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PICTURE THIS:   

You’re in a national park in Africa, standing on a bluff overlooking a sprawling 

savannah.  It’s early evening and the setting sun is turning patches of clouds the color 

of deep amber.  It’s hot and as you look down on the savannah, you envy the herd of 

elephants taking their afternoon bath in the watering hole at the foot of the bluff.   

Nearby, some warthogs root around looking for whatever it is warthogs eat and a 

baboon is perched in a tree perhaps surveying the latest clutch of tourists come to 

gawk.  The site is so beautiful and so peaceful you can hardly believe how privileged 

you are to be leading a group of college students to such a place.  You turn to share 

your thoughts with them and as you open your mouth to speak, one of the students 

says, “Wow.  It’s just like The Lion King.”   

THIS ISN’T FICTION.  

It happened in 2001 when the UNF Honors Program first took students to Ghana, 

West Africa.  This was one of several events on that trip that pushed me to change 

how I look at study abroad opportunities like this.  The “Lion King comment” made 

me realize that even though we had been traveling through Ghana for more than 

two weeks, visiting museums and parks and hearing ‘lectures’ from national guides 

about the great Ashanti Kingdom and the charismatic Kwame Nkrumah and the 

devastating slave castles, our students were still stuck looking at it all through the 

lens of popular culture constructed in the U.S.  What was billed as an “African 

Experience” was really just one more mediated version of Africa held at arm’s 

length.   
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That’s when the Program made the commitment to take students to Africa again, but 

this time, we would do it differently.  We would create a trip that incorporated 

service learning—just one of several forms of community-based learning.  Since 

then, we have returned to Africa four times and will go back again in 2011.  We also 

have taken students to Ecuador four times—all eight trips included service learning 

in an effort to get our students to break out of the frame of U.S. pop culture and 

immerse themselves in the everyday culture of our host country.   

This paper shares lessons learned about the agony and joy of community-based 

learning abroad—how it can open doors as well as present challenges to 

transformation.   Having coordinated the four return trips to Africa and helped lead 

two to Ecuador, I find each experience presents more questions than answers about 

ethical responsibilities, student engagement, and the truth about transformation.  

This much I do know—executing community-based learning in an international 

setting is not for the faint of heart.  If you aren’t prepared to commit yourself to 

relentless intentionality in planning, launching and reflecting on a program like this, 

you should do something else.   

BUT FIRST—A FEW WORDS FROM OUR SPONSOR.  

This conversation is framed by the definition of “community-based learning” 

adopted by the Center for Community-Based Learning (CCBL) at the University of 

North Florida (www.unf.edu/ccbl/index.html).  The Center was created to help 

facilitate the Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) adopted by UNF in 2007.   The QEP 

identifies community-based learning as central to the mission of the university.  

Even before the QEP, though, the university demonstrated support for CBL.  For 

every international experience with which I’ve been involved, UNF has offered 

students significant support through the Transformational Learning Opportunity 

Grant as well as the Grey, Terry and Ling scholarships.  The UNF International 

Center, established in (20??) is crucial to execution of the kind of CBL experiences I 

design as these experiences require an astounding amount of administrative effort.   
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Finally, UNF’s CCBL, as the “clearinghouse and fulcrum for all community-based 

activities”, is just as vital (CCBL).  It is the Center’s job to ensure the ethical 

pedagogical practices necessary to deliver on the promise of the University’s 

mission—specifically, the part that says UNF “fosters the intellectual and cultural 

growth and civic awareness of its students, preparing them to make significant 

contributions to their communities in the region and beyond.” 

(http://www.unf.edu/mainpages/unfmission.html).   Not all institutions are 

equipped to offer this level of support.   

 In addition to the challenge of institutional support for these kinds of experiences, 

there is also the daunting charge to provide opportunities and carefully guided 

assignments for “transformation”.  The Center suggests that for learning to be truly 

community-based, the experience should not only be a mutually beneficial 

collaboration between the student and the community but also result in 

“transformation” (UNF-CCBL, What is …).   Thankfully, the Center directs us to John 

Tagg’s The Learning Paradigm College to help us define this slippery term as the 

type of learning that “takes root in our apparatus of understanding, in the embedded 

meanings that define us and that we use to define our world” (Tagg as qtd. UNF 

CCBL).  Even so, understanding what transformation means is just the beginning.  

Creating opportunities that spark transformation, executing the opportunities and 

then measuring transformation are skills that sometimes feel impossible to nail 

down.  While the basics may be solid, each experience is fluid, often posing new 

challenges on the ground.  I say all this not only in the interest of full disclosure but 

also to call attention to how complicated and expensive it is to incorporate authentic 

community-based projects into international travel.  

X-TREME LEARNING 

It seems important to briefly explain the basics I employ when I prepare and deliver 

my students abroad.  My approach is only one of many ways to incorporate 

community-based learning in international communities.   
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Academics 

It begins with a highly inter-disciplinary spring course that introduces students to 

the history, politics, environment, economy, language, and arts of the region they 

will visit (3-hours).  In short, I introduce them to the culture.  I also use class time to 

talk about the skills necessary to navigate a new culture safely.   Then students 

enroll in a 1-hour colloquium for the summer term during which they will travel.  

The trip and the projects we perform are the text for this course. Students journal, 

discuss and then gather their reflections in a final paper submitted after their 

return.  The idea is to use the experience to build on the classroom learning so the 

colloquium is an extension of the 3-hour spring course, designed to give students an 

opportunity to test the knowledge they acquired in the classroom.  

The Experience  

We spend two to three weeks in country, giving students a day or two to orient 

themselves with the visual landscape then embark on 7-10 day community projects.  

Sometimes students do one big project; other times they split into smaller groups 

for projects grounded in different disciplines such as engineering, health, 

politics/governance, and economics.  During the service portion of the trip, students 

and faculty meet nightly when the day’s work has not been too taxing.  I keep 

Service Learning pedagogy in mind when designing these projects, working well in 

advance with the community to identify needs, choosing a project that I believe my 

students will be able to tackle—something challenging enough to present them with 

surprises but not so challenging that they will be unable to succeed.  First and 

foremost, however, our goal is to do no harm to the communities offering us these 

rich learning experiences.   

City-as-Text pedagogy developed and nurtured by Ada Long and Bernice Braid 

under the auspices of the National Collegiate Honors Council is the approach I 

incorporate outside of the service project  
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(see http://www.nchchonors.org/honors-semesters-2010-Jungle-as-Text.html for a 

detailed description of one CAT experience).   Students receive specific instructions 

on how to “read” an environment—a museum, a market, a city or park.  Then they 

write about what their “read” tells them, sharing their responses with the class 

during discussions.  Giving students a set process to access a foreign environment 

and requiring a product to document the process helps them avoid many of the 

distractions of immersion in the unknown.  With a focused task to complete, they 

are more intentional about their engagement of the place and less overwhelmed by 

the new, unfamiliar stimulation.   

RISKY BUSINESS 

It’s easy to see how the notion of taking college students to far away places would be 

looked upon as great fun.  It’s a perception I deal with regularly.  My neighbors often 

look at me with envy, asking “Where are you off to this year, Marcia?”  When I 

return, it’s “How was your vacation?  Did you have a blast?”  Long ago I stopped 

trying to correct their perception by explaining what hard work it is and how the 

responsibility is sometimes overwhelming.  Their eyes tell me they don’t buy it.  

They are caught up in the romance of exotic travel.  That the responsibilities are 

heavy and the risks are high spoils the fun of imagining me with elephants, monkeys 

and warthogs—just like ‘The Lion King’.  But the reality is that aside from the 

responsibility of making sure the students receive the richest academic experience 

possible, I take their very lives in my hands.  

Horror Stories 

You don’t have to search very hard to find them—stories of students gone wild 

abroad. In 2007, The Chronicle of Higher Education reported on a University of 

Washington study-abroad program in Ghana that ended early after half of the 

students participating had to be medically evacuated (Fischer, “Trip Cut Short”).   In 

2008, National Public Radio reported on how residents in Florence, Italy are trying  

http://www.nchchonors.org/honors-semesters-2010-Jungle-as-Text.html
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to cope with study abroad students from the U.S. who are causing problems with 

their binge drinking, rowdy behavior, and related rape reports (NPR).  And in May of 

2010, The Chronicle reported on a Laramie County Community College trip to Costa 

Rica.  According to the report, an investigation found that college officials 

supervising the experience turned over care of a student thought to be at risk of 

suicide to other students on the trip (Fischer, “Study-Abroad Missteps”).  Finally, we 

have yet to find out what happened to Natalee Holloway, the Alabama high school 

graduate who disappeared outside a nightclub in Aruba.  Holloway was on a high 

school graduation trip.  Even though the Holloway mystery is well publicized to this 

very day, every time I take students abroad, someone questions my policy that 

students report their whereabouts to trip leaders, honor curfews, and refrain from 

drinking alcohol during the trip, suggesting that I can’t make such demands because 

the students are adults (18 and up).   

They May Be Adults But They Are Still Somebody’s Children 

The point is that our most important responsibility when planning and executing 

any kind of educational experience is to keep students safe.  We cannot ensure 

academic and personal growth if we refuse to take adequate steps to keep our 

students from harm.  This goes beyond simply making sure we book appropriate 

accommodations and instruct our students about the importance of not drinking the 

water.  We must be prepared to meet head-on challenges that make us 

uncomfortable.  After all, one of the reasons I design CBL experiences abroad is to 

take students out of their comfort because that is where the most dynamic learning 

happens.  If I am not prepared to tackle issues that make me uncomfortable, how 

can I expect my students to embrace discomfort?   

Taking on the Big Issues 

Two of the most difficult and uncomfortable to challenges coupling international 

travel with community based learning pertain to the issues of alcohol and mental  
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health.  Our culture’s insistence that adult-hood magically arrives at the stroke of 

midnight on our 18th birthday has been rebuked soundly by brain studies that 

confirm the part of the brain in charge of reasoning, planning, and judgment is not 

fully developed until sometime betweens ages 25 and 30. In addition, research 

conducted by physicians at Children’s Hospital Boston and Harvard Medical School 

reveals” plasticity” in the developing brain that makes young people more 

vulnerable to alcohol-induced toxicity (Bradley Ruder).   So when we combine the 

undeveloped brain with alcohol-induced toxicity and culture shock—that well-

documented condition of disorientation one experiences when suddenly entering an 

unfamiliar culture—we surely have a recipe for tragedy.  Knowing all this, are we 

still willing to argue about the wisdom of enforcing no-alcohol policies on study 

abroad experiences?   

Issues of mental health become all the more difficult when a faculty member is faced 

with the prospect of  unknowingly taking a student abroad who struggles with 

mental illness such as clinical depression, bi-polar disorder or obsessive-compulsive 

disorder.  While many institutions cite ADA and FERPA barriers to investigating a 

student’s mental health during the study abroad application process, some are 

taking no chances, regardless of the law.  Eastern Illinois University, for instance, is 

reported to ask students to indicate past or current mental health problems on trip 

applications.  Students who self-report are evaluated by mental-health counselors.  

Faculty who take students overseas are required to take a workshop designed to 

help them reduce risk and manage potential problems (Fischer, “Study-Abroad 

Missteps”).   Obviously, the process still relies on a student self-reporting and, in 

fact, could be used to unfairly deny some students an opportunity that might be 

tremendously beneficial in spite of their mental-health challenges.   But at least we 

should openly and seriously discuss our responsibilities.  And we should definitely 

study cases like the one at Laramie Country Community College where 

administrators chose to put prescription management for a distressed student in 

the hands of another student.  Surely there is a better strategy for dealing with this  
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type of thing—or better yet, for preventing it from happening in the first place.  

Every time I take students abroad, I see that the odds of having a calamity overseas 

increase and I think I might feel some comfort knowing that we are, at least, willing 

to consider solutions rather than simply bow to current policy and law.  Should 

something horrible happen to one of my students on my watch, I know I will find 

little comfort in the ADA or FERPA.   

But What About the Community?  

Our responsibility to do no harm to the community in which our learning happens 

is, perhaps, second only to the duty to keep our students safe.  Central to the CBL 

pedagogy is the principle that the relationship between the university and the 

community is reciprocal.  The community is not some Petri dish that allows us to 

“culture” learning without considering what invasive effects our experiment might 

have on the environment.  We cannot sterilize the community and reuse the dish or 

simply dispose of it because our experiment has caused harmful cross-

contamination.  We have an ethical responsibility to develop authentic relationships 

to ensure our academic and personal growth isn’t a set-back for the community.   

I can’t blame communities in developing countries such as Ghana and Ecuador for 

being a little cynical about offers from well-intentioned Westerners to help build a 

school or equip a medical clinic. I confess I’ve done this myself.  One year in Ghana, 

in particular, I remember my frustration when I realized that while we were 

successful in replacing one crumbling foundation for a poly tank on the site of the 

Tamale Children’s Home, our efforts to re-screen a play area were ill-informed, ill-

equipped, and ill-executed.  Even worse, it was clear that our presence at the site 

caused a good deal of chaos for the few women who volunteered regularly to try to 

keep 23 infants and toddlers bathed, medicated, and fed.  A year later, when I 

returned to assess the project, I was even more frustrated and, yes, embarrassed to 

see the screening tattered and torn, hanging from its frame in shreds.  For my  
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students, as evidenced in their journals and papers, it was a dynamic learning 

experience.  But for the Children’s Home, the screening project, at least, was a mess.   

It’s taken me years to figure out how to balance my need to teach my students with 

the community’s need to be included as an equal partner.  Often times, such gestures 

do little more than boost the self-esteem of the do-gooders who jet in with all the 

answers, scurry about instituting solutions that cannot be sustained, and then jet 

back out leaving the community to pick up the pieces. It’s a cycle of aid described 

eloquently in William Easterly’s The White Man’s Burden.  Easterly’s argument is 

that we need to stop being “planners”, who pay for and institute top down Western 

solutions that don’t work, and become “searchers” who are on the ground, in the 

communities, listening, learning, and understanding that communities cannot rely 

on outside expertise for answers which can only be found in homegrown solutions 

(Easterly).   

It’s about perspective and what a great lesson for our students to absorb.  For 

centuries we have lived the narrative about the West riding to the rescue of the 

uncivilized Other—dragging the brute into our version of modernity whether s/he 

likes it or not.  It’s a story told again and again in our schools, our movies, our 

television shows and, of course, our advertising.  So immersing students in the 

Ghanaian bush or the Ecuadorian jungle is an opportunity to allow them to see 

things from a different perspective and maybe, just maybe some new knowledge 

will emerge.  

But if we are going to talk the talk we must walk the walk.  If we are going to insert 

ourselves into the community we must acknowledge that the insertion will 

inevitably result in contamination and it is our duty to consider the ramifications of 

our actions and work intentionally to prevent or mitigate any negative effects.  From 

my view, that means we must make a commitment to not only establishing 

relationships with communities abroad but also nurturing them through careful and 

considered communication.  We must be prepared to listen more than we speak,  
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question more than we answer, and respect more than we judge.  If these are the 

qualities we’d like our students to engage, we must be prepared to engage them 

ourselves and that requires enormous resources in time, energy and money.  Just 

popping into a community once every other year to perform tasks that 

accommodate our learning objectives without making an effort to also 

accommodate the community’s needs is unconscionable.  So it’s clear that truly 

immersing our students in a foreign culture as authentically as possible requires 

more than booking the flights and gazing at the countryside as we drive by in our 

air-conditioned tour bus or arranging for home stays for our students and hotels for 

ourselves.  Dipping in and out of a culture without any investment or commitment 

to the community merely leaves us with a residue that is rinsed away too quickly 

upon our return.    In my opinion, it’s a waste of time, energy and money.   

IS IT REAL, OR IS IT MEMOREX? 

Renowned historian and prolific author Daniel Boorstin wrote a book in 1961:  The 

Image:  A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America.   It’s a searing critique of the U.S. 

culture sparked by the shift from a textual culture to an image-based culture.   He 

describes the shift as a “Graphic Revolution” and the results are “extravagant 

expectations” (3-6.)  These extravagant expectations , Boorstin asserts, “create the 

demand for the illusions with which we deceive ourselves (. . .) we have become so 

accustomed to our illusions that we mistake them for reality”(5-6).   Boorstin argues 

that in this culture, “pseudo-events”—the reproduction of real events—becomes 

more important than the original.  Hence “The Lion King” becomes the measure of 

reality for the elephant-populated Ghanaian savannah.  He also describes the 

celebrity as a “human pseudo-event” because the celebrity is not great due to heroic 

acts, but is great because s/he is famous—or, as Boorstin puts it, s/he is great 

because of her or his “well-knownness”(47).  As a former television journalist, I find 

Boorstin’s prescience profound.  But what really grabs me after 15 years of taking 

students abroad, is Boorstin’s critique of international travel.   
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Boorstin devotes a whole chapter to international travel.  In it, he says “the foreign 

country, like the celebrity, is the confirmation of a pseudo-event.  Much of our 

interest comes from our curiosity about whether our impression resembles the 

images found in the newspapers, in movies, and on television” (116).  If he were 

writing this book today, he would likely have even richer fodder for his thesis with 

advances in communication technology such as the Internet,  Wi-Fi, and social 

networking sites such as Facebook.   

Being Present in the Age of Communication Technology 

The ramifications of Boorstin’s thesis regarding how extravagant expectations for 

international travel, specifically, are profound and worth investigating at another 

time.  What I would like to examine here, however, is the impact of communication 

technology on our ability to be “fully present” in a foreign environment—so 

“present” that we are able to overcome the extravagant expectations our culture 

instills in us and come to terms with a reality not constructed by the pseudo-event.  

I’m talking cell-phones and Wi-Fi, here.   

It was disturbing, this year, to discover that everywhere we went in Ecuador, there 

was Wi-Fi.  Wi-Fi in the Andes, Wi-Fi in the Amazon,  and Wi-Fi in the Galapagos 

(600 miles off the coast of Ecuador).  While there was no Wi-Fi in Cojimies—the 

small fishing village on the Pacific Coast where we were to spend a week creating a 

technology-friendly classroom for a local classroom—our students did have cell 

phone service.   Ironic, isn’t it?  In anticipation of all international travel, I warn my 

students of the dangers of staying too closely connected to “home” during their 

travels.  I tell them I want them to be “fully present” in the culture we are visiting so 

they wouldn’t be distracted by the culture we’ve left behind.  As my students would 

say, “Good luck with that”.    

My warnings were spot-on.  Throughout the 3-week trip, I watched as our students 

no longer had to seek out Internet cafes to access email and communicate with their  
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mothers, their fathers, their siblings and their friends.  All they had to do was whip 

out their cell phones and they were transported from Ecuador to the U.S.  They were 

connected to the U.S. during dinner in Quito, during lunch in Otavalo, during siesta 

in the Amazon, during break in Cojimies and before and after snorkeling in the 

Galapagos.  While some of them claimed the ability to “connect” was comforting, I 

assert this convenience only increased their inability to fully embrace the “present” 

and added to their feeling of isolation from family and friends.   So much for 

inducing discomfort as an avenue for high-impact learning.   

At this writing, I am preparing to leave for Ghana, West Africa for a scouting trip to 

plan for next year’s CBL study abroad there.  I am wondering if I will find Wi-Fi 

prevalent there, too.  It would be a drastic change from last year’s trip where 

students were still waiting until we got to Tamale, Kumasi or Accra to gain access to 

the Internet.  It is possible that Wi-Fi has penetrated Ghana as thoroughly as 

Ecuador in the past year so I must consider:  What am I to do with this new 

development?  How am I to push back at the potential “pseudo-event” that awaits 

us?   

I’m thinking about banning cell phones.  I know it’s a desperate step but I think 

desperate times deserve desperate measures.  

It’s All About Me, Isn’t It?  

I return, again, to our media and how it constructs our experience when we travel.  

In 2002, Ben Feinberg wrote about “What Students Don’t Learn Abroad” in The 

Chronicle of Higher Education.  His basic point is that students traveling abroad can’t 

avoid the “imaginary world of globalized, postmodern capitalism” presented to 

them through Western advertising messages.  Observing the reflections of one 

student who returned from extended service abroad, Feinberg notes, “In that 

[Western] model of globalization, where the outside world is no more than a fantasy 

playground whose only real inhabitants are obsessed with our commodities, it is no  
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surprise that students like Peter ignore the presence of real foreigners and fill their 

travel stories with images of personal growth or bad behavior”.  While Feinberg 

doubts that study abroad programs can “challenge that perception of the world, 

instead of allowing it to sink in more deeply”,  I am more optimistic (Feinberg).   

In journal entries from recent trips to Ecuador and Ghana, I see evidence that our 

students are stepping out of the “center” and looking closely at the “nuances of  

cultural difference”: 

 One of the main reasons why the people of Ghana cannot access their health 

 care system is because they do not understand why they are sick.  Many 

 Ghanaian people do not complete their schooling and therefore remain 

 uneducated about many everyday things that we take for granted…(2009) 

 In Ecuador, we saw how isolation affects the lives of coastal Ecuadorians, how 

 hard-working the country’s citizens are, and my definition of happiness was re-

 examined..(2008) 

 If someone from another country was given the opportunity to travel to the 

 United States and live in a small country town or help build houses for the 

 families who were affected by Hurricane Katrina, I think they would have the 

 same opinion as I do.  They would get to experience the “real” life of an 

 American, not just assume that everyone lives the life that is portrayed on 

 TV…(2008) 

 I realize that my evaluations of the Cojimies residents and their way of life may 

 be biased.  All of my experiences and views of the world have been influenced by 

 westernized society, and because I judge this lifestyle based only on external 

 observations, I understand that it is a great possibility my assertions are 

 incorrect or unsupported. (2010) 
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I believe that these observations would be quite different if we had simply used a 

couple of workshops to prepare students for their experience abroad.  I believe our 

intentional incorporation of interdisciplinary material for the 3-hour class before 

the trip as well as our insistence on deep, thoughtful, reflective journaling and 

discussion during the trip goes a long way toward challenging our media-

constructed perception of the outside world as a “fantasy playground whose only 

real inhabitants are obsessed with our commodities” (Feinberg).  Students who 

access these experiences should feel privileged to be chosen for such an 

opportunity.  We need to stop marketing travel abroad as an exciting adventure 

solely about self-discovery, instead, presenting it as a serious, academic inquiry that 

requires students to invest more than money.   

THE TRUTH ABOUT TRANSFORMATION 

Even after 10 years of doing this, I still struggle with the idea of “transformation”.  I 

debate with myself about the nuances of the definition of the word and I ask myself 

regularly, “What does transformation look like?”.  My instincts tell me that when it’s 

done right, immersion in a foreign culture cannot fail to transform in some way.  I 

see what I interpret as evidence of transformation in the journals, papers and 

testimonials of my students who often claim to have come home with a sharper 

focus on what they want to do with their lives.  But I still crave hard evidence that 

goes beyond the anecdote.  Thankfully, we are seeing more and more of the hard 

evidence that participation in community-based learning transforms students, but 

studies specifically looking at how students who perform community-based 

learning abroad are transformed are sparse.  I don’t know what such research 

would resemble but I do know what some of the challenges will be for whoever 

tackles the task.  For instance, I have a feeling that transformation cannot be 

generalized because each and every situation is different and each student comes to 

the experience from a different place.  Because we are working with communities on 

an equal footing, there are countless variables that call for flexibility which makes it  



         Ladendorff 15 

difficult to design and execute data collection.  Additionally, we have to accept that 

whether a student is transformed is up to the student—not to us.  We can only 

present an opportunity, they have to engage it fully.  Finally, we have to accept that 

while reflection is key to identifying transformation, for an experience like this, it 

may take months and even years for students to be able to recognize, articulate and 

apply the lessons they learn.   The words of one of our students say it best:  “Sitting 

at home now I still have not come to full terms in my understanding of Ecuador and 

its culture, and it will probably be some time before I do because I still think of new 

revelations about Ghana, more than a year after the trip.”  That is the most complex 

part of the problem of assessing transformation through community-based learning 

abroad.  Whatever design a measure takes, it will not truly reflect what I suspect is 

the complete transformation unless it is able to tap into students over a long time.   

Now This... 

One thing I don’t need a study to tell me is that creating and executing community-

based learning abroad programs has transformed me.  It has changed the way I look 

at the world, the way I look at students and the way I look at teaching students in 

the world.  The result has been that now when I design a course—with travel or 

without—I am thinking of ways to get my students out of the classroom and 

immersed in the issues they study.  Yes, it’s a job that requires blood, sweat, and 

tears.  Yes, it’s a job that carries enormous responsibility and risk. But I’m convinced 

that the rewards for my students and for me are worth it.  Because I’m involved in 

the experience, too, I feel the change; it’s visceral.   
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