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ABSTRACT

Community service, a high-impact educational practice is 
well-established in the United States (U.S.) higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs) and offers multiple positive benefits 
for students. Higher education is an opportunity for stu-
dents from diverse cultures to learn together and interact 
with host communities, and to become globally conscious 
citizens. Extensive literature on community service in hig-
her education lacks the perspective and experience of 
international students pursuing studies in U.S.HEIs. This 
mixed methods study sought to understand international 
students’ community service experiences in the US and 
their impacts. What were their experiences? What did they 
learn? How were they impacted? What future community 
service engagement did they anticipate, especially on re-
turn to their home countries? Findings showed that inter-
national students had diverse, positive experiences with 
multiple impacts. Intrinsic and extrinsic factors influenced 
engagement in community service. Most international stu-
dents intended to engage in future community service. 
Their suggestions and the researcher’s insight can guide 
international students and higher education practitioners 
in supporting international students’ engagement in com-
munity service in U.S. HEIs. 
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RESUMEN

El servicio comunitario, es una práctica educativa de alto 
impacto bien establecida en las instituciones de educación 
superior de los Estados Unidos (EE. UU.) Y ofrece múlti-
ples beneficios positivos para los estudiantes. La educa-
ción superior es una oportunidad para que los estudiantes 
de diversas culturas aprendan juntos e interactúen con las 
comunidades de acogida y se conviertan en ciudadanos 
globalmente conscientes. La extensa literatura sobre el 
servicio comunitario en la educación superior carece de la 
perspectiva y la experiencia de los estudiantes internacio-
nales que estudian en las EE. UU. Este estudio de métodos 
mixtos buscó comprender las experiencias de los estudian-
tes internacionales en servicios comunitarios en los Estados 
Unidos y sus impactos. ¿Cuáles fueron sus experiencias? 
¿Qué aprendieron? ¿Cómo fueron impactados? ¿Qué com-
promiso futuro de servicio comunitario esperaban, especial-
mente al regresar a sus países de origen? Los resultados 
mostraron que los estudiantes internacionales tenían expe-
riencias diversas y positivas con múltiples impactos. Los 
factores intrínsecos y extrínsecos influyeron en la participa-
ción en el servicio comunitario. La mayoría de los estudian-
tes internacionales tenían la intención de participar en futu-
ros servicios comunitarios. Sus sugerencias y la visión del 
investigador pueden guiar a los estudiantes internacionales 
ya los profesionales de la educación superior en el apoyo a 
la participación de los estudiantes internacionales en el ser-
vicio comunitario en las instituciones de educación superior 
de los Estados Unidos.
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INTRODUCTION
Three trends that impact higher education in the US to-
day converge to provide a rationale for this study: hig-
her education’s role in promoting social responsibility, 
globalization and higher education’s need to prepare 
students with 21st century skills and, an increase in the 
number of international students studying in the U.S. 
Higher education institutions in the US embrace the role 
of teaching students to be socially responsible citizens 
(Bok, 1982; Boyer, 1987; Greenleaf, 1977) able to impro-
ve their local and global communities through socially 
constructed solutions (Astin, 1999; Campus Compact, 
2013). Higher education worldwide must promote so-
cial responsibility (Altbach, Reisberg & Rumbley, 2009) 
and both global and local perspectives are necessary 
to prepare students for the 21st century (Association 
of American Colleges and Universities, 2011; Renn, 
Brazelton & Holmes, 2014). Skelly declared that “in-
ternational educators, more than other professionals, 
should see that they are part of a worldwide movement 
to create a viable, tolerant, and open global civil so-
ciety”. (Skelly, 2009, p. 31). Many HEIs offer or require 
community service as part of the educational curricu-
lum believing it teaches social responsibility and deve-
lops civic-minded citizens who are prepared to solve 
social problems. Higher education has been impacted 
by, and is responding to, globalization (Altbach, et al., 
2009; Ibrahim, 2011). HEIs now must think and act be-
yond local and national communities to include the glo-
bal community in their engagements, both competiti-
vely and collaboratively, on the world stage (Wildavsky, 
2010). Internationalization serves to connect HEIs and 
fosters opportunities to develop graduates who are glo-
bally conscious citizens ready to be civically engaged 
(Hudzik, 2011). Integrative learning through application 
of knowledge, skills and responsibilities in new settings 
and with complex problems is one educational practi-
ce responding to globalization and preparing students 
for the 21st century (Association of American Colleges 
and Universities, 2011). The U.S. hosts the largest per-
cent of any one country of the world’s globally mobile 
students and those numbers are increasing (Institute of 
International Education, 2013). International students’ 
successful adjustment and integration into the HEI and 
community is promoted when HEI educators are well 
informed about the experiences, needs and goals of 
international students and can provide appropriate 

opportunities, preparation, and guidance to support 
them. Educators should not assume that international 
students’ engagement in community service, or re-
sulting impacts, are similar to those of U.S. students. 
Without knowing what meaning or relevance interna-
tional students associate with their community service 
experiences it is difficult to know how best to support 
them and encourage community service as a sustaina-
ble practice in their futures. Thus an inquiry into interna-
tional students’ community service experiences in the 
U.S. and their impacts was relevant. The purpose of this 
study was to obtain information for better knowledge 
and understanding of the community service experien-
ces and the impact of those experiences on internatio-
nal students in the U.S.

DEVELOPMENT 
Higher education institutions in the US embrace the role 
of teaching students to be socially responsible citizens 
(Bok, 1982; Boyer, 1987; Greenleaf, 1977) with the goal 
of developing civic-minded citizens able to improve their 
local and global communities through socially construc-
ted solutions (Astin, 1999; Campus Compact, 2013). 
Boyer (1987), noted a distinct gap between higher edu-
cation and the larger world and suggested that HEIs 
create model communities using curricular and co-cu-
rricular experiences to prepare students for social and 
civic obligations. Community service is one approach 
to facilitate students’ development of social responsi-
bility. It is described as experiential, community based, 
serving a need of the community and benefiting the stu-
dent, can be connected to academics (Eyler & Giles, 
1999; Jacoby & Associates, 2009; Kuh, 2008) and has 
no monetary compensation (Brownell & Swaner, 2010). 
Community service may include volunteer activity, civic 
engagement and service learning. Extensive literature 
on community service touts its multiple positive bene-
fits (Astin, 1999; Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Pascarella 
& Terenzini, 2005 ) and connections to students’ per-
sonal and interpersonal development, academic and 
cognitive development, perspective transformation and 
the development of citizenship skills and values (Eyler 
& Giles, 1999). This high-impact educational practice 
(Kuh, 2008) also promotes and supports student inte-
ractions with diverse people (Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005). Community service is well established in many 
HEIs in the U.S. with service-learning courses offered in 
virtually all colleges and universities and almost every 
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discipline (Colby et al,., 2000). More than six million stu-
dents are engaged in civic and community service at 
over 1,100 member institutions of a national coalition of 
higher education institutions (Campus Compact, 2013). 
A majority of the research on service learning or com-
munity service is from the perspective of U.S. students 
serving either in the US or abroad. Ibrahim (2011), no-
ted that literature on international service is essentially 
one directional, from developed nation to less develo-
ped nation and not inclusive of the reverse. International 
students studying in U.S. HEI’s were rarely mentioned in 
the literature on community service. Limited research 
suggested that while community service may increase 
international students’ learning and development they 
may not engage in community service in the same way 
or extent as American students or may not be famliar 
with community service as a learning strategy (Glass, 
2012) and they may or may not understand communi-
ty service and its purpose (Zhao, Kuh & Carini (2005). 
Scholars have recommended new research be under-
taken as the concept of community service has now 
entered the worldwide context and little literature is 
available to guide us (Bringle, Hatcher & Jones, 2011; 
Ibrahim, 2011). Hatcher & Bringle (2012), stressed a 
need to widen service learning research to include qua-
litative, quantitative and comparitive projects that inten-
tionally cross national and cultural boundaries. 

The prevalence of community service in U.S. HEIs, in-
creasing numbers of international students studying 
in the US, HEIs role to support and guide international 
students toward meaningful and successful higher edu-
cation experiences and the lack of literature available 
to guide educators on this topic presented a compe-
lling argument to conduct new research. U.S. HEIs and 
educators need to be prepared to assist international 
students for effective community service experiences 
that might transcend cross-cultural landscapes, increa-
se their sense of social responsibility, understanding of 
complex local and global issues and encourage a sus-
tainable commitment to service. 

The study, conducted in two phases, used a mixed 
methods explanatory sequential design to understand 
international students’ community service experiences 
in the U.S. and their impacts. The overarching research 
question for this study was what are the community ser-
vice experiences and the impact of those experiences 
on international students in the US? The research sub 

questions were: 1) what are the community services ex-
periences of international students? 2) what have inter-
national students learned from their community service 
experiences? 3) how have international students been 
personally impacted by their community service expe-
riences? and 4) what are international students’ antici-
pated future involvements in community service in the 
US and on return to their home countries? ​The study 
used a convenience sample of international students 
enrolled at one public university in a southeastern state 
of the U.S who had completed a minimum of ten hours 
of community service and were at least 18 years of age. 
In Phase I, participants (n = 24) completed a survey, 
developed by the researcher from previously validated 
instruments, that included demographic, quantitative 
and several qualitative items related to types of commu-
nity service, number of hours served, learning, personal 
impact resulting from the service and future plans to 
serve. Data collected from the survey provided foun-
dational information about international students and 
their community service. Analysis of this data produced 
a portrait of the participants’ characteristics, their com-
munity service experiences, personal impacts of these 
experiences, and their possible future intentions to ser-
ve. Further explanation was pursued in Phase II through 
qualitative individual interviews with eight (n = 8) parti-
cipants selected by the researcher through purposeful 
sampling. Supporting research questions that formed 
the basis of qualitative individual interviews in Phase II 
emerged from Phase I results. Interviews were video-
taped and transcribed verbatim. Member checking 
and review of transcripts and data analysis by an in-
dependent expert increased validity and verisimilitude. 
Coding of transcripts drew out themes, key concepts, 
patterns and relationships in the data. Triangulation of 
quantitative and qualitative data with literature develo-
ped depth of understanding and offered explanations 
about participants’ community service experiences and 
impacts. 

This study found that participants came from a varie-
ty of home countries and about half had engaged in 
community service prior to coming to the US. They re-
presented many academic majors, were engaged in 
diverse community service activities in the U.S., com-
pleted from 22 to 300 service hours and 45.8% had 
completed over 80 hours. They had varied reasons for 
engaging in their service activities and noted univer-
sity faculty, friends and organizations motivated their 
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engagement. Community service facilitated their expo-
sure to Americans, American culture and U.S. based 
community engagement. Some experienced changes 
in their perceptions of the U.S. Participants viewed their 
community service experiences positively and anticipa-
ted future involvement in service. Outcomes from their 
service included academic learning, personal growth 
and development and learning about American culture. 
However, their ability to apply concepts from courses 
to real situations was inconsistent among participants. 
Themes underscoring the participants’ community ser-
vice experiences in the US and their impacts included 
learning and personal growth, appreciation of diversi-
ty, exposure to the U.S. culture and community, having 
a sense of community, being motivated to serve, and 
changed perceptions of the U.S. and Americans. All 
participants encouraged other international students 
to engage in community service, advising engagement 
on- and off-campus, be open-minded, and consider the 
purpose of the community service experience for both 
the students and the community hosts. One expressed 
that service can be done in any country. A lack of trans-
portation to engage off-campus was noted as a cha-
llenge for some participants. The participants sugges-
ted HEIs support international student engagement in 
community service through early introduction, provide 
good initial and on-going promotion of opportunities, 
prepare them for the community service experience 
and assist them to engage in service outside of a re-
quired class. One participant appreciated that commu-
nity service was a requirement, otherwise may not have 
done it. Eight themes emerged from the analysis of the 
qualitative data, including engagement in U.S. com-
munity service, learning from community service with 
subthemes of academic learning and personal growth 
and learning, American culture, American community 
service, factors contributing to service outcomes, future 
community service intentions and what was memora-
ble. Gaining a sense of place and belonging in their 
new community was a personal impact mentioned by 
several participants. There were mixed experiences 
among the participants in relating their community ser-
vice to academic learning.

CONCLUSIONS

Many findings in this study align with previous research 
on U.S. students’ community service experiences 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Sax & Astin, 1997) inclu-
ding personal and interpersonal development, acade-
mic and cognitive development, perspective transfor-
mation and the development of citizenship skills and 
values (Eyler & Giles, 1999). Participants felt strongly 
about following their heart, responding to community 
causes, pursuing their passion, satisfaction of serving 
and making a difference in the world (Eyler & Giles, 
1999). The study’s findings suggest community service 
was a high-impact educational experience, that some 
outcomes were potentially universal across cultural 
and geographical differences thus community service 
across national boundaries may develop global unders-
tanding and citizenship. U.S. HEIs must recognize and 
respond to international students’ unique and diverse 
attributes, stress and challenges encountered when en-
gaging in community service (Bringle, Hatcher & Jones, 
2011). They should readily promote community servi-
ce opportunities and prepare international students to 
engage in their US service experiences, assist on ini-
tial contact with host service sites, procure transporta-
tion, affiliate with other students (teams, organizations, 
friends or roommates) who can make the international 
students’ entre into the community easier, preferably in 
partnership with domestic U.S. students. Some eviden-
ce showed that faculty influenced participants’ enga-
gement in service however, HEIs should be cognizant 
of the inconsistencies in participants’ ability to apply 
concepts from their courses to real situations through 
the community service. Reflection opportunities to pro-
cess their community service experiences could en-
hance learning. Further research should include larger 
numbers of international students in a variety of HEIs, 
longitudinal studies, and faculty roles with international 
students related to community service.
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