knowledge, hone their professional and transferrable skills for the workplace, and
develop civic and caring attitudes that they will carry with them into future careers and
personal lives.
New Knowledge and Contributions
This study generated new knowledge and contributions in a number of areas. One
that is central to this research project is the new understanding and perspectives about
CBL theory and praxis in Kenya. The first paper explored ideas that could evolve current
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theoretical foundations employed for CBL research in ways that can promote use of
Indigenous worldviews, cultural values and practices so that they are as integral to CBL
research as Eurocentric/Western knowledge systems. Fostering greater awareness of this
gap in the theoretical lenses currently employed in CBL research and practice and
proposing options or alternatives serve as initial steps in addressing this long time
concern (Bringle 2003; Giles & Eyler, 1994; 2013). A two-eyed seeing approach
(Bartlett, Marshall & Marshall, 2012) can draw upon the benefits of hermeneutic
methodology, for example articulation of pre-understandings and co-creation of
knowledge, as practices that are also congruent with indigenous research methods
(Drawson et al., 2017).
Another unique contribution arising from this inquiry is employing hermeneutics
as a methodology for international CBL research. This required some adjustment to
hermeneutic practice in a number of ways (1) through the additional reading needed to
become thoroughly grounded in the literature associated with both the topic and
important contextual elements, (2) giving consideration to decolonization of the research,
(3) collecting data through conversation, a method which fits well with current and
emerging indigenous research methods, (4) making use of a critical friend in the data
analysis and interpretation processes, and (5) focusing very closely on the nuances of
language use in multilingual community settings. The second paper presents
considerations for researchers seeking a qualitative methodology that allows them to
bring important contextual elements into data analysis and interpretation of international
or cross-cultural studies. Hermeneutics permits, in fact require that researchers bring
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these elements into the hermeneutic circle rather than bracketing them out as part of the
research process.
After diligent searching, I only was able to find a handful of CBL research studies
conducted in Kenya (Kabaria-Muriithi, et al., 2018; Kathuri-Ogola, et al., 2015; OpiyoNewa, 2012; Tumuti, et al., 2013; VanLeeuwen, et al., 2018). The publications by OpiyoNewa and Tumuti were evaluations of CBL experiences. The other three studies were
part of the IDRC funded research and curriculum development project that I spearheaded
with one of my Kenyan colleagues. This allows me to state with confidence that this
research provides a deeper Kenyan perspective to the CBL literature base and a stronger
transnational understanding of CBL in post-secondary programs for community and
human service professionals.
The next few contributions are associated with findings and recommendations
which can be used to improve student learning. First, by refining administrative
processes as well as content in an inventive course which seeks to prepare students for
their CBL placement experience, students may be more effective in articulating their
learning goals to staff at the community organizations where they are partnered. In the
broader CBL literature, helping students clarify expectations and supporting them to take
ownership of their learning is a predictor for successful CBL experiences (e.g., Sweitzer
& King, 2018).
In conjunction with modifications to the coursework, innovative approaches to
liaison and supervision practices with community-based partner organizations and the
university that enable faculty to focus on instructional tasks associated with guiding,
challenging, and encouraging students in the field are needed. Abdication of
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responsibility for these essential aspects of student supervision compounded by limited
facilitation of critical reflection by students, especially in view of the complexity of their
CBL experiences, risks reinforcing stereotypes and simplistic thinking in the face of
complicated issues (Ash & Clayton, 2004; Cress et al., 2011). If students are better
informed and equipped to learn from their CBL experiences, they will be able to apply
them to subsequent learning in their final year of university study. Their enhanced
professional knowledge and skills paired with stronger critical thinking and reflective
practice capabilities will ultimately benefit the organizations and citizens in Kenyan
communities. In the long-term this means that graduates will be better prepared for their
entry into the Kenyan workforce of human service professionals, a win-win situation for
all. Finally, this research contributed to our knowledge of CBL in higher education,
which can assist universities in meeting their social development roles in society. As
outlined in the beginning paragraphs of this dissertation, universities have important roles
that extend beyond teaching and research (e.g., Boyer, 1996, Cook & Nation, 2016).
Social responsibility, equity, community engagement, public service and economic
growth are all crucial elements in the mission of contemporary universities. CBL that
incorporates world-views which are congruent with local communities, uses best
practices in curriculum design and administrative processes, includes content which
prepares and challenges student thinking and ensures adequate support as students
develop into critical thinkers and reflective professionals is important in attaining these
broader goals for universities.
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Ethics and Relationships in International Research
The procedure to obtain research ethics approval in Kenyan university was similar
to the one at UPEI, however, conceptions of research consent and responsibilities were
different from my research experiences in Canada. I was surprised by the high degree of
trust that participants placed in me simply through association with my Kenyan
colleague. Some participants would have been happy to launch into conversation without
the informed consent process. The six students who agreed to be part of this study were
excited to participate, and I think they viewed some of the precautions put in place to
protect their identity and privacy as actions that muffled or stifled their voices. Some of
the participants circumvented this through a highly transparent choice of pseudonyms.
They also insisted that we take a group photo at the end of the focus group, and they
suggested that I show the photo in research presentations. I felt caught by this ethical
situation as I had a choice to follow the rules of ethical research or follow and respect the
wishes of co-creators of knowledge in this study. I have used their photo in sharing
findings from this research where I feel their anonymity is protected. I also wondered if
there was some level of personal need for the participants to acknowledge their
participation and/or celebrate their contributions. I came to this realization after I had left
Kenya. I wish I would have asked participants about this.
Building trusting relationships with participants was important to ensure the study
was fruitful. Trust means “not to just tolerate a variety of viewpoints…it means to try to
connect, to enter into each student’s perspective” (Belenky et al., 1997, p. 227), and this
trust takes time to develop. As a cultural outsider, I needed to nurture trusting
relationships with participants in a very patient way so that they could feel comfortable to
share delicate topics or vulnerable experiences with a stranger. Listening to some of the
201

recordings, I sometimes was worried that I talked too much and did not listen enough.
This concern was reflected in my journal made me realize that I needed to share my own
experiences and views in order to demonstrate that I was trustworthy. I was very
sensitive to the power imbalances between the participants and myself. Some of the
actions I took to try and help them feel more comfortable may have initially had the
opposite effect. For example, I invited participants to address me by my first name in a
school setting where students address their professors more formally. So while I was
open to egalitarian dialogue some participants took a while to develop a level of comfort
with me. Students would not expect to speak as an equal with a faculty member or
anyone else in a superior role. By dedicating time to build trusting relationships, some
participants, like Qoih, Syl and Lolo, demonstrated increasing confidence and comfort in
sharing deeply personal experiences during our final conversations.
Thinking about these ideas around relationship building with my participants and
reflecting on the meticulous reading and re-reading and searching for additional sources
involved in analyzing and interpreting data from this hermeneutic study, I was reminded
that:
Patience is needed to understand the phenomenon, to understand our
positioning in its interpretation. It also requires a sense of openness that is
not characteristic in a stance of guarded strength and resilience. As soon as
we have firmly established in our minds that that is the way that
something occurs, we close off our likelihood of seeing other possibilities.
We become resistant to change and potential truth. (Beamer, 2017, p. 5)
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Limitations
Hermeneutics relies on the researchers’ ability to articulate their deepened
understanding of a topic with considerations of their preunderstanding and prejudices in
the interpretive process. In choosing hermeneutics to examine the topic of CBL in
Kenya, I was aware of the challenges of interpreting meanings of experiences using
English as the primary medium, knowing that Kenya is a country with over 40 languages
actively used. Given the scope of doctoral research and my own limits with African
indigenous languages, I had to focus on understanding and interpreting participants’
experiences in English. This is one of the limitations of this study. Ethnographic or
narrative research would have brought forward different insights and findings but could
not have offered the same deep understandings that are inextricable from the historical
and sociocultural connections. Writing the results of this study was tangled up with my
own preunderstanding, prejudices and biases as a Caucasian Canadian woman in her 50s.
The merging of my preunderstanding or foreknowledge with the perspectives of the
participants becomes a fusion of horizons (Gadamer, 1960/1975) by challenging
preconceptions and being open to different thoughts.
These understandings, however, are only a snapshot of a moment in time. My
interpretations regarding CBL in Kenya will continue to evolve and remain open to
further interpretation. They may not be relevant or applicable in the future if there are
significant changes to the Kenya context. In a similar vein, the understandings and
meanings revealed in this dissertation are integrally linked to the settings and participants
of this study. It is neither desirable nor guaranteed that findings will translate to contexts
or circumstances that are very different from where these participants were situated. My
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recommendations on how to better prepare students, support them through transitions and
difficult learning moments and help them make the most of their learning through
reflective practices to enhance the CBL experiences are also highly contextualized based
on my understandings of Kenyan higher education context, communities, academic and
professional experiences in the field of CBL.
What is not included?
There was so much data to work with, and in choosing to use a manuscript
format, I inevitably reached a point where decisions on what to include and what should
be set aside had to be made. Gender was one lens that I made a deliberate choice to set
aside, knowing that there are many nuanced assumptions and my own strong biases
related to the patriarchal systems in Kenya. I wanted to have more confidence in doing
interpretative work before I tackled some of that material. I believe there is sufficient
material to develop a paper based on this data. Participants also talked with me about
some of the newer practices that have been introduced into the university program in
order to help them document and structure their CBL activities, such as learning contracts
and reflective journals. Findings from this material could be used for a practice-based
article that documents different ways of preparing and supporting students during their
CBL placements.
A meaningful and productive CBL experience can only achieved through the
collaborative efforts of a group of stakeholders. The scope and design of this study limits
the inquiry to students’ voices and perspectives. The voices of field supervisors and
lecturers interacting directly with the students, the administrators from the university, and
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the community organizations that host the students can be valuable sources to gain
insights into CBL contexts, placements and students’ experiences.
Recommendations for Future Research
Considering how little CBL research there is from African perspectives, the field
is quite open for future research. However, in terms of priorities, further hermeneutic
research that explores the perspectives of other important stakeholders in CBL
experiences is one obvious direction to pursue. In addition, there is room for qualitative
research that employs grounded theory to generate uniquely Kenyan or African
perspectives on CBL theory and praxis. Ethnographic research that further explores CBL
experiences and practices through multiple linguistic and cultural perspectives in Kenya
is another idea. Quantitative or mixed-methods research that compares or tests various
CBL practices (e.g., student preparation for CBL, levels of supervision and guidance
during a placement, opportunities to share and learn from the CBL experiences of peers)
could add important insights into transnational or cross-cultural studies on CBL theory
and praxis.
Reflections & Conclusion
If I were to redesign my study, there are a few things I might do differently.
Taking more time to conduct data collection would have meant more time to review and
reflect on the recordings and transcripts while I was in Kenya. With a longer period for
field work, I might have caught some of those missed opportunities to ask about elements
that caught my attention during transcription and later stages of data analysis and
interpretation. This was one of the challenges in balancing the logistical issues (e.g.,
arranging for a venue for interviewing, working around participants’ classes, booking
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accommodation and transportation) and research needs (e.g., sufficient time to meet with
participants to for our in-depth conversations, establishing rapport for meaningful
conversations) with the financial realities of extending data collection in an international
setting.
While the four papers I wrote do not make much mention of this, data collection
included a focus group which brought together all of the participants at the end of the
process. While there was lots of peer learning, and it served as an opportunity for the
group to share in a celebration of their memorable CBL experiences, from a purely
research perspective, the focus group data did not yield the additional insights that I had
anticipated. In planning my data collection, I thought that perhaps the participants would
be more forthcoming and at ease among their peers. This was not the case.
Three potential reasons for this come to mind. One potential reason was that the
individual relationships that developed between each participant and myself were
trustworthy and they were candid and open with me during our conversations. The
second potential reason was that I was an outsider who had only been known to them a
short time, a greater investment of time to cultivate deeper relationships would be needed
before they would share more. A third reason is the focus group process itself. Taking
more time in the focus group to help participants feel comfortable to share freely with
each other might have resulted in richer data. Given the powerful experiences that
participants shared with me, I believe that the first explanation is valid. And yet, with
the luxury of a longer period for fieldwork, additional time reflecting in the hermeneutic
circle ought to have yielded further insights.
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I integrated the use of photovoice into this study as a supplementary data
collection method. The use of photovoice helped me with data collection in three ways:
first, photos helped participants bring back significant memories of their CBL
placements; second, the use of photos helped establish a closer rapport among
participants, who were eager to share their stories and learn from each other during our
focus group meeting; third, participants’ photos provided me with visual representations
of the workplace or community contexts in which they were placed. Using Google Maps
on my laptop, they showed me the locations of their CBL placement organizations; last,
photos created an inviting environment for sharing experiences without focusing too
much on the faces of the participants. While I have ethical approval to include photos in
presenting findings from my study, I have done so with caution. As I noted earlier,
participants had different conceptions of informed consent for this study, and I was not
confident that some of the participants had followed appropriate protocol in obtaining
consent to take or share their photos.
This research began a transnational dialogue on CBL research in Kenya and my
learning from this research will continue into the future. The multifaceted fusions of
horizons drawing from the work of scholars who have preceded me, the CBL experiences
shared by my participants, the wise counsel of my supervisory committee and critical
friend and the opportunities afforded me as a doctoral student have all contributed to this
work. But I will stop here and end this dissertation with Gadamer’s (1960/1975) words:
“The ongoing dialogue permits no final conclusion. It would be a poor hermeneuticist
who thought he [or she] could have, or had to have, the last word” (p. 581).
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Appendix A
Title: Understanding Community-based Learning Experiences of Kenyan University
Students in a Human Service Program
Study Information
My name is Charlene VanLeeuwen and I am a Ph.D. Candidate in the Faculty of Education at the
University of Prince Edward Island (UPEI) in Canada. I am also a Field Placement Coordinator in
the Dept. of Applied Human Sciences at UPEI. This study is part of my doctoral research. My
contact information is at the end of this letter.
This project involves collecting data to improve our understanding of students’ experiences
during practicums with community organizations in Kenya. The part of this study that you are
being invited to participate in involves: 1) completion of a short screening survey. A small
number of participants will be selected to participate in additional research activities in Sept. –
Nov. 2016. These will involve 1) a series of in-depth interviews with the researcher to talk about
your practicum experience and any insights you have into how students can be better prepared for
community-based learning before participating in a practicum; 2) sharing journal entries (or
writing a brief profile) about your attachment organization; 3) sharing a small number of photos
that represent important attachment experiences for you; 4) a series of in-depth interviews with
the researcher to talk about your practicum experience and any insights you have into how
students can be better prepared before participating in a practicum; 5) participate in a focus group
with other participants in the study to gain an understanding of their unique and similar learning
experiences and to share these with the practicum coordinator(s). The interviews and focus group
will take place at Kenyatta University a few weeks after you return to classes on campus, will
likely take about 60 minutes and will be scheduled to accommodate your class schedule.
Please understand that participation in this research is completely voluntary, and you are under no
obligation to participate. If you do agree to participate, you can choose to not answer any
question. There will be no negative consequences to you if you choose not to participate in this
study or choose to not answer any question. If you are interested in volunteering to participate in
this research project after reading this letter, please sign one copy, complete the screening
questionnaire that is attached and seal these documents in the enclosed envelope.
I will not be providing any information that could identify you in any written documents or
presentations about this study. All digital materials for the project will be kept on password
protected devices, such as a laptop or flash drive. All data will be destroyed 7 years after the
study is complete. Only members of the research team (Charlene VanLeeuwen, and my academic
supervisors) will have access to information you provide. Dr. Lucy Kathuri-Ogola is involved
with this research project in the role of critical friend. The Department timetable has been
reviewed to ensure that she will not be the instructor for 4th year courses that you are required to
take in your final year of study.
While there are no direct or immediate benefits for you in participating in this study, you are
helping us to have a better understanding of Kenyan students’ experiences and learning during
their attachments with community organizations.
A National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI) research permit
has been granted for this research and it has been reviewed and approved by the Ethics Review
Committee for Kenyatta University. In addition, this research study has been reviewed and
approved by the Research Ethics Board at the University of Prince Edward Island, Charlottetown,
Canada, Certificate #6006646.
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Appendix B
Title: Understanding Community-based Practicum Experiences of Kenyan University
Students in a Human Service Program
Consent Form
As a participant in this study you are asked to confirm your consent for the following:


I have read and understood the material in this letter.



I give permission for the use of anonymous data I provided in future research conducted by
the researcher.



I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I have the freedom to not participate
in this survey. I also have the freedom to choose to not answer any question.



I give my permission to be contacted in the future to be invited to volunteer to participate in
further research. _____ YES ______ NO



I understand that the information will be confidential within the limits of the law.



I understand that I can keep a copy of this information letter and consent form.



I understand that I can contact the UPEI Research Ethics Board at 000-1-902-620-5104 or by
e-mail at reb@upei.ca or the Kenyatta University Ethics Review Committee at
_________________________ if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the study.

Your signature below confirms that you have understood the information provided about this
study, any questions you have were answered, and that you agree to take part in the study.
Participant’s Signature____________________________________ Date___________________
Researcher’s Signature____________________________________ Date___________________

If you have any concerns or questions about this research, feel free to contact me. You may also
contact Dr. Kathuri-Ogola at Kenyatta University or my Ph.D. Co-Supervisors Dr. Lori Weeks
and Dr. Linyuan Guo-Brennan. Contact information for each of these people is provided on the
reverse side of this sheet.
Sincerely,

Charlene VanLeeuwen
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Contact Information:
Charlene VanLeeuwen
Ph.D. Candidate
Faculty of Education and
Department of Applied Human Sciences
University of Prince Edward Island,
550 University Avenue
Charlottetown, PE Canada, C1A 4P3
Phone: 000.1.902.566.0691
e-mail: cvanleeuwen@upei.ca
Dr. Lucy Kathuri-Ogola
Chair
Department of Community Resource Management & Extension
Kenyatta University
Phone: 254208710901 Ext: 57140
e-mail: kathuri.lucy@ku.ac.ke

Dr. Lori Weeks
Associate Professor
School of Nursing, Faculty of Health Professions
Dalhousie University
5869 University Avenue
PO Box 15000
Halifax, NS Canada B3H 4R2
Phone 000.1.902.494.7114
e-mail: Lori.Weeks@dal.ca

Dr. Linyuan Guo-Brennan
Associate Professor
Faculty of Education
University of Prince Edward Island,
550 University Avenue
Charlottetown, PE Canada, C1A 4P3
Phone: 000.1.902.620.5147
e-mail: liguo@upei.ca
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Appendix C
Information Session Script
Introduction of self, and PI (Canadian researcher, colleague that has worked with faculty in the
dept. for a few years, working on doctoral research)
Introduce research study
This research involves collecting data to improve our understanding of students’ experiences
during practicums with community organizations in Kenya.
The part of this study that you are being invited to participate in today involves:


completion of a short screening survey. This will be used to identify
potential participants that reflect different characteristics such as gender, age,
type of attachment organization, etc.

A small number of participants will be selected to participate in additional research activities in
Sept. – Nov. 2016.
Phase two of the study will involve
 a series of in-depth interviews with the researcher to talk about your practicum
experience and any insights you have into how students can be better prepared
for community-based learning before participating in a practicum;
 sharing journal entries (or writing a brief profile) about your attachment
organization;
 sharing a small number of photos that represent important attachment
experiences for you;
 a series of in-depth interviews with the researcher to talk about your practicum
experience and any insights you have into how students can be better prepared
before participating in a practicum;
 participate in a focus group with other participants in the study to gain an
understanding of their unique and similar learning experiences and to share these
with the practicum coordinator(s).
The interviews and focus group will take place at Kenyatta University a few weeks after you
return to classes on campus, will likely take about 60 minutes and will be scheduled to
accommodate your class schedule.
Explain the consent process:
In order to protect your privacy this is the process we shall use today for the screening survey and
consent forms.
Please take a few minutes to read the information and if you are interested in participating in this
study, sign the consent form and complete the screening survey.
If you have any questions about the research project, you may write your question on the blank
sheet of paper found in your information package.
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Everyone, whether you intend to participate or not, is asked to place a copy of the (signed or
blank) consent form and screening survey documents in the individual unmarked envelope in
your package.
You need to seal your envelope and return it to me as you are leaving today.
Please keep the information letter, one copy of the consent form (signed or unsigned) and the
PhotoVoice instruction sheet.
The sealed envelopes will be returned to the researcher for opening, analysis of the screening
survey and eventual selection of participants. I will not be doing the selection of participants.
The researcher will contact you at the end of August or beginning of September to let you know if
you have been selected.
Asante sana for your time and attention.
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Appendix D
Demographic Questions for Screening Study Participants
I am:
o
o
o

Female
Male
Other

My ethnic heritage is (primarily):
o Arabic
o Asian
o Embu
o Gikuyu
o Kamba
o Kalenjin
o Luo
o Luhya
o Meru
o Other Please specify: _________________
I completed the unit HCR 315 – Professional Development for Community Practice in January to
April 2016.



Yes
No

My field attachment will be with a(n):





International NGO
Kenyan CBO
Government department
Other (Please specify):

____________________________________

The site I will be working at is located in a:




Large urban community
Small urban community (determine an appropriate population size)
Rural community

The best way to contact me is:
o Email:
o Text message using cell number:
o Phone call to this number:
o Other (Please specify):

_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________

Additional contact details for September (if known):
_______________________________________________________________________
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Appendix E
PhotoVoice Guidelines and Consent
Taking Photographs during Practicum

Lighting and composition:
 Place the sun at your back when taking photographs.
 Use the flash outdoors even on a sunny day if this option is available on your cell phone.
 Pay attention to how you arrange the people, objects, and the environment in your
photograph and don’t always think that you have to put the object in the middle of the
frame.
 Take a combination of posed shots and un-posed shots.
 Consider your distance from the subject.
Consent and Permission:
If your partner organization has rules or policies around photo-taking, you must follow them.
Please ask your field supervisor about photo-taking during your orientation (or at least during the
first week of your practicum).
To protect the privacy and dignity of community members, it is preferred that you take photos
where clients or community members that are being served by your organization cannot be
identified (the photo has you facing the camera and the backs of heads for community members,
or a close up of hands performing a task, or focuses on an object as opposed to a person, etc.)
Always ask permission and obtain consent from the person or people in the picture. This is
especially important if they or the location can be identified through physical characteristics or
signage. There is a form below that you can use for this purpose.
If it is appropriate to take a photo of someone such as your field supervisor, a staff member that
you worked closely with or a fellow student, you must ask them to sign a consent form. Keep the
consent form as it will be required if you are selected to participate in Phase 2 of the study.

Consent Form for Photos

I _____________________________ give permission for [your name] to take photos of me for
his/her practicum project. These photos represent important learning moments during his/her
practicum.

Signature ___________________________________

Date ______________________

Student ____________________________________

Date ______________________
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Appendix F
Title: Understanding Community-based Learning Experiences of Kenyan University
Students in a Human Service Program
Study Information
My name is Charlene VanLeeuwen and I am a PhD Candidate in the Faculty of Education at the
University of Prince Edward Island (UPEI) in Canada. I am also a Field Placement Coordinator in
the Dept. of Applied Human Sciences at UPEI. This study is part of my doctoral research. My
contact information is at the end of this letter.
This project involves collecting data to improve our understanding of students’ experiences
during practicums with community organizations in Kenya. The part of this study that you are
being invited to participate in involves: 1) a series of in-depth interviews with the researcher to
talk about your practicum experience and any insights you have into how students can be better
prepared before participating in a practicum; 2) sharing journal entries or a written profile about
your attachment organization; 3) sharing a small number of photos that represent important
attachment experiences for you; 4) participate in a focus group with other participants in the study
to gain an understanding of their unique and similar learning experiences and to share these with
the practicum coordinator(s). The interviews and focus group will take place at Kenyatta
University in October 2016 and will likely take about 60 minutes each. The interviews and focus
group will be scheduled to accommodate your class schedule.
Please understand that participation in this research is completely voluntary, and you are under no
obligation to participate. If you do agree to participate, you can choose to not answer any
question. There will be no negative consequences to you if you choose not to participate in this
study or choose to not answer any question. You may choose to withdraw from this study up to
two months after the final focus group. After that point, withdrawal may not be possible.
I will not be providing any information that could identify you or the organization where you
completed your practicum in any written documents or presentations about this study. All digital
materials for the project will be kept on password protected devices, such as a laptop or flash
drive. All data will be destroyed 7 years after the study is complete. Only members of the
research team (Charlene VanLeeuwen, and my academic supervisors) will have access to
information you provide. Dr. Lucy Kathuri-Ogola is involved with this research project in the role
of critical friend. The Department timetable has been reviewed to ensure that she will not be the
instructor for 4th year courses that you are required to take in your final year of study.
While there are no direct or immediate benefits for you in participating in this study, you are
helping us to have a better understanding of Kenyan students’ experiences and learning during
their attachments with community organizations.
A National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI) research permit
has been granted for this research and it has been reviewed and approved by the Ethics Review
Committee for Kenyatta University. In addition, this research study has been reviewed and
approved by the Research Ethics Board at the University of Prince Edward Island, Charlottetown,
Canada, Certificate #6006646.
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Appendix G
Title: Understanding Community-based Practicum Experiences of Kenyan University Students in a
Human Service Program
Consent Form for Interviews and Focus Group
As a participant in this study you are asked to confirm your consent for the following:


I have read and understood the material in this letter.



I give permission for the researcher to use anonymous quotations from the interviews, my journal or
the focus group discussion, as well as copies of the photos I share during interviews or the focus group.



I give permission for the researcher to contact me by email or phone for the purposes for clarifying
statements and to review transcripts from conversational interviews and the focus group.



I give permission for the use of anonymous data I provided in future research conducted by the
researcher.



I give permission for the researcher to audio record me during interviews and the focus group.



I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I have the freedom to not participate in these
research conversations. I also have the freedom to choose to not answer any question.



I understand that personal information shared with and by other participants during focus group
discussions is confidential and should not be discussed outside of the focus group.



I understand that I may withdraw from this study up to two months after the final focus group. After
that point, withdrawal may not be possible.



I give my permission to be contacted in the future to be invited to volunteer to participate in further
research. _____ YES ______ NO



I understand that the information will be confidential within the limits of the law.



I understand that I can keep a copy of this information letter and consent form.



I understand that I can contact the UPEI Research Ethics Board at 000-1-902-620-5104 or by e-mail at
reb@upei.ca or the Kenyatta University Ethics Committee at _________________________ if I have
any concerns about the ethical conduct of the study.

Your signature below confirms that you have understood the information provided about this study, any
questions you have were answered, and that you agree to take part in the study.
Participant’s Signature____________________________________ Date___________________
Researcher’s Signature____________________________________ Date___________________
If you have any concerns or questions about this research, feel free to contact me. You may also contact Dr.
Kathuri-Ogola at Kenyatta University or my Ph.D. Co-Supervisors Dr. Lori Weeks and Dr. Linyuan GuoBrennan. Contact information for each of these people is provided on the reverse side of this sheet.
Sincerely,

Charlene VanLeeuwen
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Contact Information:
Charlene VanLeeuwen
Ph.D. Candidate
Faculty of Education and
Department of Applied Human Sciences
University of Prince Edward Island,
550 University Avenue
Charlottetown, PE Canada, C1A 4P3
Phone: 000.1.902.566.0691
e-mail: cvanleeuwen@upei.ca
Dr. Lucy Kathuri-Ogola
Chair
Department of Community Resource Management & Extension
Kenyatta University
Phone: 254208710901 Ext: 57140
e-mail: kathuri.lucy@ku.ac.ke

Dr. Lori Weeks
Associate Professor
School of Nursing, Faculty of Health Professions
Dalhousie University
5869 University Avenue
PO Box 15000
Halifax, NS Canada B3H 4R2
Phone 000.1.902.494.7114
e-mail: Lori.Weeks@dal.ca

Dr. Linyuan Guo-Brennan
Associate Professor
Faculty of Education
University of Prince Edward Island,
550 University Avenue
Charlottetown, PE Canada, C1A 4P3
Phone: 000.1.902.620.5147

e-mail: liguo@upei.ca
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Appendix H
Guiding questions for unstructured conversational interviews
Interview #1
Start with Introductions
 Conversation about our personal and learning backgrounds, cultural heritage and
languages spoken.


Conversation about our respective universities and programs – Share details such as
location, number of students, types of units/courses in the curriculum, general
information about the practicum/attachments that students complete, etc.



Ask about the community, special features or characteristics, why were you interested in
being in this community? (Make sure to bring a map)



Tell me about your attachment organization.
Probe for details such as: Where was it, what was the mandate, who was served
by the organization, how many people worked there what did they do, what did you do,
how did you find this practicum, who helped you secure this practicum, why did you
want to do your practicum there? Why was that important to you??
Additional Prompts: What did you enjoy, learn about the community and people
there

With regard to the photos:
 Begin with the SHOWeD protocol (Wang 1999, p. 188)
o
o
o
o
o


What do you See here?
What is really Happening here?
How does this relate to Our lives?
Why does this situation, concern, or strength exist?
What can we Do about it?

Additional questions:
o Why did you choose this photo?
o What is reflected here that is important to you?

Wrap up this conversation, thank participant for their time so far. Encourage them to jot down
other ideas that come to them after this meeting. (From a hermeneutic process - Would it be okay
to have them email those ideas to me or is it best for us to wait until the next meeting?) Indicate
that I’m looking forward to meeting with them again and confirm the date and time for the next
part of our conversation.
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Interview #2
Start with a review of the summary from previous conversation. Confirm accuracy of summary.


Before or when you started your practicum, what did you expect to learn?



Can you describe for me /explain what learning in this community was like for you?
o How was this similar /different from other learning situations you have been in
(at the university or other settings –sports teams, community gatherings as a
younger person?



What knowledge, skills, and attributes did you gain/develop during this practicum?
o Which of these do you think/feel was the most important/ difficult/helpful/useful
for your practicum/future career? Why do you think that?
o

What practices contributed to the knowledge/skills/attributes development
(curriculum, program preparation, weekly reflection, supervision etc.)?

Learning contracts
 Can you tell me about the process of developing your learning contract for your
practicum?


What worked well, what was hard to figure out, who helped/made things harder? What
resource(s) did you use (if any), when things were not going well did you feel like giving
up/more determined to succeed? Why?



What learning supports did you need from your faculty supervisor and field supervisor?
What did you need the most, the least?



Tell me about one /some of the most memorable challenges involved in reaching/not
reaching one of your learning objectives. Why was this a memorable turning point? How
did this experience contribute to your overall practicum experience?



Let’s talk about your learning journal. What were some of your first thoughts when you
were told of this requirement? Did your ideas change over the course of your practicum?
How? What factors contributed to this change/stability in your perspective?



Can you share a practicum experience where reflection allowed you to see a situation
from a different perspective? Was this helpful to you? Why/Why not? What might have
worked better for you in this situation?

Reflective learning journals
 Have you ever written a reflective journal before? What do you think of this process?
For you, what are some of the strengths and weaknesses of journal writing during a
practicum? To help process a difficult situation/ role of the reflective learning journal in
this process
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Exploring Challenges and Difficulties


What situations caused challenges or difficulties for you?



Can you tell me about a time when you really felt you did not understand or know
enough about a topic/process/ community?
o What did you do? Who did you talk to? Why did you do that? Why do you
think your supervisor asked you to …. When s/he asked you to start/ continue on
you own, what were you thinking/feeling?
o When this happened, what effect did this have on …your
attitude/determination/learning /ability or desire to follow through/…

Exploring participants’ understanding of their learning
 If your field supervisor was here and s/he could tell me what you learned, what would
s/he say?
o

How does this compare with what you have told me about your learning
/experiences? What does that tell you about your own assessment of your
learning?



What learning did you not anticipate that was critical for your professional/personal
development?



Did you find that some of your attitudes or values were challenged during some of the
memorable learning situations during their practicum? Could you describe this for me in
as much detail as you can?



What do you feel you accomplished during your practicum with ……?

Exploring Kenyan knowledge
 Tell me about a practicum experience(s) where Kenyan/local knowledge was/were used
and valued.
 How did you know about this? What was important in this situation? Why? Thinking
about others that were around, do you think they had a similar view or was this different?
What led/leads you to this conclusion?
Plus questions and topics that emerge from preliminary analysis of the first conversation
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Interview #3
Start with a review of the summary from previous conversation. Confirm accuracy of summary.


How is community-based learning different from on-campus learning?



How did community-based learning contribute to your personal/professional
development/growth?



What contributions did you make to the communities? In what ways could you make
greater contributions?



What can be done differently to make community-based learning more supportive and
beneficial to
o you?
o the host community/organizations?
o the university and program?



If you look ahead a few years, what will you be doing /where will you be working/what
sort of position will you have … that tells you that your program/practicum was worth it/
that your practicum helped you learn more/better/differently/ changed your ideas about
…

Plus questions and topics that emerge from preliminary analysis of the second conversation
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Appendix I
Script for obtaining ongoing consent prior to Focus Group
Introduction of assistant.
Explanation of his/her note-taker role and confidentiality agreement.
Before we begin our discussion today I want to remind all of you that the second consent
form that you signed before we began our interviews also covered the focus group discussion. I
would like to be sure that you remember that this consent :
 gives permission for the use of anonymous data you provide in future research conducted by
the researcher.


you understand that your participation is voluntary and that you have the freedom to choose
to not answer any question.



you understand that personal information shared with and by other participants during focus
group discussions is confidential and should not be discussed outside of the focus group and
that the information will be confidential within the limits of the law.

The last two point I want to mention is that you may withdraw from this study up to two months
after today’s focus group. After that point, withdrawal may not be possible.
A couple of other items
The ladies toilet is located…………………. And the men’s toilet is………………………
Refreshments will be available during / after the focus group and you are invited to please enjoy
them.
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Appendix J
Guiding Questions for Focus Group Discussion
Start with a welcome, introductions, and explanation of roles.
[researcher – facilitator; critical friend – note taker]





As a beginning point for our discussion today, would you please take a couple of
minutes to give everyone here an introduction to the organization where you
completed your practicum?
Now that we have a basic idea of the organizations where each of you were
learning, would you elaborate a bit on the types of activities you were involved
with?
What I would like to do now is invite each of the participants in the study to bring
out the photos that you took during your practicum. While you are doing that, let
me explain to my colleagues that we have talked about these photos at length
during our first conversation. These photos represent, in some way, an important
learning moment. What I would like to do now, is invite you to speak about these
important learning experiences to your classmates and lecturers so that they will
be able to understand what happened and why this is such a pivotal learning
moment for you.
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Statement of Collaborators and Co-Authors
While each of the papers is co-authored with my two supervisors, this is a study
that I initiated and conducted by myself. It is not a component of a larger project
conceptualized by either of my co-supervisors. Apart from the specific contributions of
Dr. Linyuan Guo-Brennan to paper #2 through her case example as a cultural insider, my
co-supervisors’ contributions to these papers were through the critical and constructive
feedback and support that they shared with me. Contributions for each of the papers were
as follows: #1) Charlene 80%, Dr. Guo-Brennan 5%, Dr. Weeks 15%; #2) Charlene 75%,
Dr. Guo-Brennan 20%, Dr. Weeks 5% #3) Charlene 80%, Dr. Guo-Brennan 10%, Dr.
Weeks 10%; and #4) Charlene 80%, Dr. Guo-Brennan 10%, Dr. Weeks 10%. I am
grateful for their contributions and acknowledge their efforts as co-authors of these
publications.
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