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Abstract 
This study was carried out to examine the completion rate for masters’ degree programs at Make-
rere University Business School. We investigated the delay in research, teaching schedules, ad-
ministrative processes and students’ own challenges as possible limitations. The study relied on 
opinion from former students on possible strategies which can be put in place to improve comple-
tion. The study examined the masters of Business Administration (MBA) and the Msc. Accounting 
and Finance (Ms.AF). The study was cross sectional and used both qualitative and quantitative da-
ta. A sample size of 211 students was used covering those who had completed their masters within 
a two-year period and those who were not able to complete in the same period. Findings revealed 
that the completion rate of masters program was still very low. Delay in returning the research 
comments both by external examiners and the Graduate and Research Centre office was found to 
be the major cause, among others. This finding had support in the literature. The study recom-
mends to management to improve the research and teaching environment. 

 
Keywords 
Master of Business Administration, Master of Accounting and Finance, Graduate Study, Research, 
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1. Background 
Programme completion and timely graduation have become increasingly important policy issues for many uni-
versities and governments (Murphy & Welch, 1993). Graduation rate is one of the aspects that measure institu-
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tion’s effectiveness (Hebel, 1999). Students’ completion rate is the ratio of the total number of students success-
fully completing in the last year of their programme in a given year to the total number of students of official 
graduation in the population (World Bank, 2004). Not completing a programme on time increases the cost of 
doing it due to the hidden costs which are always incurred by both the students and the university. For instance, 
students are charged extension fees, while university’s resources like libraries and research supervisors become 
overused due to the backlog of students who must be cleared to be able to graduate (Makerere University High- 
er Degrees joining instructions, 2004; Tetty, 2010). However, for one to complete a master’s program on time, 
there is need for him/her to manage research activities properly. The motivation of this study was to examine the 
completion rates at Makerere University Business School following anecdotal evidences that many students 
were delaying on their master’s programs. We needed to draw empirical conclusions on the phenomena. 

Many stakeholders have attached delay in completion of postgraduate courses to the research course unit as it 
influences one’s ability to complete the program. In many cases, however, students and university management 
do not give it much attention. Makerere University Business School (MUBS) was established in 1997 by Make-
rere University (MUK) Establishment of Constituent Colleges’ Order, with the mandate of offering business and 
management education to its clients, undertaking research and overseeing the Uganda Colleges of Commerce 
(UCCs). By 2009, there have been twelve masters’ programmes run by MUBS, of which MBA (Master of Busi-
ness Administration) and MsAF (Master of Science in Accounting and Finance) degrees are the pioneer pro-
grams. The MBA constitutes the greatest number of students (Makerere University Business School Annual 
Report, 2004/05). The Graduate and Research Centre (GRC) is the Faculty in MUBS which is responsible for 
overseeing the graduate programs of the school through teaching, research and publications (Makerere Univer-
sity Business School Strategic Plan, 2008/09). Ensuring timely completion of graduate students is one of the ob-
jectives of GRC. In line with the above GRC objective, at the 128th meeting of the Senate of Makerere Univer-
sity held in May 2007, the guidelines for Masters programs were reviewed. It was agreed that masters students 
should complete their programmes in two years time. This was re-echoed in the 89th GRC Higher Degrees 
Committee meeting which agreed that masters students should be engaged in series of research seminars at the 
beginning of Semester II of every academic year to enable them to appreciate the key research concepts as well 
as the new graduate research policy (Minutes of the 89th School Higher Degrees Committee, 2008).  

MBA as a professional management degree programme admits students from differing academic backgrounds 
including business, management, sciences, arts, and humanities; whereas MsAF admits students from strictly a 
business and management background. Anecdotal evidence indicates that students without prior experience in 
research face more challenges in adoption to research and require extra effort to cope with the research demands. 
Although most students complete their course work on time, they take longer than expected to graduate because 
of not completing their research projects (Makerere University Business School, 2003, Minutes of the 79th and 
80th Management committee). MUBS in a bid to improve the completion rate of masters students came up with 
strategies like increase in the number of research supervisors for masters’ programmes, conducting series of re-
search seminars for both postgraduate students and research supervisors, training of research supervisors, crea-
tion of research sub-committees to quicken the proposal review process and availing research guidelines to stu-
dents (Minutes of the 89th School Higher Degrees Committee Meeting, 2008, Nassali, 2008). Similarly, in an 
effort to address the delay and speed the process of completion among postgraduate students, Makerere Univer-
sity introduced plan B type of research in 2001 besides the research dissertation. Plan B adopts a problem solv-
ing approach, based on applying/developing appropriate management instruments and is aimed at providing 
practical solution to an identified organizational problem. The findings should be of practical relevance and val-
ue to managers and organizations. 

However, despite these efforts aimed at improving timely completion rate of postgraduate students, evidence 
shown in Table 1 indicates that the completion rate is still low among the postgraduate students. An analysis of 
the completion rate of the masters students from the Graduate & Research Centre (GRC) database (2010) shows 
that on average, students on MBA who complete their programme on time stands at 13.8%, while for MsAF it is 
even much lower standing at 9.2%. On average masters students take four years to complete it and graduate as 
against the average of two years prescribed by most universities (Buckley & Hooley, 1988, Haksever & Manisa- 
li, 2000). 

2. Synthesis of Related Literature 
To develop insights into the problem of completion rate in masters programs we reviewed works of various  
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Table 1. Admission and completion rate for two selected programs.                                                 

Programme MBA Ms.AF 

Academic Year (AY) Admitted Graduated Completion rate (%) Admitted Graduated Completion rate (%) 

2001/02 86 15 17.4 38 6 15.8 

2002/03 71 13 18.3 33 3 9.1 

2003/04 126 14 11.1 43 5 11.6 

2004/05 122 12 9.8 67 4 6.0 

2005/06 117 16 13.7 56 5 8.9 

2006/07 128 15 11.7 53 7 13.2 

2007/08 68 10 14.7 46 0 0 

Source: Graduate and Research Centre. 
 
scholars on the subject. There was a limitation of scarce literature from the local environment on masters pro-
grams; we benefitted from Wamala et al. (2012) and Wamala & Oonyu (2012). They studied the extended can-
didature plus non completion of a PhD and the completion time dynamics for masters students at Makerere 
University. They provide rich insights on the local context regarding the current study. Buckley & Hooley (1988) 
posited that a report by the Council of graduate schools in the USA gave the median period of a doctoral degree 
as 7.6 years against the minimum of four, masters degrees at 4 years instead of 2 years prescribed by most uni-
versities. Haksever and Manisali (2000) confirmed a similar position in their study of PhD supervision in the UK. 

Buttery, Richter, & Filho (2005) stated that postgraduate education is a fundamental component of University 
life. However, concern has been increasing in recent years over the proportion of research students who fail to 
submit a thesis after a period of public or industrial support. One underlying cause cited for poor completion 
rates is, along with the problems of a personal nature, the documented dissatisfaction by students with the re-
search experience and industry with the research outcome. Ssegawa & Rwelamila (2009) explained that low 
completion rate and long completion periods for research-based degrees have received considerable attention 
from scholars. The lack of hands-on skills in the research process on the part of students especially in the early 
part stages (research definition and design) and hence the need for a facilitative framework has been cited as the 
major challenge to research students. Smallwood (2004) emphasized the issue of low completion rate among 
undergraduates in the US noting that timely completion is a social asset. The deeper root of low completion rates 
is examined by Lovitts from a personal experience; she left two doctoral programs before finishing a third one, 
in sociology, at the University of Maryland in 1996 (Lovitts, 1996; Lovitts, 2001 in Gardner 2008). The reasons 
seem to be diverse and may not be attributed to a single factor. The low completion rate translates into high costs 
for the sponsors and the institution. Studies in US have further indicated that completion rates varied across the 
major disciplines, with humanities recording the highest compared to natural sciences (Gardner, 2008). The high 
completion rate in sciences was attributed to the manner in which students interact and bond as a faculty re-
search community especially through laboratory sessions, as opposed to the research isolation found in humani-
ties.  

The reasons for the low completion rate of postgraduate programmes may be grouped into three major themes 
namely student deficiencies, inappropriate supervision process and inappropriate research environment. Studies 
have examined factors ranging from personal, academic and financial with no standard finding of which seems 
to influence completion ahead of the others (Gardener, 2008; Berelson, 1960 in Gardner, 2008; Wamala et al. 
2012).  

Excellent research depends on the combination of research facilities and a high quality, well-trained research 
workforce. It is important for Universities to continuously offer trainings to research supervisors and students for 
quality output to be achieved. The case for supervisor training has been made although not clearly emphasized 
(Skerritt and Roche, 1994; Anderson & Freeman, 1977; Hegarty & Johnston, 2008). Nevertheless some Univer-
sities (such as the University of Aalborg and the University of South Australia) have decided upon a compulsory 
training for all new PhD supervisors by providing duty statements, codes of practice and progress monitoring. 
Previous studies have noted indicators of supervisor effectiveness and supported independently by other re-
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searchers over the years. For example, the importance of academic standing was highlighted by Moses (1994) 
and supervisory competence by Skerritt and Roche (1994), ESRC (2001), and Zhao (2003). Supervisor effec-
tiveness is therefore, judged basing on the various indicators of supervisory style, competence, attitude and in-
tellectual standing.  

The main challenges in the research process among postgraduate students are articulated by Skerritt and Ryan 
(1994), as inadequate supervision in terms of experience, commitment, and time, emotional and psychological 
problems, students’ intellectual and social isolation, their insecurity as to standards and lack of confidence in 
their ability to complete their theses within the specified time. This may lead to communication problems be-
tween supervisor and student. The role of the supervisor should therefore be like a super form of teaching and 
critical conversation (Knowles, 1999) and mentorship (Taylor, 1995). Supervisor motives may incorporate 
knowledge attainment, joint publications and recognition (self-esteem), each motive carrying different expecta-
tions of students (Hockey, 1996).  

3. Methodology 
The study focused on academic years from 2001/02. These were years for which concerns on completion delays 
scaled up in the public arena. The data that were readily available for our analysis were for a population of 468 
students who were admitted in the academic years 2005/06, 2006/07 and 2007/08. The study used a cross sec-
tional design. Two programs were selected namely Master of Business Administration (MBA) and Master of 
Science in Accounting and Finance (Ms.AF) because they have been run at the Business school for relatively a 
longer period of time than other programs. A proportionate sample of 211 was drawn using tables generated by 
Bartlett et al. (2001) comprising 141 MBA and 70 Ms.AF. Primary data was collected using a questionnaire 
constructed on a five point Likert type scale. The items covered the views on their delays and proposals for im-
provement. These were developed after reviewing the literature. We used expert validity on the instrument be-
fore using it for data collection. 110 usable questionnaires were received back giving a response rate of 52%. 
Secondary data was obtained from various records at the Graduate Resource center. Completion rate was based 
on the measures by Hebel (1999) of completion against enrollment. Analysis techniques were accomplished us-
ing SPSS.  

4. Results  
Year of Admission and Year of Completion  
The results in Table 1 below and Figure 1 show the distribution of the respondents in terms of year of admis-
sion. Their completion was due within two years of the academic year of their admission respectively.  

The results in Table 2 as depicted also in Figure 1 show that majority of the students on MBA and Ms.AF did 
not complete their program on time. On average, 86.2% of the MBA students did not complete while Ms.AF 
over 90.8% were still on the program after the two year period. Further analysis revealed that on average stu-
dents took four years to complete their programmes. It is important to note that from records the Ms.AF have 
one year for class work and there after engage in research in the second year of their enrollment. On the other 
hand the MBA are engaged in class work for three semesters before beginning the dissertation project. The re-
sults indicated that the completion rate dropped sharply from 2001 before rising again in 2005. That of Ms.AF 
dropped suddenly again to zero while the MBA has maintained some rise.  

5. Views on Challenges Students Face 
The survey enlisted the respondent views on challenges that students face during their study time as affecting 
their ability to complete the program on time. The highest agreement in the factors was related to lack of proper 
guidance in research. They faced difficulty in problem identification, literature review and choice of methodol-
ogy and supervision related reasons. The other challenges included were related to job demands, health, family 
and funding.  

The respondents noted that there are a number of factors that contribute to the low completion rate of masters 
students in MUBS. The findings show that delay in returning the comments of the research reports by the exter-
nal examiners is viewed to be the major cause for low completion rate. This is indicated by the mean of 3.97 and  
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Figure 1. Graphical view of the completion rate for masters programs.                        

 
Table 2. Views on why students do not complete their studies on time.                        

Items rated as reasons for delayed completion Mean range 

High incidence  
Delay in returning the comments of the research reports by the external examiners 
Personal weakness on the part of the student when it comes to research process 
Job workload and related responsibilities 
Transfers at work places to up-country stations 
Lack of commitment to research on the part of the students 
Slow process of reviewing proposals by supervisors/reviewers 
Delay in calling for viva voce meetings 

3.80 - 3.97 

Moderate incidence 
Having two supervisors slows down the research progress 
Slow process of giving feedback of the Committee to students 
Hectic study schedules during the semester sessions 
Getting better jobs and promotions at work in the course of the masters studies 

3.70 - 3.75 

Low incidence  
Family Responsibilities 
Relaxed University policies on enforcing completion requirements 
Lack of funds on the part of the students 
Health related problems 
Undependable supervisors 

3.50 - 3.66 

 
a standard deviation of 0.87. It implies that delay in returning research comments to students lead to prolonged 
study period which eventually contribute to high backlog of students failing to complete their programmes on 
time. The results also show that lack of commitment to research by postgraduate students is a major cause for 
low completion. The study also revealed that lack of facilities like reliable internet and the study environment 
not being conducive contribute to low completion rate. The factor of supervisors was also widely mentioned; ei-
ther not being supportive or where they are two not agreeing easily on the students work. Other factors were in 
the real domain of the students such as family responsibility, work responsibilities, funding and health, which all 
contributed to the low completion rate in the selected programs.  
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6. Approaches Adopted by MUBS to Improve Completion Rate  
The study assessed the approaches adopted by the Graduate Resource center in attempt to improve the situation. 
We sought views of the respondents. The findings are in Table 3.  

The table shows the views on the different approaches adopted by MUBS Graduate and Research Centre to 
improve the completion rate. The study noted that a number of strategies were adopted to try and improve the 
situation. The major one was introduction of type B research which does not involve academic rigor but is prob-
lem based. Those who do plan B research are not examined through the viva voce. Their dissertations are not 
sent to external examiners, the hitherto known stage contributing to the delays. GRC also started briefing stu-
dents on the different types of research, subcommittees for plan A and plan B were set up so as to quicken the 
proposal review process. However, the findings from this study show that, these strategies have not improved 
the completion rate yet since they had been in place for a short term by the time of this study. For example the 
mean of 2.54 and standard deviation of 0.92 shows that respondents disagreed with the view that proposals are 
reviewed quickly. On a positive note, the respondents agreed that previous students’ dissertations are available in 
the library for students doing research dissertations as indicated by a mean of 3.79. Respondents also agreed 
with the statement that research guidelines (booklets) had been availed to masters’ students to facilitate the re-
search process. The views on other approaches still provide strong reservations on how effective they will con-
tribute to improving the situation. 

Proposals for Improvement 
The study sought views from the respondents on what more could be done by the school to improve completion 
 

Table 3. Views on why students do not complete their studies on time.                                

Items Mean range SD 

Previous students’ dissertations have been availed in the library for students doing research. 
Research booklets have been availed to students of all the masters programs. 
Students have been briefed about type A & B type of research. 
Students have been briefed about the penalties for failure to complete masters on time. 
Students have been guided about the possible supervisors in their areas of specialization. 

3.79 0.98 

3.18 1.13 

Seminars are conducted for supervisors to update them of changes in research guidelines. 
Relevant research text books are available in the library for students doing research. 
Seminars are conducted for students to guide them in research/dissertation writing. 
Comments are availed to students immediately after the proposal review meetings. 
Proposals are reviewed immediately after submission to Graduate and Research Centre. 

3.02 0.89 

2.54 0.92 

 
Table 4. Suggestions for improving completion rate by MUBS masters students.                                       

Item Suggested strategies for improving the completion rate of masters programmes at MUBS 

Research assessment 

• Increase on the number of external examiners. 
• Subcommittees to approve students’ proposals should be revitalized. 
• Set deadlines and penalties for students who fail to complete on time. 
• Train students on data analysis packages so as to enable students understand their research work better. 
• Review masters programme structures and merge some course units to create time for research. 
• Viva voce should be held promptly whenever external supervisors send reports. 
• Supervisor―student ratio be improved to handle the increasing number of masters students. 

Library facilities 

• Upload all the previous students’ research on the database for easy access. 
• Up-to-date research books should be availed in the library. 
• Subscribe to the online international journals to access research articles. 
• Improve on the internet connectivity, availability and speed. 

Teaching 

• Improve on the teaching facilities for masters students. 
• Improve on the class room facilities for masters programmes. 
• Organize special classes/recess semester for finalists with retakes. 
• Improve on the institutional structure between Makerere University and Makerere University Business School. 
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rates among postgraduate students.  
We did not focus on what the students should do in their domain. The results are clustered under key items as 

in Table 4. 

7. Conclusion and Management Implications 
The findings on completion rate of Masters Program in MUBS have far reaching academic and management 
implications. The study reveals that in general, completion among postgraduate students is very low. This find-
ing concurs with previous studies of Buckley & Hooley (1988). The low completion rate is a challenge to 
MUBS image, graduates status and is straining to both students and the School. This has an implication of over 
stretching facilities and staff and low spirit to students. The challenges that were identified are manageable al-
though some of them might be financially demanding. On its part, the school should streamline the research 
process. The available facilities should be appropriately used to enable those students who are keen to complete 
doing so in time. Strict guidelines will definitely change attitude of candidates who have taken policy laxity to 
their advantage. The existing staff capacity is capable of handling the workload; they need to be motivated to 
work within the existing functional facilities. On their part, students should be able to handle the challenges in 
their realm, like self motivation, family and work related demands. With the increasing computer usage in the 
country, students should find it easier to search for relevant materials, typeset their work and communicate with 
supervisors. Lack of relevant research skills is still a problem that should squarely be handled by management. 
There is no way the school will stand to be counted with academic staff who lack such skills and cannot help 
masters students. The skills of collecting and interpreting information and using knowledge in all its forms are a 
priority in a society. This is a profound knowledge base for higher education.  

The efforts by the GRC so far have been commendable. There is a need for consistency and follow up. The 
implication of this holdup is making the students who were very serious with their research relax and lose the 
momentum. The observation by scholars that excellent research depends on the combination of outstanding re-
search facilities and a high quality, well-trained research workforce is important in our conclusion. It is impera-
tive for MUBS to continuously allocate resources and improve management of research for quality output.  

We recommend more analytical studies to assess attitudes of both lecturers and students towards research and 
examine efficiency in managing the research function. The study may have been limited by methodological fac-
tors especially sampling approach.  
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Abstract 
Neglect of children’s holistic development between the ages of 0 - 7 may have serious conse-
quences on society, particularly in post-conflict and/or developing countries. Based on our pre-
vious study and analysis of available literature, we utilized an M-Learning technology called LIVES 
(Learning through Interactive Voice Educational System) and designed a curriculum utilizing 
modern theories of multi-dimensional child development. The curriculum was implemented for 
54 Afghan families. A pre- and post-multiple choice test was used to assess and compare knowledge 
of participants. Evaluation questionnaires and individual interviews were conducted to assess sa-
tisfaction levels with the program. Results demonstrated that LIVES was a suitable technology for 
this type of curriculum development and delivery. Curriculum on this subject was highly praised 
by participants and improved their knowledge significantly (p > 0.05). As an asynchronous educa-
tion tool, LIVES is highly effective and less costly for mass education, particularly for those who are 
challenged by illiteracy and those populations isolated by geography or cultural relations, such as 
young mothers (girls in early marriages), and women in a male dominated society. 
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1. Introduction 
Child development is one of the most important issues across the globe (Arnold, 2004). In particular, it is a sub-
ject of great discussion for the United Nations and the international community in support of the developing 
world (Ki-Moon 2007). The international community has created many programs and initiatives to support se-
lected age groups of children in developing countries; in particular, a great deal of attention has been paid to 
school age children (Qayumi, 2014). However, initiatives for the education of preschool age children have been 
very limited, and are mainly aimed towards nutrition (UNESCO, 2007), health and prevention of disease 
(UNESCO, 2007). It is evident from the literature that little attention has been paid to multi-dimensional initia-
tives that cover the social, emotional, physical, cognitive, and linguistic development of children. The previous 
study (Qayumi, 2014) also confirmed that Afghan parents are open to receive such education through innovative 
technologies. The use of technology for this type of education is particularly of value to those who have literacy 
barriers. Therefore, our objectives were threefold: 

1) To identify an innovative technology capable of crossing literacy barriers and delivering the knowledge to 
all those in need.  

2) To develop a curriculum for multi-dimensional child development (ages 0 - 7) using modern developmental 
theories. 

3) To assess the effectiveness of the developed curriculum delivered by innovative technology on the im-
provement of knowledge for Afghan parents. 

Technological Solution 
To realize our first objective we implemented LIVES technology. LIVES is an acronym for Learning through 
Interactive Voice Educational Systems. This technology was developed at the University of British Columbia’s 
department of Computer Sciences and Technology, and is licensed to Partnership Afghanistan-Canada (PAC) 
free of charge to conduct not-for-profit work, including this study.  

2. Introduction to LIVES 
Technological advances such as M-learning (education via mobile phones) have provided new opportunities for 
the delivery of informal as well as formal education, with all the key characteristics of a curriculum still intact. 
LIVES is an end-to-end education solution that delivers distance learning via mobile phones to subscribers any-
time/anywhere. Mobile phones are an ideal medium to deliver education due to their widespread use across rural 
and urban centers. LIVES enables not only the automation of distance learning materials, but also acts as a cata-
lyst for socio-economic change across communities. LIVES has been developed under the guidance of Dr. Son 
Vuong and other researchers at the Network and Internet Computing Lab (NIC), and is currently being commer-
cialized by a UBC spin-off company named LIVES Mobile Corp. 

LIVES takes advantage of the proliferation of mobile devices found even in impoverished locations. The sys-
tem is based on voice interaction with students via phone calls. During these calls, the student receives one to 
two minute audio lessons, then answering related multiple-choice questions. The call is originated by the system, 
not only as a way to entice the student to receive the lesson, but also because in most countries cell phone users 
do not pay for incoming calls. This means that aside from acquiring a basic cell phone, the students will not in-
cur any additional costs to access the system. 

LIVES is a set of optimized computers equipped with specially designed open-source software, with the abil-
ity to deliver learning content over the phone. The first step is to register the student, including his/her name and 
associated telephone number (the calling channel). The student registration process also takes note of the time 
periods during which the student will be available, with the system scheduling calls to each student only during 
the specified availability period, or when a lesson or question becomes available. A web interface is being 
planned to simplify this process in the future. 

Due to the nature of this VoIP system, there is no restriction as to what kind of phone can be used by the stu-
dent. The system has been tested not only with cell phones, but also with regular landlines and even VoIP phones 
and VoIP services such as Google Talk. However, additional features planned for the future, such as text or mul-
timedia messages, will require a cellular phone. Instructors create lessons and questions and provide audio files, 
then submitting them to the communication server. These files have to be converted to GSM format, which is a 
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commonly used format for telephony. The system also provides an automated recording server, which can be 
accessed by calling a specific phone number (currently accessible only through a VoIP connection). This server 
will record the messages and convert them to the proper format. 

The system will call each student at the pre-scheduled time. If the call is unsuccessful (the line is busy, the 
student doesn’t answer, or the number is unavailable), another call is scheduled for the future. If the call is suc-
cessful, the student can listen to available unheard lessons as well as to lessons that were previously heard. 
While a lesson is being played, the student can rewind, forward or pause. The student can also listen to any un-
answered questions, both in new lessons and those previously heard, which they may have skipped. Questions 
are in multiple-choice format, and the correct answer is inputted by the student using their phone’s numeric keys. 
Optionally, an instructor is able to provide an audio explanation to the student regarding why a specific answer 
is the correct one. 

The system can call several students simultaneously, contingent on hardware and network constraints. Each 
student has an individual session, and one student’s answers do not affect other students, even if they are simul-
taneously in a call. The system is also capable of handling each call in a different language, based on the stu-
dent’s predefined language preference, as long as all system audio files and lessons are available in that lan-
guage. 

The LIVES database system stores statistical data and allows for information retrieval specific to each student, 
and questions and lessons can be designed based on that student’s feedback. The system will keep all data con-
cerning the number of times a student tried to answer a question before submitting the correct answer, as well as 
timestamps for the completion time of each lesson and question. A simple statistical web interface is provided, 
with basic information like the percentage of complete lessons and correctly answered questions for each student, 
and summarized results for each question. 

Thus far, LIVES has been field tested in India, Vietnam and tests are underway in several other countries. 
LIVES will be a fantastic catalyst for social-economic change in Afghanistan, and will deliver on multiple levels 
including child education, health, agriculture, and English as a Second Language. This technology is licensed to 
PAC for charitable delivery of knowledge without financial incentives. 

3. The Parenting Curriculum  
The curriculum for this project was designed by (senior author) Shahnaz Qayumi, an early childhood pedagogue 
and psychologist, specializing in the field of child development for children aged 0 - 7. Curriculum was trans-
lated into local languages (such as Dari) used by participants in this region. For the purpose of this pilot study, 
Afghan families in and around the city of Kabul were randomly identified and only those who volunteered were 
included in the study. The only inclusion criterion for the project was for the families to have at least one child 
between the ages of 0 - 7. Differences based on gender, language, age and education were not taken into consid-
eration in this study.  

The study was conducted Monday-Friday for 40 days (July 18-Sept 12) under the direct supervision of lead 
investigator Shahnaz Qayumi, with two research assistants (Shabnam Hazrati and Sahar Habib) as well as five 
trained instructors and several assistants to work in the field. On completion of this study, evaluations of partic-
ipants and instructors were performed to identify issues and shortfalls of the study. Data was collected, stored 
and analyzed using a statistical package. A simple test was used to deduct the degree of significance, with a 95% 
level of confidence (p < 005).  

3.1. Goals 
The purpose of this study is to evaluate the effect of the M-Learning Project on participants’ knowledge of their 
children. We also sought to evaluate participants’ (both teachers and learners) satisfaction with the program and 
elicit their suggestions for changes to the program (in terms of process or content.) The following hypothesis and 
research questions guided the inquiry: 
• We hypothesize that modern theories of child development delivered through innovative technology can be 

effective in increasing parental knowledge, regardless of literacy levels. 
• We hypothesized that participants’ overall knowledge about their children’s development would increase 

from pre- to post-test.  
• How consistent is the overall change in knowledge across the domains of physical development, cognitive 
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development, language development, social/emotional development and knowledge about general principles 
of development? 

• How satisfied were participants with the process?  
• What were the identified strengths and opportunities for improvement of the program, as identified by teach-

ers and participants? 

3.2. Methods & Design  
To evaluate the effect of the program, we looked at how much participants’ knowledge about child development 
changed by comparing their answers on a test administered at the beginning of the program to their answers on a 
similar test at the end of the program. In addition, we asked for feedback from both participants and teachers 
who assisted in the field regarding their satisfaction with the process and possible areas of improvement. Feed-
back was gathered after completion of the post-test.  

3.3 Participants 
Representatives from 54 households participated in the study. These were volunteers from a previous group of 
224 households who participated in the needs assessment for the program and expressed interest in learning 
more about child development and childrearing. The only inclusion criterion was that there be at least one child 
in the home in the age range from newborn to seven-years old. Of the 54 volunteers, 49 completed the pre-test 
and 52 completed the post-test.  

3.4. Instruments 
The knowledge tests consist of items randomly drawn from a bank of items prepared on the basis of the lessons. 
The pre-test, made longer in order to increase precision, included 40 items. The items represented 5 curricular 
areas: physical development (8 items), cognition (13 items), language (6 items), social/emotional (10 items), and 
general principles of development and parenting (3 items). The post-test included 25 items pertaining to: physi-
cal development (5 items), cognition (8 items), language (3 items), social/emotional development (4 items) and 
knowledge of general principles of development and parenting (5 items). Each item consisted of a statement 
about child development and/or parenting. Participants indicated their agreement with the statement, disagree-
ment, or chose “do not know”. At scoring, which yielded a percent-correct score, a correct response was as-
signed a score of 1 and incorrect responses and “do not know” responses were scored as 0.  

Evaluation of participants’ satisfaction consisted of open-ended questions on strengths of the program and 18 
ratings covering the following areas: 
• Self-assessment of improvement 
• Logistics of the program (communications & technology) 
• Content  

o Balance of theoretical vs. applied content, real world application of content to local participants, relevant 
to expectations. 

o Organization, workload, difficulty of content and quality of presentation. 
• Instructors and support staff.  
• Willingness to participate in similar programs in the future. 

The evaluation by instructors consisted of six open-ended questions on the following topics  
• Instructors perceptions of learner satisfaction; 
• Acceptance of technology; 
• Quality of the program;  
• Programs relevance to local cultural context;  
• Recommendations for improvement;  
• Suggestions for future applications of the technology.  

4. Procedure  
First, instructors conducted a pre-test on the childrearing knowledge of all participants in the study. Registered 
participants received calls from the server at the designated time of their choosing. The curriculum developed in 
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LIVES was then delivered to registrants via cell phones. Participants could listen to specific parts of the curri-
culum (modules) as many times as they wished until they were able to grasp the content of the module. Each 
module included a multiple-choice test to be answered after participants were confident on their acquisition of 
knowledge. Multiple-choice questions were answered by pressing numerical buttons on phone keypads. Some 
students did skip the exam in some modules, however, at the end of the course the system identified the specific 
modules each participant skipped and they were contacted to complete the exam. In the end we were able to 
complete the study with all the participants.  

After completion of the course, a post-test on the knowledge acquired was conducted for all participants. All 
pre- and post-test questions were logged in a database from which the computer chose the questions randomly. 
Seven instructors were on call 20 hours per day to direct participants and help solve any accessibility, technolo-
gical or logistical issues. These instructors also conducted the pre- and post-tests, however they were not al-
lowed to assist participants with their core knowledge. 

4.1. Analyses 
Common indices of item-quality (difficulty, discrimination, response-options distributions) were used as quality- 
control for this measure. Reliability of the tests was evaluated by means of Cronbach’s alpha (estimate of relia-
bility through internal consistency). 

Related sample tests (t-tests) were used to compare the aggregated scores for each domain and the overall 
scores of the pre- and post-tests. Independent sample t-tests compared the average number of “do not know” 
responses. 

Qualitative comments by participants and teachers were summarized by topic and included in an overall de-
scription of the evaluation of the different aspects of the project.  

Percentages of participants selecting respective response options were used to analyze the evaluation ratings 
from instructors and participants.  

4.2. Results 
Item-analyses helped identify 2 items (one at pre-test and one at post-test) which were unclearly formulated. 
These items were subsequently dropped from calculation of the overall test scores and domain scores, thus re-
ducing the pre-test to 39 items (social/emotional domain—to 9) and post-test to 24 items (cognitive domain—to 
7). Another 3 items (post-test only) had a wrong answer key and were re-scored. Reliability was estimated at 
0.77 at the pre-test (39 items), 0.43 at post-test (the relatively low value is probably due to the small number of 
items, 24), and 0.72 for the combined item-set (63 items). 

Table 1 lists the descriptive statistics and the results from the repeated measures (t-tests) comparing the 
change from pre-test to post-test for the overall scores and for each domain. 

The average number of “do not know” responses at the pre-test was 6.38 (SD = 4.32) per item for 49 partici-
pants. At post-test, this number was reduced to 0.56 (SD = 0.87). Comparison of these numbers by means of 
t-test for independent samples, indicated that their difference is significant, p < 0.01. 
 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and t-test results for the pre- and post-tests by domain comparisons.   

Domain 
Pre-test Post-test 

t(48) p 
Items Mean SD Items Mean SD 

Overall 39 60 14.08 24 85 7.46 10.52 <0.01 

Physical 8 46 16.18 5 94 10.96 17.78 <0.01 

Cognitive 13 60 18.77 7 74 13.74 3.94 <0.01 

Language 6 69 21.15 3 71 23.21 0.33 n.s. 

Social/emotional 9 59 19.04 4 93 11.15 10.06 <0.01 

Principles 3 88 17.60 5 92 13.49 1.31 n.s. 

Note: N = 49. 
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4.3 Evaluations by Participants 
All participants (100%) agreed or strongly agreed that the M-Learning program improved their knowledge base 
and parenting skills. Overall, satisfaction of logistics of the program were high (ranging from 87% to 94% in the 
categories of above average and excellent). Approximately 1/3 of participants indicated however experiencing 
difficulties specifically with their telephone services. Over 90% of participants agreed or strongly agreed that the 
content was excellent, relevant to their expectations and applicable to their real world experiences. Workload, 
pacing and quality of the presentation were judged to be at the appropriate level by over 80% of participants. 
100% of participants rated their instructors and support staff as Excellent. All participants (100%) expressed that 
their willingness to participate in similar programs in the future.  

4.4. Evaluations by Instructors 
There was unanimous consensus among instructors that the project was a great success. It was well-accepted by 
all participants, with specific comments on the content of the learning materials that directly related to the levels 
of knowledge of participants. They indicated that this project is a technologically advanced and unique project 
targeting illiterate and semi-literate populations of Afghanistan, with a very low cost and a very high impact of 
efficacy.  

For example, “… they were suspicious when we approached them to do the program, but the most interesting 
part of our work was when we were doing the evaluation of the program. Our team had to go again to visit the 
families, and get their feedback. Parents welcomed us so warmly, and happily that we were so much touched 
with their affectionate behavior…” “… the most difficult part of our work during the survey was when some 
men in the families faced us. They were suspicious, and weren’t ready to provide their wives phone numbers, 
giving us theirs own cell number. When the program started, the man who had a hard time giving his wife’s 
phone number, he voluntarily called us and gave us his wife’s phone number, saying ‘this is a very suitable pro-
gram for my wife’…” (quotations taken directly from instructor evaluation forms).  

We also learned that after 2 - 3 lessons, the learning sessions turned into an event within the family, placing 
the telephone in the middle of the room on speaker so the whole group could listen and participate. At times they 
even invited their neighbors and friends in to join them, discussing the issues in the lessons over a cup of tea af-
terwards.  

With respect to the shortfalls of the project, both instructors and learners mentioned the delays in the start-up 
phase of the project, which triggered some anxiety before beginning the program. According to one instructor, 
one of the learners called and said that she dreamed about the program the night before. In addition to the de-
layed start, instructors also indicated that often some of the parents (participants) could not achieve the proper 
quality of sound. Instructors also recommended that the scheduled time of delivery did not reflect the daily rou-
tines of Afghan people. Some participants may not have strictly scheduled days, therefore for some participants 
it makes more sense to not have a scheduled time but to leave it up to the learner to choose. In other words, this 
must be a student-centered program.  

5. Summary of Effectiveness of Results  
In summary, the pre- and post-tests demonstrated that participants significantly improved their knowledge on the 
physical, cognitive, social/emotional development and related child-rearing practices. The evaluations of partic-
ipants and instructors demonstrated that the program and the technology are well-accepted by all participants in 
this sample. Our results demonstrated that LIVES, as an innovative technology, is capable of crossing literacy 
barriers and delivering knowledge to all those in need. In addition, these results also demonstrated that Afghan 
people generally have a desire for knowledge acquisition and structured curricula in a highly sensitive area of 
knowledge and the use of modern theories of child rearing is well accepted by all Afghans in this study.  

With respect to the recommendations received by instructors, indicated shortfalls were mainly due to the fact 
that the servers broadcasting the learning materials was located in the United States and the program was deli-
vered long-distance. Other reasons for the shortfalls were the distribution of the program through a variety of 
cell phone companies in Afghanistan, all with different technologies and area coverage. These shortfalls will be 
seriously considered, and we believe they can be eliminated when the program is fully launched in Afghanistan 
in partnership with a local cell phone company, where the servers will reside locally. The recommendation and 
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suggestions on the time of delivery were also valuable to us and will be considered when the project is fully 
launched in Afghanistan.  

Overall Discussion 
Technological advances in M-Learning (learning through mobile phones) have made it possible for knowledge 
dissemination to those who are disadvantaged by distance from cities, illiteracy and other factors. Several M- 
learning technologies have been developed at this time, however LIVES technology has many advantages, such 
as its simplicity for users. The technology is licensed to PAC (Partnership Afghanistan Canada―a Canadian not- 
for-profit organization working to improve global education) without charge, and overall costs of the technology 
are very low while capable of delivering complex theoretical subjects through a simple voice activated system. 
Perhaps the greatest superiority of this technology over others in the field is that it not only encompasses curri-
culum delivery but also curriculum development and curriculum assessment tools, which are built right into the 
LIVES system. LIVES has been used in a pilot study project, designed and implemented by the Commonwealth 
of Learning, for improving the livelihood and status of women in India by forming business opportunities 
through raising goats. The main and most important value and benefit of LIVES is that members who use the 
system for non-profits can share curriculum developed in the system amongst various partner institutions. We 
are very proud to say that this child development curriculum is now being translated into Arabic and Vietnamese 
to be disseminated in countries in the Middle East as well as Vietnam. It is also important to mention that al-
though asynchronous methods of learning, such as M-Learning, are front-loaded and can be expensive to start; 
they are most appropriate for mass education. It has been proven that the cost of technology in this method of 
delivery becomes negligible when used for mass education (8). Therefore, it can be argued that synchronous 
methods of delivery such as seminars, lectures, brochures/pamphlets and others used by many organizations 
would be less effective and more costly.  

Overall, the semi-quantitative evaluation on the satisfaction of participants was extremely positive from all 54 
families evaluated, with only one family not finding the curriculum useful. Results of the efficacy of this curri-
culum delivery, after the comparison of pre- and post-tests, demonstrated that parents significantly (p < 0.05) 
improved their general knowledge on childrearing. In particular, they increased their body of knowledge signif-
icantly (p < 0.05) in the areas of the physical, emotional, social and cognitive development of their children. The 
only domain that did not show a significant difference between the pre- and post-tests was in language devel-
opment. It would seem that in this domain Afghans pay more attention to the development of their children’s 
language, therefore the new information received through the M-Learning curriculum did not have a significant 
impact. It may also be that in this pilot project the number of participants was not sufficient to determine trivial 
changes. We are planning a larger study in the near future, which may or may not change the results of the study 
in the language domain.  

The evaluations conducted in this study show that participants and instructors are extremely satisfied with the 
technology, as well as with the levels of knowledge being disseminated to participants. In particular, the curri-
culum developed by our specialists has been very well received by parents in Afghanistan.  

Feedback from our field instructors indicated that at the beginning of the project many families expressed 
concern that the information should only be distributed to the female members of the family. In Afghanistan, this 
finding did not surprise us, since after all Afghanistan is a very traditional country with very specific religious 
beliefs, wherein the male is in charge of the upbringing of children. We therefore changed our strategy to pro-
vide the information to both parents. With this change in strategy we did not encounter any restrictions on con-
ducting our study and collecting data. The other important observation made by our field instructors was that 
when male members of the family listened to the curriculum, they requested the presence of their spouses, and 
other members of the family to listen to the material. Moreover, it was observed that in some cases they invited 
their neighbors, friends and relatives who had young children to also participate. Many families invited others 
and placed the telephone in the middle of the room before turning on the M-Learning lessons, transforming an 
individual learning session into a group learning session. They also indicated that sometimes this event would 
turn into a voluntary social event, wherein participants discussed the content of the curriculum over a cup of tea 
long after the lessons were completed.  

In summary, analyzing the results of this pilot project clearly demonstrated that LIVES is a suitable innova-
tive technology for the development and delivery of curriculum based knowledge, capable of crossing literacy 
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barriers and therefore particularly useful for those individuals unable to read or write. In this study we also 
aimed to design a special curriculum for multi-dimensional child development aged 0 - 7 using modern deve-
lopmental theories, carried out by a voice activated system and to be understood by people with no formal edu-
cation. Success on the accomplishment of this objective was evident when we completed the third objective of 
the study on the effectiveness of this curriculum. Results of this study also demonstrated that the developed cur-
riculum significantly improved the knowledge of the participants on modern theories of childrearing for Afghan 
parents regardless of their level of education. Furthermore, this study demonstrated that with the use of appro-
priate technology and culturally sound approach it is possible to empower females in a male dominated society, 
placing the mother in the center of the family and making them fully in charge of the upbringing of their child-
ren. Moreover it could be argued that curriculum content on subjects such as health, business, agriculture, law, 
ethics, governance and others could be developed and delivered through LIVES, particularly for those who are 
challenged by illiteracy. Societies in developing countries may greatly benefit from this technology and curricula. 
In particular, countries that are disadvantaged by illiteracy and gender issues in the structure of the family, as 
well as in society at large, will benefit the most.  

6. Future Directions and Recommendations 
We plan to conduct a larger study across Afghanistan, as well as perform follow up studies on knowledge reten-
tion each year for those individuals who have already participated. Moreover, it is our intention to conduct a 
separate study to assess the children of those families who have participated, evaluating the behavior of these 
children and their success in school as an indicator of the efficacy of this knowledge on the family, social envi-
ronment and Afghan society at large. Our long-term goal is to make this validated tool available to all families 
and parents in Afghanistan, as well as internationally where the need is evident, particularly in developing coun-
tries.  

We do not aim to disseminate this knowledge worldwide on our own; therefore, we are seeking partners to 
support this idea in other developing countries. We have already signed agreements with two partners (in the 
Middle East and Vietnam) to translate the curriculum, give them the technology free of charge, and support the 
dissemination of knowledge and technology in those countries. This technology can also be used in partnership 
with other organizations working in sectors such as business, health, governance, law and others. We would be 
pleased to partner with such organizations and help them develop and implement their knowledge in any sector 
of livelihood through LIVES.  
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Abstract 
This paper presents didactic solutions to the Vector Mechanics subject, which aims to teach the 
calculation and the representation of the acting forces on a given particle in space. It is about de-
veloped and applied activities in GeoGebra software, called potentially meaningful materials. The 
whole proposal was based on MLT―Meaningful Learning Theory, proposed by David Ausubel, in 
order to contribute to a more efficient learning in general disciplines of engineering courses. 

 
Keywords 
Vector Mechanics, GeoGebra, Meaningful Learning, Potentially Meaningful Teaching Material,  
Potentially Meaningful Teaching Unit 

 
 

1. Introduction 
One of the difficulties presented in teaching mechanical vector is the visualization and interactivity issue. The 
use of static resources, such as lecture classes and the traditional media used, most often, does not allow a satis-
factory teaching and learning of the content. An effective learning of the content is important for the engineers 
during the training, but the methodological alternatives that can provide the assimilation of the content in the ea-
siest way, in most of the times are not available in the courses for teachers. 

GeoGeabra software, which is a dynamic geometric environment that allows the interactive exploration of al-
gebraic and geometric concepts, was used in the development and proposal of didactic solutions for disciplines 
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in General Mechanical Engineering courses, developing activities in the form of computation tools, so-called 
potentially meaningful material. It was observed as necessary conditions in MLT―Meaningful Learning Theory, 
theoretical basis that contextualizes that new knowledge starts from the interaction with the previous cognitive 
structure of the individual knowledge. 

Nowadays, computerization was not contested anymore, because the first contact with the computer technol-
ogies came from childhood; however, it was observed that lately technological insertions came from previous 
experiences at school. 

2. The Augmented Reality (AR) 
The applied IT to education approaches relative concepts about learning, philosophy knowledge, domination of 
technological education and pedagogical practice. According to Almeida (2000), his classification is conditioned 
to a couple of approaches: instructionist and constructionist. Almeida (2000) thus observes that knowledge 
transmissions in view of the applied IT to education are characterized in two areas: Computer Instruction Assis-
tance and Computer Intelligent Instruction Assistance. 

According to Valente (1999), the development of the cycle “description-execution-reflection-debug-descrip- 
tion” in educational software is a core value in the assimilation of new information by the student. The descrip-
tion consists in describing the problem; the execution is the step that determines a true and instantaneous feed-
back; the reflection provides a note about what was done and debug is the procedure when the individual 
searches for the new. From this, the cycle “description-execution-reflection-debug-description” is held again 
(Figure 1). 

3. Vector Mechanics 
Mechanics is an applied science that analyses physical phenomena that characterizes the action of forces acting 
on bodies; it is subdivided into the mechanics of rigid body, the deformable body and fluids, based on the struc-
tured analysis of the following concepts of magnitudes: space, time, mass and strength (Beer, Johnston, & Ei- 
senberg, 2006). 

It is crucial to highlight that the development of the this paper applies concepts from resultant forces on bo-
dies at rest, considered perfectly rigid and represented by vectors in the plan and in space, under the complexity 
of the Static topics, a subarea of Mechanics of rigid bodies. Thus, it was selected as the aim of this paper, the 
rectangular components of a force in space (Figure 2). 

4. Mainingful Learning Theory 
The meaningful learning theory (MLT), proposed by David Joseph Ausubel is presented in the form of concep-
tual map as shown in Figure 3, defining that, learning new knowledge comes from the interaction with the pre-
vious knowledge in the cognitive structure of the learner. This concept is called “subsume” (Figure 3). 

When it comes to teaching and learning, it is important to note as necessary conditions to a meaningful learn-
ing, the potentially meaningful material and the predisposition to learn (Moreira & Mansini, 2011). The Poten-
tially significant materials developed will be presented in the next section. 
 

 
Figure 1. Cycle “description-execution-reflection-debug-de- 
scription”. Extracted from reference: Valente (1999).            
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Figure 2. Rectangular components of various forms in space.                     

 

 
Figure 3. Meaningful learning theory. Extracted from reference: Moreira (2009).                                      

5. The Potentially Meaningful Material in Vectorial Mechanics Teaching 
This entire work was developed in EERL―Engineering Education Research Laboratory  
(http://labpee.wordpress.com/) (LPEE (Portuguese): Laboratório de Pesquisa em Educação em Engenharia), a 
laboratory for research and development of didactic solutions to engineering teaching.  

Based on learning theory, potentially meaningful material was developed in GeoGebra software, a dynamic 
geometric environment that allows the exploration of geometrical and algebraic concepts in interactive forms. 
All implementations of interactive activities were developed in a constructionist strand, with CAI characteristics 
and exercises of classificatory approach, practical exercises and simulation, allowing the application cycle de-
scription-execution-reflection-debug-description, relating to educational tools. From a canonic basis, a space is 
simulated in a plan, developing the decomposition of three-dimensional vector forces (Figure 4). 

Sequentially, it is presented the material that applies the calculation of the acting forces that results with a va-
riable height tower, allowing the alteration of the tower image, which contextualizes the application of the study 
(Figure 5 and Figure 6). 

The potentially meaningful material is available on the website LPEE―Research Laboratory of Engineering 
Education for the national and international community. 

http://labpee.wordpress.com/


B. N. M. Ribeiro, C. V. de Alencar Carvalho 
 

 
1932 

 
Figure 4. Decomposition of force in space. Extracted from reference: Ribeiro (2014).                             

 

 
Figure 5. Applied activities. Extracted from reference: Ribeiro (2014).                                            

6. Discussion 
The potentially significant material is proposed with the aim to teach the calculation and representation of the 
forces acting on the space of vector problems in mechanics. To observe the use of the developed activity and 
their use in the classroom, some students of Civil Engineering, Production Engineering and Mechanical Engi-
neering, Geraldo di Biase University Center were chosen.  

The analysis was made from the characteristic clarity of information and the quality of materials which was 
potentially significant, particularly with respect to visualization and interactivity. For this a situation that in-
volves a practical problem in the representation and calculation of resultant force acting on a given tower (Fig- 
ure 7) is presented.  
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Figure 6. Applied activities. Extracted from reference: Ribeiro (2014).                                           

 

 
Figure 7. Structure that was used as an example in the classroom. 
Extracted from reference: (Beer, Johnston, & Eisenberg, 2006).      

 
Initially a presentation on the operation and use of GeoGebra was necessary. Subsequently, it is required to 

put forward the developed activity, explain its operation and which parameters should be modified, that is to say, 
the support points of the cable coordinates that sustain the tower.  

Thus, the students made the modifications of the cable coordinates and tried to reproduce the image shown in 
Figure 7 and therefore to observe the value and direction of the resulting force. Figures 8-10 demonstrate mo-
ments of this investigation. 

The return of the students who participated in the activity was very interesting and rewarding. It showed that 
we were in the right direction and that the use of technology to assist in the teaching-learning process, apart 
from being feasible, was an essential tool these days. Some points were highlighted: 1) the use of GeoGebra is 
really a facilitator. Students indicated that the software was easy to use and very simple. This is very important 
to motivate the participation of students who use the software; 2) The activity developed with GeoGebra soft-
ware proposed in this paper clearly demonstrates dependencies between vectors, resulting in the study of vector 
mechanics; 3) The students suggested that new developments should be researched and investigated in engi-
neering, such as the development of activities for teaching topics of the strength of material and of fluid mechanics.  
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Figure 8. Students using the activity developed in GeoGebra software.                

 

 
Figure 9. Students using the activity developed in GeoGebra software.                

 

 
Figure 10. Students using the activity developed in GeoGebra software.               
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Abstract 
As a reflection of an ongoing research project, whose wider scope of analysis focuses in the expec-
tations and produced stares about indigenous education by students of Kaingang ethnicity 
enrolled in Graduation Bachelor Courses in Indigenous Intercultural Pedagogy, Mathematics and 
Sciences of Nature, all three offered by the Universidade Comunitária da Região de Chapecó (Uno-
chapecó), this study problematizes to what extend the intercultural knowledge acquired over the 
training process of Kaingang indigenous teachers may be converted into reflections focused on 
their conceptions of education, (re) signification of their identity and autonomy within a context of 
an intense multiculturalism emergence as well as cultural hybridism, which characterize con-
temporaneity. The results indicate that, for those students, the intercultural knowledge may be 
triggering as an instrument of changes, inside and outside their communities; it strengthens and 
nourishes the debate around the role of formal education, the school and the indigenous teacher 
as a mediator between worldviews and cultures, in constant confluence. 

 
Keywords 
Intercultural Education, Indigenous Teacher, Kaingang Ethnicity, Sothern Brazil 

 

 

 

*Corresponding author. 

http://www.scirp.org/journal/ce
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/ce.2014.522217
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/ce.2014.522217
http://www.scirp.org/
mailto:miguel.costa@unochapeco.edu.br
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


M. Â. S. da Costa et al. 
 

 
1937 

1. Introduction 
The borderline work of culture demands an encounter with “newness” that is not part of the continuum of 
past and present. It creates a sense of the new as an insurgent act of cultural translation. Such art does not 
merely recall the past as social cause or aesthetic precedent; it renews the past, refiguring it as a contin-
gent “in-between” space that innovates and interrupts the performance of the present. The “past-present” 
becomes part of the necessity, not the nostalgia, of living Bhabha (2003: p. 7). 

Currently, a scenario in which our existence is marked by tenebrous feelings of living on the borders, or rather, 
in transitional social settings where “space and time are crossing and creating complex figures of difference and 
identity, past and present, interior and exterior, inclusion and exclusion” (Bhabha, 2003: p. 19), the mobilizing 
experiences with respect to the indigenous people and cultures have become part of a global public agenda em-
bedded into the field of cultural hybridity. We can even say that in the sense of “nostalgia of difference” and the 
search for the construction of the supposed “authenticity” against the corruption of modern development, the in-
digenous cultures have not only be translated, but, also differentially absorbed the distinct and multiple cultural 
meanings assigned to processes of economic modernization and local modernisms (Gadea, 2007: p. 160). 

The longstanding indigenous social issue in countries with Amerindian minorities, like Brasil, is collated by 
researchers from diverse academics areas. From different research fields and theoretical focuses, the academic 
production is wide and diverse. If returning to decade 1930, for example, certainly the debate would focus on 
opportunities for the physical survival of the indigenous groups and their gradual and fair integration into na-
tional society. The so-called “Brazilianization” of the indigenous groups, or rather, the integration policies ema-
nating from the Indian state were linked to a larger project of nation-building as well as modernization of the 
country. These were also the goals advocated by the Indian Protection Service (SPI), an agency which was 
founded in 1910 and for a long time directed by Marechal Cândido Rondon, a positivist military who had been 
for years at the front of the Commissions of Telegraph Builders in Mato Grosso, a state located in the Cen-
ter-West of Brazil. But not only that, the SPI, while under the Ministry of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, 
in addition to its “civilizing” mission agency, also aimed the administration of the demarcation of the indigenous 
areas and indigenous man into the national economy, from its insertion as hand-work in the territories of the 
South and Midwest of the country, especially within the states of São Paulo, Paraná and Santa Catarina, which 
configured the advance of the called “agricultural frontier”. This integration project developed by indigenous 
SPI, whose bases were founded upon the tenets of modernity and construction of the modern nation, continued 
with the agency that replaced it in 1967, the National Indian Foundation (FUNAI) which was still in operation, 
despite the continuing crisis that affected social efficiency and political legitimacy. 

However, since the 1930s the critical event related to the great “civilization” project for the indigenous inte-
gration into national society has contributed to the emergence of news discourses, demands and political-cultural 
initiatives in Brazil. Based on the right of diversity advocated by the Federal Constitution of Brazil in 1988, a 
considerable distance separates the model of rural schools, predominantly in Brazil until the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, and the current specific schools and community education, installed in indigenous territories. This commu-
nity school institution, which was intercultural, bilingual/multi-lingual and specific/differentiated, was qualified 
for the indigenous public as a New School, which also had to be understood as part of claims advocating new 
ways to establish relationships between different segments of society. Nevertheless, it should also be understood 
as a reflection of the so-called crisis of the disciplinary norm and homogenization of modernity. Given that, the 
normative discipline, before constituted by a set of institutional regulations and empirical processes dedicated to 
setting up a homogenized individual, demonstrated its weak-nesses, in example of the modernity and formal 
models of education. We can even consider that, in the face of a scenario marked by economic globalization and 
cultural globalization (Hall, 1997, 1999 and 2003; Bauman, 1998, 1999, 2001 and 2003), the critical reflection 
about indigenous education also “evidences a problematic socio-cultural and political issue regarding the rela-
tionship between the senses of current cultural challenges and normativism enclosed in teaching methods and 
educational programs” (Gadea, 2007: p. 177). 

The intention of this article is presenting the partial results of a research project, which is focused on the 
analysis of expectations of the Kaingang indigenous students enrolled into Intercultural Graduation Degree 
courses offered by the Universidade Comunitária da Região de Chapecó (Unochapecó) about Indigenous School 
Education. Therefore, it is assumed that their expectations emerge in an in-between context, in which the repre-
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sentation of the difference cannot be read hastily as a reflection of cultural or ethnic predetermined features, but 
as part of a new emerging logic: the logic of mutable identity, or even better, the logic of constant redefinition of 
situations and experiences of political and cultural identification (Canclini, 1997). In particular, it discusses the 
extent to which intercultural knowledge is acquired within the formation of Kaingang indigenous teacher that 
can be converted into reflections aimed at their conceptions of education, identity (re)signification and autono-
my in a context of intense emergence of multiculturalism and cultural hybridity, characterizing the contempo-
rary. 

2. The Indigenus Kaingang Students of Unochapeco and Their Voices 
The template is used to format your paper and style the text. All margins, column widths, line spaces, and text 
fonts are prescribed; please do not alter them. You may note peculiarities. For example, the head margin in this 
template measures proportionately more than is customary. This measurement and others are deliberate, using 
specifications that anticipate your paper as one part of the entire journals, and not as an independent document. 
Please do not revise any of the current designations. 

Belonging to Jê linguistic group, of Tronco Macro Jê, the Kaingang, ethnic group which come from the indi-
genous students enrolled in the course in Intercultural Graduation offered by Universidade Comunitária da Re-
gião de Chapecó (Unochapecó), totaling a population of approximately 37.400 individuals (2010 Census-IBGE- 
Brazil). Although, contemporaneously, their villages are located in the regional space of the four states of south-
ern Brasil (Rio Grande do Sul, Santa Catarina, Paraná e São Paulo), its historical and sociocultural process in the 
region and in adjacent areas, such as in Província de Misiones (Argentina), dates back two thousand years ago. 

In Santa Catarina, estimated at 9.000 individuals, most of the Kaingang population lies established in the 
western region of the state, more specifically covered by the Indigenous Land Pinhal (city of Seara), ToldoImbu 
(city of Abelardo Luz), Indigenous Land Xapecó (cities of Ipuaçu and Entre Rios), Indigenous Land Chimban-
gue and Village Kondá (city of Chapecó) (Piovezana, 2007). 

Established on indigenous lands Xapecó, Chimbangue and Village Kondá, indigenous academics of Unocha-
pecó experience the dramatic effects of current social crises triggered by stories of cultural difference. If the re-
cent past, deeply rooted to the violent actions of usurpation of their fields, or the abusive use of natural resources 
on their lands, the Kaingang established in Western Santa Catarina experienced contingencies resulting from the 
advance of the expanding frontiers of national society (Piovezana, 2007) currently, the new generations Kain-
gang faced with a scenario of intense social relations and cultural exchanges, the simple dualism between Kain-
gang and “his other” gives relief from the breakup of their ancestral culture. 

Established on Indigenous Lands Xapecó, Chimbangue and Village Kondá, indigenous academics of Uno-
chapecó experience the dramatics effects of current social crises triggered by stories of cultural difference. If the 
recent past, deeply rooted to the violent actions of usurpation of their domains, or the abusive use of natural re-
sources on their lands, the Kaingang established in Western Santa Catarina experienced contingencies resulting 
from the advance of the expanding frontiers of national society (Piovezana, 2007) currently, the new generations 
of Kaingang are faced with a scenario of intense social relations and cultural exchanges, the simple dualism be-
tween Kaingang and “his other” gives relief from the breakup of their ancestral culture. 

Contemporaneously, traditional Kaingang medicine granted space to modern medicine and allopathic medical 
treatment. New technologies―computers, internet, cell phones and televisions―as well as the infinity of Pen-
tecostal and evangelist churches in Kaingang lands, are stark indicators of interchangeable identities embedded 
in between―a place, or if we are want, a space of moving boundaries (Skovsmose, Alro & Valero, 2009). 

This means that tradition and modernity are evident as interchangeable milestones in the Kaingang’s life, 
therefore, are also significant and present experiences in the social aspects of the group of academics who, in 
2009, started the Graduation Degree in Intercultural Indigenous, developed in Indigenous Land Xapecó with 
duration of ten (10) semesters and aiming to meet the indigenous communities of the region (Unochapecó, 
2012). 

In context, hence, of intense emergence of cultural hybridity and multiculturalism, how what characterizes the 
Kaingang contemporary, we can ask in what measure the intercultural knowledge acquired in the space of for-
mation of this indigenous ethnicity can be converted into reflections aimed at their conceptions of education, 
identity (re)signification and autonomy? 
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To answer this question and better systematize our arguments, we present here the speeches obtained from 24 
indigenous academics (14 of Graduation Degree in Intercultural Indigenous Pedagogy and 10 of the Graduation 
Degree in Intercultural Indigenous Mathematics and Natural Sciences), methodologically organized from the 
application of questionnaires and interviews. With the aim of obtaining information about their expectations and 
looks about indigenous education, we organized their testimony based on three axes of emerging reflection from 
their own lines, thus organized (see Appendix): 1) the importance attributed to intercultural knowledge on the 
teacher training process (in Table 1) ; 2) the meanings conferred to intercultural education within the indigenous 
school (in Table 2); and 3) the mobilization of intercultural knowledge and their empowerment in emancipatory 
struggles (in Table 3). The words of the academics will be described in frames, where we chose to not identify 
their names. 

3. Results and Discussion 
Although preliminary, the analytical exercise proposed in this article allows us to infer that the proposals in in-
digenous intercultural undergraduate courses offered by Unochapecó, contribute to build a list of reflections not 
only of indigenous school education, as also of the broader struggles spearheaded by the Kaingang. The concep-
tions that underlie the statements of scholars are strongly influenced by the multiple choices present and built in 
in the set of cultural confluences with the world that surrounds them. When issuing their statements on the im-
portance attached to intercultural knowledge in the teacher training process, leaves the impression that the quest 
for knowledge reflects part of a repertoire of strategies not necessarily devoted to simply better understand the 
world around them, but rather of it and interact with it consciously. The desire to “be a good professional able to 
educate and provide a quality education based on reality and popular knowledge of indigenous child, and why 
not also the non-indigenous” (Academic 01), denotes a future project built on this experience and his dialog with 
the liminality of the cultures that surround it. Is also in dialogue with this continuous flow of cultural interaction, 
which speaks of the Academic 03 is produced. When highlighting in his speech that the knowledge produced 
throughout the course translates into an “instrument of argument”, the young native scholar suggests that, in ad-
dition to the endogenous environment of ancestral belonging to the group, intercultural perspective of teacher 
training underlies learnings that can also be triggered as legitimating strategies of Kaingang emancipation. 

Regarding the meaning given to intercultural education within the indigenous school, scholars believe that the 
quality of their training, through indigenous intercultural degree course, can contribute to the construction of a 
less traumatic future for the new generations of Kaingang. The school, in this sense, is conceived as a space for 
knowledge building, valuing intercultural knowledge and reframing of roles. No wonder, in virtually all the sto-
ries/testimonials, indigenous intercultural education emerged conceived as “challenging” (Academics 24 and 03) 
as an instrument of “change” and social “fight” (Academics 12 and 18), in synthesis, also as an emancipatory 
perspective. 
 
Table 1. Emergent axis of reflection 01.                                                                       

1) The importance attached to intercultural knowledge during the teacher training process 

Academic Interviwed Speak of the Academic 

Academic 01a 

“Every day, stage, I have managed to obtain new knowledge that will be useful for me to become a good professional  
who is able to educate and provide a good quality education based on reality and popular knowledge of the  
indigenous child, and why don’t say about the non-indigenous as well, I need only to prepare myself and I am  
sure I will be a good teacher, and over all, concerned with the quality education.” 

Academic 03 “Through the course we construct a knowledge which is the instrument of argument in order to not to be fooled  
by the clever ones. Soon this knowledge will be socialized with our students.” 

Academic 05 “In these four years I have learned a lot, acquired new knowledge to improve my attitudes in everyday life  
and especially in my field of work.” 

Academic 10 “As a teacher, we have a very broad view. We learn to develop a good quality work in the field of education.  
Thus, by seeking for knowledge, we can transform our community and the surrounding society.” 

aAcademic interviewed. 
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Table 2. Emergent axis of reflection 02.                                                                       

2) The meanings assigned to the intercultural education in the framework of the indigenous school 

Academic Interviwed Speak of the Academic 

Academic 01 

“The school we have today has been imposed to us indigenous. This is not the school that we had expected,  
it came ready, but suitable to changes and, we as indigenous academics and future teachers, are aware that it  
needs to have distinctive characteristics and traditional education for indigenous communities [...]. It is  
perceived as essential the creating a pedagogical propose based on their own indigenous learning  
processes as well as their way of seeing the world.” 

Academic 06 
“A school that meets the reality of the community, that fits their needs and is differentiated. Differentiated  
with regard to autonomy as a right of the study of culture, customs, and who seeks the interaction of  
scientific knowledge and the knowledge of the culture.” 

Academic 12 “The group of academics of this course has the entirely vision of the rescue of the indigenous traditions,  
since we have learned to value our culture and fight for it.” 

Academic 24 
“Indigenous education is challenging and as integral part of this process, makes us feel like multipliers  
and everything we plant today will sow tomorrow. We are indigenous people who want to be heard, respected,  
and get valued our culture.” 

Academic 18 
“The necessary change is to have more qualified teachers in Indigenous schools. More support by the government  
on the infrastructure, materials and teaching quality for the qualifications of professionals, and when I  
say professional, I mean everyone, not just teachers.” 

Academic 04 “Respect for the specific calendar on indigenous schools, more trained professionals, responsibles and with  
school engagement. An expansion of the number of classes of Kaingang teaching language.” 

Academic 02 “Look, I always says that I grew up related to knowledge and matured my ideas and goals, and today I can say  
I’m on the right track, I want to be a teacher to help in the fight to rescue the culture of our people.” 

Academic 07 “The degree course came to contribute to my development as a teacher and also to teach us how to insert  
content related to our culture in the subjects worked in school, while teaching the universal learning.” 

Academic 03 
“It has helped a lot, since it challenges us to think about teaching from the culture and the quest for  
scientific knowledge. Every teacher must always be improving, seeking new information. The Indian  
degree is challenging, it makes us feel that we can go far beyond what we want.” 

 
Table 3. Emergent axis of reflection 03.                                                                       

3) The mobilization of intercultural knowledge and empowerment in emancipatory conflicts 

Academic Interviwed Speak of the Academic 

Academic 02 “We know it is not easy rescuing all we had, but the little that we manage behalf of our people would be satisfied.” 

Academic 19 “Seeking knowledge to transform our community and the surrounding society.” 

Academic 06 “The degree supports us in order to work in a different way with our indigenous children. Through this course,  
we can revitalize our customs and strengthen our cultural identity as a whole.” 

Academic 01 “We are preparing our children to be someone in life hereafter: an indigenous chief, a councilor, a mayor, a  
governor of the state since we the Kaingang people, already have someone to take over as a councilor.” 

Academic 05 “Certainly I believe that all indigenous communities can have a decent life and their rights deserve to be respected  
by the rulers of this country.” 

Academic 08 “We need to dream. That future generations are able to come to fight and seek better lives not only for the  
minority, but for the majority of indigenous peoples.” 

Academic 09 “We learned to impose ourselves the indigenous society as non-indigenous society by presenting ourselves  
as critical citizens.” 
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As the mobilization of intercultural knowledge and its empowerment in emancipatory struggles, we must 
consider that in the face of a complex process of “recitations of historical and cultural narratives that reinvent 
temporalities and scenarios, in which indigenous both wins and loses much of its power in the founding myths 
of cultural dynamics” (Gadea, 2007: p. 157), indigenous teacher assumed a vital social role, since the reflection 
about education and educational practices is now carried out from other logic: the logic of dialogue between the 
traditional knowledge of their communities and knowledge historically legitimized by the formal school culture. 
It is therefore in this sense that the mediating role of these scholars, while teachers working in their ethnic terri-
tories, gains significance. 

According to Mindlin (2003), the indigenous people after having their schools recognized, had to combine 
two different universes, theirs and the national society, that is, other ways of thinking and living. It seems to us 
that it is precise in dialogue with this need and conscious of their role as mediators in the community in which it 
operates. The Academic 06 highlights the important support that intercultural knowledge provides in the educa-
tional process of the indigenous child. According to him, through the course of intercultural degree, it is possible 
to “revitalize our customs and strengthen our cultural identity”. Studying educational ways which may contri-
bute to building the community that they crave for, and knowing their universe and also the cultural universe 
that surrounds them are the wishes that support the future projects for the Kaingang academic. When referencing 
the position of the border you live in an indigenous community, Skovsmose, Alro & Valero (2009) emphasize 
that the motivation for student learning is linked to two issues: the background and the foreground of each indi-
vidual. The background is related to cultural and socio-political roots of the individual or group, on the other 
hand, the foreground relates to the understanding of the perspectives of learning and living the sociopolitical 
context that apparently offers you; in other words, how these perspectives/future opportunities are observed by 
individual. Within this guideline reasoning stands in Bernardi (2011: p. 205):  

[...] to teachers who work in educational processes proposed to the student. It’s necessary to consider that 
all the action developed by them, as a trainer for or their continuing education, is only mobilized and pro-
duces meaning by the look that these teachers have thrown to the future. 

From the speeches of our interlocutors, it was observed that the desired qualification in intercultural teaching 
by scholars/teachers, has support in “this look into the future” which encourages them constantly. According to 
the Academic 01, “We are preparing our children to be someone in life hereafter: a chief, a councilor, a mayor, a 
state governor, because we, Kaingang people, already have someone to take over as a councilor.” 

Each individual has his future projects. However, often these projects end up being interrupted or obstructed 
by lack of access to certain resources. The desire to change their reality motivates this group of indigenous stu-
dents to fight for a better education, a decent life which dialogues with the tradition of ancient culture and the 
postmodern condition. Pursuing professional qualification was the strategy adopted by this group of Kaingang 
students. Here the movement between their background and their foreground can be noticed, as well as how 
their choices have contributed to assigning a meaning which is also political considering this level of training in 
higher education. The need to keep fighting for a fairer situation is constantly reaffirmed on their narratives. 

In general, by focusing on expectations and looks about indigenous education produced by scholars of ethnic-
ity Kaingang, enrolled in the Graduation Degree in Intercultural Indigenous in Pedagogy and Graduation Degree 
in Intercultural Indigenous in Mathematics and Natural Sciences, offered by the Unochapecó, we could see that 
what these scholars have inherited either as culture, tradition, or sense of identity as itself didn’t broke up in the 
air, only moved, opened to question. That is, as part of a process marked by choices and expectations of the fu-
ture, these scholars experience the constant need to mobilize efforts and build viable strategies to enroll in a 
context that transcends the boundaries of their community. However, at the same time their individual desires 
emerge from their speeches, from these ideas, also emerge from the desires of the group and the community to 
which they belong. In this sense, it is important to notice that the intercultural knowledge acquired by the indi-
genous students within a higher education institution, born and formed from socializing mechanisms of modern-
ity on formal education, reflects a significant achievement in an environment that is inaccessible for them during 
a long time. However, what is clear to us is that for these academics, intercultural knowledge can be operated as 
an instrument of change, within and outside the Indigenous Area. The intercultural knowledge expands the de-
bate about the role of formal education, indigenous school and teacher, in a space of constant cultural confluence. 
It is here that the indigenous “post-modernity” seems to reflect itself! 
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Appendix: Questionnaires and Interviews 

Questionnaires Interviews 

01. What would be the ideal school sought by your people for your children? 

Talk freely about: 
1) Your and the Kaingang  

people trajectory ; 
2) Why being a teacher; 
3) The Intercultural Indigenous  

Graduation and its relationship  
with the school and its students;  
and 

4) Your expectations about the  
process of professional formation. 

02. What differentiates the indigenous schools of non-indigenous school? 

03. What should change in your school? 

04. In your opinion, what is your role as an indigenous teacher? 

05. How far the course of Intercultural Indigenous Degree has been contributing in your formation? 

06. In your opinion, what were the main changes observed with this graduation course? 
a) In your professional career? 
b) In your perception of Indigenous Education? 

01. As a student of an Intercultural Indigenous Course, I feel: 
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Abstract 
Solution Focused Brief Therapy was developed during the late 1970s and 1980s by Steve de Shaz-
er and his colleagues. The purpose of this paper was to examine the application of Solution Fo-
cused Brief Therapy’s parallels with the author’s classroom experiences in a higher education set-
ting that gave special considerations to the author’s disciplines of sociology, critical thinking, and 
marriage and family therapy. More specifically, the unique experiences are brought to a classroom 
by students much in the same manner that individuals bring experiences to a therapist who prac-
tices Solution Focused Brief Therapy. The author concludes that the perception of what consti-
tutes a problem can be expressed as a limitation, not just merely defined as a problem. 

 
Keywords 
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1. Brief Overview of Solution Focused Brief Therapy 
Solution Focused Brief Therapy, hereafter referred to as SFBT, was influential based on past developments by 
efforts of the Mental Research Institute (MRI) in Palo Alto, California. The work at the MRI was influenced by 
Milton Erickson, a world-renowned psychiatrist, psychologist, and hypnotherapist. His work pointed toward 
principles of a solution-focused approach (Visser, 2013). Gregory Bateson was also influential in the initial ef-
forts of solution focused therapy. Bateson’s work focused on cybernetics and systems theory (Bateson, 1972). 
Bateson contributed to two fundamental principles of SFBT. First, he posits that individuals social system in 
which they function gives insight into the development of problems and solutions, and idea which we can attach 
to one’s individual culture; and secondly, his greatest contribution was The Bateson Project (Cade, 2007) thereby, 
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making the work of therapy pioneers such as John Weakland, Jay Haley, and others (Visser, 2013) more availa-
ble to the public. The fundamental differs in SFBT and the MRI approach concerns emphases given by each 
concept of the “solution”. The MRI approach seeks to interdict existing solutions that maintain the problem and 
promote “less of the same”. SFBT seeks to develop new solutions after identifying exception to the problems 
discussed by one’s client. The Brief Family Therapy Center was established by Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim 
Berg in 1978 and focused on what worked in therapy, building theories around “accidents” in therapeutic con-
versations rather than analysis and diagnoses that came from typical client interactions in a therapy session. The 
focus then became on interventions for clients which established goal-oriented outcomes thereby creating a 
more optimistic outlook for their clients.   

Considering the submerged competencies of clients, not only are problems defined and re-defined by the the-
rapist, but it is important to consider what actually defines a “problem” as they are suggested by the SFBT mod-
el and the problems or attempts to solve the problems focused upon this theoretical model. SFBT is also de-
scribed as a process oriented, non-linear approach in marriage and family therapy; SFBT is solution-building 
rather than problem-solving (Iveson, 2002). After eight successful years, a firm foundation was laid for global 
undertaking in therapy. 

2. Exploring the Process of Process 
Application of this framework by the researcher to existing knowledge of sociological theory, critical thinking, 
and family systems led to the question: Can process be seen as a problem? 

Teaching students with diverse cultural backgrounds at a four-year institution, while weighing sociological 
aspects and family systems thinking toward problem solving is a strategic task. Determining whether or not a 
problem is a problem requires objective thought. At times, an initial response of student’s peers is a dance of 
downplaying one’s presented “problems”. In fostering an atmosphere of critical thinking, allowing a student to 
verbalize thoughts on without interruption is often the greatest task. The introduction of students into under-
standing personal biases and prejudices via a discussion of their individuality and belief systems (which is 
largely based upon their authority figures at this point in their lives) is crucial to understanding the voice of their 
peers and reflecting on “where someone is coming from”. Chris Iveson (2002) notes four key tasks of therapists 
during the first session: find out what the person is hoping to achieve from the meeting or working together; find 
out what the small, mundane and details of the person’s life would be like if these hopes were realized; find out 
what the person has done in the past or is doing in the future that may contribute to the hopes being realized; and 
find out what could possibly be different if one makes the steps necessary in realizing the hopes presented to the 
therapist. The current researcher’s thoughts parallel previous researchers who determined the idea of meeting a 
client “where they are at” is reminiscent of the scenario encountered on a daily basis with students in the class-
room that is representative in many diverse backgrounds of students. 

During the initial meeting phase of a client and therapist, precedence is given to clients by accepting the ver-
sion of a clients’ story that is presented by the client as real and valid (Smock et al., 2008). There is a parallel 
approach to SFBT while teaching such classes in sociology, and critical thinking; and certainly, other disciplines. 
We have to first understand that stereotypes exist, and are reinforced every day, yet an educator must take it on 
faith that a student is being honest about their individual circumstances. Meeting students “where they are at” 
usually involves a strategic dance which is discussed in more detail below.  

Allowing such interactions and fostering a non-judgmental atmosphere is crucial from the first moments of 
the encounter between a student and educator to the last steps of giving a final exam. If a platform (interchanged 
with a stage, or voice) is given to a student knowing the educator only has a brief amount of “sessions” with 
them, it is imperative that we work through the “process” of problem solving based on respectfully taking into 
account the life experience of the student. Creating a safe classroom environment in which one can develop the 
ability to go beyond the stereotypes and see that not everyone “fits the mold perfectly” parallels a SFBT therap-
ist, who must “think on their feet”, especially given the limited number of sessions spent with the client.  

Giving a nod to our individual cultures and backgrounds can mirror the safe environment created by a therap-
ist, that as educators, we strive to attain. Establishing a safe environment for a student muck like the safe envi-
ronment created by a therapist in which the therapist takes the clients truths as their reality and based on that re-
ality, a sense of acceptance is created, therefore allowing an opportunity for the client to express that which is 
essential to introducing tools in which to explore problems based on “where the client is at”. Behaviors based on 
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psychological, physical, and emotional characteristics of clients/students in the initial meeting posits that taking 
all of these perspectives into account help to gain a greater understanding of a client/student and how to create a 
platform in which solutions to a problem(s) can be determined. 

Fostering growth in numerous individuals contextually requires dedication and goal setting. Educators often 
set goals for their classrooms before ever meeting their students. SFBT seems to parallel this dedication in that it 
has a specific purpose and short term goals. Student in parallel to SFBT must meet their short term goals (a suc-
cessful experience, grade) in an educator’s class to be successful in their long term goals (graduating from col-
lege). SFBT is designed as a platform which centers on the concerns of a client, much like those of a student, vi-
sions of what their futures will be (their hopes and dreams), the strengths and resources which are usually di-
rected toward the future vision; and how to set goals so they can re-evaluated the progress being made toward 
the goals by having assignments to account for the solution, through re-evaluating the progress being made to-
ward the ultimate short term goal (passing the class), the educator monitors the class by giving grades and feed-
back. 

Second, as previously indicated, evaluating one’s belief system becomes critical by introducing means in 
which to validate these systems, or help with a co-construction of altered or altogether new belief system. At 
times, college students find themselves questioning their belief systems yet not wanting to admit to anyone they 
are being challenged. Students may believe they are changing, which some therapists view as differentiation of 
self (which tends to occur during major life events, such as moving away to college, this particular age group 
being 20 - 25 years old). 

Having a classroom atmosphere where topics are open to discussion (i.e., racial stereotypes, cultural stereo-
types) fosters expression and realization that these events have been reinforced every day in some way or anoth-
er for the student. Specific techniques used by the author of this paper such as in-class groups helps to target 
specific responses which result in a building block of solutions and fosters growth by questioning the perspec-
tives of others (without judging) to gain a greater perspective on where another individual is coming from. 

SFBT therapists invite their clients along in constructing a vision that draws on past successes, strengths and 
resources to make the visions a reality. As an educator/professor, the current researcher is hopeful this occurs in 
her classroom during the brief time she has with students so they ultimately can identify with their cultures, 
draw experience from life experiences they have had thus far, and create a platform in which their visions can 
become a reality. This technique tends to mirror the goal setting which in an important concept in SFBT. SFBT 
has been targeted by previous researchers (Newsome, 2004) who focused on group work with an at-risk junior 
high school student group and compared two separate groups of 26 students. The research showed that the stu-
dents who were in the treatment group that modeled SFBT increased their grade point average when compared 
to the group who did not follow the model. 

3. Process as a Problem 
There are limitations in some processes. Limitations differ in meaning from therapist/educator. Some limitations 
are viewed as problems and some limitations are viewed as exceptions. Potential limitations that the author ex-
periences with respect to the parallel in SFBT, is the concept of a limited number of sessions (15 - 18 as an av-
erage). The author’s classroom time with students can be considered brief, compared to instruction received 
from institutions, which may utilize a semester system (approximately 28 sessions on average). Educators have a 
limited number of sessions in which to set goals, understanding the individual needs that are presented with the 
uniqueness of each class and the students in the classroom, and creating insight for the students to help discover 
the obstacles they already have to meet their goals. Due to the short duration of SFBT (i.e., 5 - 12 sessions 
usually) there are a number of scales (Iveson, 2002) used in identifying the specific framework that a therapist 
may pursue in this approach. The current author uses sociological concepts, family systems thinking and critical 
thinking. The parallel of SFBT applied to the experience of the author in that there are a set number of “sessions” 
in which a therapist/educator can explore solutions based on where a client/student is. 

At times, this “process” can lead to other problems, exceptions, or limitation such as a defense by the student 
discussing their “problem” with their in class groups (usually 5 people) to determine whether the problem pre-
sented actually meets certain criteria is often subjective based upon an individual’s influences of the culture and 
the society in which they are a part of. 
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4. Process as Therapy 
The idea of process as therapy helps the author’s students to grow from the first day they step into the classroom 
until the last day they have together. The process of content mastery along with the application of the content is 
crucial to the success of the student. SFBT parallels this by therapist’s recognition of what tools the client has 
brought with them and how the tools will be used to meet client’s needs. Through the idea of changing, yet re-
cognizing the student’s exceptions (i.e., belief systems, cultural differences) the process as therapy is beneficial. 
The classroom environment has guidelines that must be adhered to by the students (i.e., syllabus, discussions, 
classroom expectations, what they can expect to encounter, what they can count on from the educator). The au-
thor is optimistic the student will take away a hopeful expectation and tools which can be applied to other areas 
of their lives which are influenced by their various roles within society (i.e., work, relationships, family).  

5. Conclusion 
The purpose of this paper was to examine the applications of Solution Focused Brief Therapy’s parallels with 
the author’s classroom experiences in a higher education setting that gave special considerations to the authors’ 
disciplines of sociology, critical thinking, and marriage and family therapy. In examining the parallels of SFBT 
and applying the knowledge of this particular approach in therapy, we can determine that seeing process as a 
problem, solution or therapy can be ambiguous, yet the model is applicable to a variety of contexts. In an ex-
amination of previous research that was compared in this paper, and application of personal classroom expe-
rience, the current author supports De Shazer (1994) that SFBT is an evolving model. It seems the freedom to 
explore other avenues in which the model can be applied is welcomed and encouraged. Through the exploration 
of SFBT as a model for classroom change, continued efforts in a classroom modeled by students and the educa-
tor with creative freedom an educator can apply in a classroom, the more platforms for change can be created. 
The question posed earlier in this paper is: Can process be seen as a problem? The author concludes that the 
perception of what constitutes a problem can be expressed as a limitation, not just merely defined as a problem. 
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Abstract 
This study seeks to understand the effects of service learning on both young children and college 
students. Subsequently, quantitative and qualitative methods are employed to gain insight into 
how service learning coupled with a photovoice methodology can provide an empowering peda-
gogical practice for participants. Through the use of a Qualtrics survey and photovoice methods, 
this study examines the effects of service learning sampling 25 preschool age children and 39 un-
dergraduate college students. Findings of this study provide an understanding and a platform for 
young children and college students to share their thoughts on service learning. Through reflec-
tion and dialogue from the participants, we begin to understand how alternative methods to edu-
cation move beyond the realm of the classroom and collectively into the hands of the teacher, 
young children, and college students. 
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1. Introduction 
The current study, using both college students and preschool children, isolates one research method/tool, photo-
voice methodology, and utilizes service learning as the phenomenon of study. According to Ethridge and Brans- 
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comb (2009), “few known studies have compared the active learning processes of children and adults within the 
same project” (p. 400). It is thought that the use of a service learning framework and photovoice methodology can 
provide insight into the pedagogical implications for college students and young children, which in turn may in-
form classroom practice. By removing educators from their traditional “expert” role and shifting the balance of 
expertise into the hands of college students and young children a unique opportunity develops in understanding 
how learning and reflection can be truly bidirectional and empowering. The authors of this article posit that 
through service learning and specifically the pedagogical tool of photovoice, college students and young children 
are able to understand, reflect on and participate in a shared learning experience. We will begin by defining the 
conventional use of photovoice and then delineate the adaptations that are made in the current study. Service 
learning will then be briefly discussed including the ways in which it was used in the current study. Further, before 
describing the current study, we will explain the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI), a measure used with the 
college students in our study.  

1.1. Photovoice 
Photovoice is a qualitative and participatory action research method, also referred to as photo novella, which was 
originally developed by Wang and Burris (1994). Photovoice, according to Wang and Burris (1994) is theoreti-
cally grounded in empowerment education, documentary photography, feminism, Freirean thought and critical 
consciousness. Wang and Burris (1994) first used photo novella to capture worldviews of rural Chinese women 
through photographs in order to inform social change. According to Strack, Lovelace, Jordan and Holmes (2010) 
through the use of photovoice, community members are engaged in a participatory process in which they are able 
to critically examine their community through photography, dialogue and action. Darbyshire, MacDougall and 
Schiller (2005) suggest that the use of photovoice with both adults and children allows for ideas that are different 
from those that typically come from interviews. Typically, this method is employed with populations that are the 
most marginalized or stigmatized (Wang & Burris, 1994; Strack et al., 2010; Darbyshire et al., 2005) within so-
ciety to allow for critical dialogue and action to emerge from discussions of the photographs. As it has been em-
ployed conventionally, photovoice involves placing cameras in the hands of those that have been silenced (Schell, 
Ferguson, Hamoline, Shea, & Thomas-Maclean, 2009). In turn, those photographs then serve as the discussion 
point to critical dialogue, empowerment and action to take place. As will be discussed later, portions of the con-
ventional photovoice method were employed with the college student participants and adapted for preschool 
children through the use of drawings.  

1.2. Photovoice for Young Children 
According to Piaget, activities such as drawing are key in allowing children who are in their preoperational period 
to represent their world; more specifically, to represent their experiences and the concepts associated with those 
experiences. It may be argued that the intricate fine motor abilities required to effectively use cameras for pho-
tovoice may limit young children’s ability to take photographs. One of the most effective ways to encourage 
learning and reflection in young children may be to allow students to identify the contemporary and personal re-
levance of the material encountered. Moreover, the education of the whole child, which aims to integrate student’s 
evolving selves and their culture into the education process, is now not only the mission of various K-12 schools 
but also many Pre-Kindergarten and early childhood education programs. This method allows children to visually 
represent their thoughts and their abilities while their abstract thought processes are still in their formative years. 
Developmentally, by the age of three, children begin drawing squiggles and simple shapes. At this stage children 
are capable of making six recognizable diagrams or shapes (i.e., rectangles) and seminal works such as The 
Psychology of Children’s Art have argued that “developmentally, the diagrams indicate an increasing ability to 
make a controlled use of lines and to employ memory” (Kellogg, 1969: p. 45). By the time a child is four, these 
diagrams are coupled and put together in various combinations and the transition to pictorialism and more re-
presentational drawing begins. Research has shown, however, that children’s early drawings while still primitive 
in form do not mirror their emotional life but rather reflect their motor limitations of the hand and arm (Fogel, 
2009). Therefore, it is believed that children possess the cognitive ability to interpret their experiences and the use 
of the photovoice methodology can provide the platform for their voice to be heard. 

From its inception, drawing has been part of early childhood education programs globally and particularly so in 
the U.S. This is in large part because young children seem to naturally gravitate to art areas where they are offered 



K. Hernandez et al. 
 

 
1949 

the opportunity to indulge freely into a world of self-expression. It is crucial when drawing with young children 
that the drawing instrument be developmentally appropriate for children in order for them to be able to use it ef-
fectively and for it to not detract from the reflection experience. Thick crayons or markers are easier for younger 
preschoolers to grasp because their fine motor coordination is still in its formative stages. Also unlike water colors 
or paint that often run, crayons and markers offer a more easily controlled process helping to facilitate young 
children’s emerging pictorial representations. Moreover, providing the preschoolers with a blank sheet of paper to 
draw on does not limit or in any way inhibit their expression the way dittos or coloring books may but rather 
encourages them to use and, thus, help develop their very own individual voice. Furthermore, this approach is 
concurrent with current early childhood developmental research which affirms that asking children to “color 
within the lines” is not developmentally appropriate as it involves fine motor control that is well beyond most 
preschoolers developmental capacities (Mayesky, 2006). 

Wang and Burris (1994) are credited with the origins of photovoice and they in turn, reference an original 
empowerment project that developed out of Peru as providing a model for their seminal photovoice study (pre-
viously termed photo novella). This original empowerment project involving illiterate/semi-literate rural women 
in Peru, sought to depict the living conditions of these women. Interestingly, many of the women in this project 
had reported never having used a pencil before or been offered the opportunity to study anything (Wang & Burris, 
1994). Booklets with simple line drawings were created that depicted the living conditions and challenges of the 
women. The booklets were created as coloring books and the women were given coloring pencils and crayons to 
complete them with (Wang & Burris, 1994). The women discussed the colored pictures with trained community 
workers and had opportunities to then inform dialogue and community action. Much of the original work of Wang 
and Burris (1994) is credited to this original project that took place in Peru. It is reported that the women in this 
project also had overwhelmingly positive feedback in regards to the creative coloring activity (Wang & Burris, 
1994).  

Consequently for the purposes of this study, the researchers adapted the photovoice methodology to adjust for 
young children’s emerging fine motor abilities and as a result rather than have the young children take pictures 
with a camera the researchers in this study asked the children to draw pictures capturing their understanding of 
their service learning experiences. Drawing pictures is something much more familiar and arguably more deve-
lopmentally appropriate to many preschool age children attending early childhood programs in the U.S. and 
children who use the same media such as markers repeatedly will over time develop the skills required to utilize 
them.  

1.3. Service Learning  
To achieve maximum learning potential, this study posits that teaching should provide a means to connect students’ 
living with their learning. The pedagogical approach that allows for the effective formation of that link is the in-
creasingly popular phenomenon of a specific model of non-traditional learning termed service learning. “Service 
learning is a form of experiential education in which students engage in activities that address human and com-
munity needs together with structured opportunities intentionally designed to promote student learning and de-
velopment. Reflection and reciprocity are key concepts of service learning” (Jacoby, 1996, p. 5). Service learning 
has also been referred to as a method that progressively teaches and connects community service and academic 
study (Colby, Bercaw, Clark, & Galiardi, 2009). This non-traditional method of learning places students at the 
forefront of an active education through experience and reflection. It is believed that in addition to the experiential 
learning taking place, the reflection piece is crucial in examining the effects of the service experiences on indi-
viduals.  

Research on service learning as a movement suggests that it has originated rather recently and garnered ac-
ceptance and growth within the past two decades in institutions of higher education (Jacoby, 1999; Harkavy & 
Hartley, 2010). Grounded in higher education, service learning has gained support within higher education in the 
form of federal funding (Butin, 2006), college student participation (Harkavy & Hartley, 2010), faculty support 
(Butin, 2006) and organizational support (Curley & Stanton, 2012; Campus Compact, 2013). In this study service 
learning is examined for its effects on college students in institutions of higher education and additionally the 
impact service learning has on young children. The authors of this article posit that through the pedagogical tool of 
photovoice coupled with service learning experiences, college students and young children are able to understand, 
reflect on and potentially inform and work better with their peers and within communities. As a research method, 
photovoice utilizes cameras in the hands of participants to gather perspectives that may not be captured through 
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discussion solely or the use of surveys (Davison, Ghali, & Hawe, 2011). Further, photovoice as a pedagogical tool 
allows teachers to encourage their students to meaningfully “participate and engage in understanding, caring for, 
and transforming the world to which they belong” (Cook & Buck, 2010: p. 35).  

Historically, institutions of higher education have had trouble providing stimulating and varying forms of ser-
vice learning experiences to university students (Quezada & Christopherson, 2005). The benefits and outcomes 
for college students engaging in service learning can be highlighted as a powerful experience. Therefore, it may be 
important to understand if service learning can provide the same experiences for young children. Consequently, 
this study asks: Can young children cognitively understand and articulate the experience of engaging in service? 
What implications does this pedagogical paradigm have for them? The rationale for using both college students 
and young children in the current study is to see what pedagogical outcomes emerge for both populations and, also, 
how can early childhood practitioners begin to construct curriculum that may utilize a pedagogical experience that 
differentiates from the “typical” or “traditional” college student models of service learning. 

Ethridge and Branscomb (2009) utilize a service learning project in which university students use an anti-bias 
curriculum with young children to understand the “parallel” learning processes at work in both the children and 
the adults. By adapting the photovoice methodology for preschool age children and looking at how visual imagery 
can be employed we seek to understand the parallel learning experiences of both groups. We posit that the children 
and college students are apt to sharing in the pedagogical lessons uncovered through their service experiences and 
reflections and furthermore a communal growth and knowledge can be gained. The role of teachers can be to serve 
as active agents and conduits of knowledge by being the funnels through which information and opportunities are 
relayed to their students. As mentioned above, to optimize the service learning experience, the reflection com-
ponent of learning must be critically examined and further developed.  

1.4. Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) 
The Volunteer Functions Inventory measures students’ motivations for volunteering using six subscales and 30 
items that correspond to functional motives (Clary et al., 1998). While this measure will be described in more 
detail below, it is important to note the effectiveness of this inventory and why it is used to measure the functional 
motives that undergird student motivation. Further, the six subscales from the VFI are used to compare and de-
termine the thematic analysis of the photovoice contributions from both the college students and the preschool 
children participants.  

College Student Motivation 
According to Eppler, Ironsmith, Dingle and Errickson (2011) those that volunteer may appear to show similar 
reasons for volunteering but in fact may have different underlying motivations. In their study that sought to ex-
amine the effects of service learning on racist attitudes as well as the functional motives of students, it found de-
creased levels of racism over the semester (Eppler et al., 2011). However, Eppler and colleagues (2011) do suggest 
that the decrease in racism may reflect changing attitudes related to the overall general college experience. Further, 
Eppler and colleagues propose that volunteering motives may be more appropriate for measuring how service 
learning can influence students and predict whether they will continue to participate in volunteer activities. This 
study employed the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) and found that service learning students saw their work 
as a way to foster personal growth and development. This was an unexpected finding by the researchers but they 
concluded that service learning appears to be a valuable tool in helping students define career goals, develop their 
identity within the larger community and adapt to social expectations (Eppler et al., 2011). 

In another study that examined self-reported motivations for college students engaging in service, they found 
motivations such as developing skills, intrinsic, extrinsic and requirements (Chesbrough, 2011). External moti-
vators were usually initial motivations and were found to diminish in importance by year in school and number of 
hours of service. Internal motivators such as humanitarian concerns were stronger motivators as year in school and 
number of hours increased in service. Chesbrough (2011) also found that gender played a factor with men and 
young students often engaging in service initially because of a requirement but once involved, they were likely to 
continue their involvement.  

2. The Current Study 
In the current study, service learning and photovoice methodology are coupled to compare the pedagogical effects 
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of service learning on both college students and young children. This study by adapting the photovoice metho-
dology for preschool age children looks at how visual imagery can be employed to enhance and examine learning 
experiences for both groups. Due to the fact that each of the researchers was connected to specific aspects of the 
current study, they worked to ensure that their undue influence remained as limited as possible. Two of the re-
searchers were connected to a service learning course at each of the universities sampled and one of the re-
searchers was connected to the university-based child care center. Therefore, the two researchers (connected to a 
service learning course) collected, analyzed and coded the data from the university-based child care center. In 
turn, the other researcher (not connected to the service learning courses) collected, analyzed and distributed the 
survey and aspects of the study involving the college student participants. One teacher at the university-based 
child care center volunteered to implement the photovoice portion of the study with each of the child partici-
pants and was trained by the researchers (not connected to the child care center) on this adapted method.  

3. Methods 
3.1. Participants 
3.1.1. College Student Participants 
The participants from this study reflected a convenience sample and were chosen from two universities in 
Southern California. The target population of undergraduate students from two Southern California universities 
consisted of those who were currently enrolled in a service learning course. Thirty-nine college students ranging in 
age from 18 - 26 years were sampled from 119 total students for participation in a Qualtrics survey. One of the 
universities was also, the university from which the preschool children were sampled. Of the 39 survey partici-
pants, 36% referred to themselves as Asian, 3% as African American, 36% as Hispanic/Latino, 23% as White, 3% 
as Pacific Islander and 10% as other. From that, 23% were male and 77% were female. For the photovoice portion, 
approximately 25% of the survey participants participated. As this was an additional voluntary portion of the 
survey, there was no demographic information taken for the students who submitted photos.  

3.1.2. Preschool Participants 
Upon approval from the Institutional Review Board, the researchers obtained both parental consent and child 
assent before implementing photovoice in the classroom. Twenty-five preschool children between three-and-a- 
half to five years of age were randomly selected from three different classrooms at a private non-profit university- 
based childcare center. Of the 25 preschool participants, there were 12 boys and 13 girls. All photovoice sessions 
were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis upon completion of the study. 

3.2. Measures 
3.2.1. Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) 
An online anonymous survey was administered to 119 undergraduate students and they were given two weeks to 
complete it. As described earlier, the measure employed for the college student participants was the Voluntary 
Functions Inventory (VFI), which is often cited as the most prominent in the study of attitudes for motivation in 
the literature (Clary et al., 1998; Vocino & Polonsky, 2011; Francis, 2011). The VFI protocol consists of 30 items 
that identify six types of functional motives: values, social, career, understanding, enhancement and protective 
(Vocino & Polonsky, 2011). According to Francis (2011), over 200 journal articles cite Clary and colleagues’ 
(1998) model for capturing the motivations of those that volunteer. While the VFI provides a solid marker for 
measuring the motivations of our sample of college students, the addition of photovoice was used to capture ad-
ditional findings that may not be possible through survey methods. The VFI was anonymous and optional for the 
college student participants, however, if they decided to participate in the photovoice portion, they were informed 
that their responses would be used to inform practice and dialogue.  

3.2.2. Photovoice with College Students 
Photovoice as a methodology was used with both the college student participants and the young children partic-
ipants to inform the impact of service learning on both populations and further determine if similar effects arose 
for both. The survey included a second optional portion for college students to capture their service experience 
through a photo and a description. This second portion of the survey prompted the college student participants to 
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submit a photo and a description that depicted their service experience. Upon completion of the survey, college 
student participants were given the option to continue with an optional question of the survey in which they were 
provided with a prompt. The prompt asked simple questions based off of the SHOWeD technique and Freirean 
concept (Strack et al., 2010) commonly employed with photovoice methodology: 1) What do you see? 2) How 
does this relate to Our (Your) lives?  

3.2.3. Photovoice with Preschool Participants 
The adapted photovoice methodology used with the 25 preschool children utilized a familiar teacher at the 
childcare center to dialogue with the children and ask them to draw pictures reflecting on their service experiences. 
Initially, the teacher would initiate a discussion about what service is and if the child was familiar with it or ex-
amples of it and then both would engage in a discussion. The teacher would then provide the child with a paper and 
a markers or crayons to draw and reflect on the discussion they had just engaged in. The teacher followed a pre-
determined prompt when engaging with the child participants and used follow-up questions when needed to gain 
deeper insight into the thoughts of young children and how they viewed service. The children’s answers were 
audio recorded with a tape recorder and subsequently transcribed and thematically coded. 

4. Results 
4.1. Quantitative Findings 
Statistical analysis of the undergraduate survey collected from 39 undergraduate participants from two different 
universities revealed the following data. There appeared to be no statistically significant variance between income 
level on any of the six motivation scale variables with the exception of the scale “enhance” at the significance level 
of p < 0.05. There appears to be a clear association between race (white vs. nonwhite) and all six of the motivation 
scales. Also interesting to note is that in terms of the order, the motivation scales of “understanding” and “values” 
are the most important across all groups and “career” and “enhance” fall in the middle rating while “social” and 
“protective” are the least important. These were the same order of themes that emerged when analyzing the qua-
litative data from the preschoolers. This indicates that both preschoolers and undergraduate college students may 
experience similar motivations when engaging in service. 

4.2. Qualitative Findings 
The college students’ photo descriptions were thematically coded and five themes emerged which were then 
linked to the VFI functions. The children’s picture transcriptions were also coded and similar themes related to the 
college student themes emerged. The photos and pictures were able to capture and serve as visual representations 
for the hypothetical constructs that emerged from the college student descriptions. These themes will be explained 
below and were determined by utilizing the voices of the participants. For the purposes of this section, pictures or 
drawings will be the term used to describe the adapted use of photovoice for children’s drawings and photos/ 
photographs will refer to the conventional method employed with the college student participants.  

The six functional motives were each linked to an emerging theme that was determined by the photovoice de-
scriptions given by the participants. Five themes emerged: leadership, service and giving back, love and happiness, 
mutual/bidirectional impact and awareness of community needs. The five themes were then linked to the VFI 
functional motives and the following functional motives were found: understanding, enhancement and values (See 
Table 1).  

4.2.1. College Student Participant Themes 
Of the survey participants, approximately 25% participated in the photovoice portion. From the college student 
photovoice participants, 50% wrote in their description that their submission was a photo that encapsulated their 
entire service experience. The college student participants submitted a total of 15 photos.  

Leadership. Based on the participants’ descriptions, the leadership theme was defined through the use of words 
such as role models, social catalysts or other similarly related terms. “I think the image does a good job at de-
picting that we are there to lead but also that we can also have a lot of fun in the process.” Leadership as a theme 
emerged from 50% of the participants. College student participants described their service experiences as leading 
others, being a leader in their service work and becoming a leader that extends beyond their service and impacts 
the community.  
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Table 1. Linking Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) Motives to pho- 
tovoice themes.                                              

Photovoice Themes VFI Functional Motives 

Leadership Understanding 

Service and Giving Back Values 

Love and Happiness Enhancement 

Mutual/Bidirectional Impact Understanding 

Awareness of Community Needs Values 

 
Service and Giving Back. This theme was visually depicted in many of the college students and children’s 

photos and drawings. “Watching the pictured child’s confidence and abilities grow, I learned how valuable service 
experience is to my personal emotional and spiritual growth.” Service and giving back was defined using terms 
such as civic engagement, service, helping, educational support, and volunteering. This theme was captured in 
80% of the participants’ descriptions. One college student participant description stated, “The picture encapsulates 
my service learning experience because it conveys multivalent aspects of civic engagement. The first instances of 
my service were initially predicated by the sheer happiness that came as a byproduct of my service.” Another 
participant writes, “I selected this picture because I feel that it encapsulates my service...” 

Love and Happiness. Love and happiness as a theme was coded from 50% of the participants descriptions. 
Words such as fun, enthusiasm, compassion, nice and excited were coded under this theme. “It is representative of 
many things-perseverance, inspiration, and most importantly love.” Phrases such as this are illustrative of the 
ways in which love and happiness were captured through the use of photos and descriptions from the college 
students. Love and happiness were described and depicted typically as a result of the college students engaging 
and participating in service. One participant describes a story and an illustration of love and compassion after 
describing some challenges in working with a preschool child named Joe (pseudonym). “Joe presented me with 
this particular letter. He explains that it says, ‘Dear Jessica (pseudonym), I love you. Love, Joe.’ This image de-
fines my entire experience because it shows love and compassion behind the act of serving.”  

Mutual/Bidirectional Impact. “I selected this image because it is a strong testament of the impact of [the 
program]―not just on the children we serve, but on the individuals who serve.” The mutual or bidirectional im-
pact theme was coded for descriptions that mentioned some form of impact of their service on both parties. “… it 
underscores the happiness for both parties, but is also largely symbolic of the mutual impacts we have on each 
others lives.” The mutual or bidirectional theme was found in 50% of the participants’ descriptions. This theme 
was typically found in the college students work with young children and the idea that not only are they serving 
but also gaining in the process of their service. “It reminds me that we serve each other because we must. We learn 
from each other…”  

Awareness of Community Needs. Awareness of community needs was coded from the descriptions through the 
use of words that described an understanding of societal needs, necessity, future impact, “not having”, and the 
importance of education from a social justice perspective. “So many children fall behind at an early age because 
of their difficulty with reading. By being able to engage them at such an early age and show them that reading can 
be fun, we can hopefully see improvements in their early childhood literacy.” Awareness of community needs was 
coded from 60% of the participants’ responses. “… he lifted my spirits and my awareness to the needs of society. 
The work we do at [the program] provides the educational support needed by impoverished communities…”  

4.2.2. Preschool Participant Themes 
The researchers did not identify two of the themes explicitly in the preschool participants transcriptions or pictures 
as will be described below.  

Leadership. Interestingly, the leadership theme was the one of two themes that was not explicitly stated or 
found in the young children’s photovoice transcriptions.  

Mutual/Bidirectional Impact. Mutual and bidirectional impact was the second theme that was not explicitly 
found in the children’s transcriptions.  

Service and Giving Back. In describing how they help their neighbor, one child participant explains, “Some-
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times I give her new dolls… Because I just think it’s nice. Cause some new dolls aren’t so special to me. So I give 
her some”. In the picture drawn by the child, they drew themselves in the middle and their neighbors in a box with 
a room for girls and one for boys. “I made a box and I made throw them. There like this and I’ll make me. And a 
box. And I made liked girls room now boys room. Will be a little hard to draw. There, it’s all there”. (See Figure 
1). 

Love and Happiness. Happiness could be found in the children’s photovoice drawings as those that depicted 
pictorials of people often included smiling faces. In a conversation with one child participant, they noted that 
helping others when they fall down is important. “No, I say, I say this, Are you feel better? (See Figure 2) yeah and 
then she feel down and she feel better… Because it’s nice and then if you fall, I’m gonna help you.”  

Awareness of Community Needs. In discussing how his mom helps other people, one child participant stated 
“she sends money to different countries. She donates… because they don’t have clothes, or food.” When asked 
where his mom donates food to, the child responded with “I think New York”. In response to questions asked by the 
teacher, the child also stated that if he had the chance to help other people, he would “give them food”. Further-
more, if asked if they believe every person in the world had access to food, the child responded with no and when 
asked why they stated, “Um, I don’t know. They just don’t have money”. In describing how to help those that are 
hungry, the child explained, “We can go to the supermarket and get them food and send it”. After the discussion, 
the teacher offered paper and markers to the child to draw their thoughts around service, the child began to draw a 
purple person with long legs and when asked where they lived, the child responded “Um, in New York”. In dis-
cussing the drawing with the child, they went through a list of things that the person might like to eat, “salad, 
chicken, broccoli, tomatoes, popcorn.” Another child participant stated, “Because they don’t have a home. Some 
other people don’t have homes… Because they don’t have a home and a bed… Maybe they died because homes 
die when they’re old… you can build one.” (See Figure 3). 

5. Discussion 
5.1. Motivations behind Service 
The results of the study found that the same order of VFI motives emerged when analyzing both the quantitative 
and qualitative data from both groups. This indicates that both preschoolers and undergraduate college students 
may experience similar motivations when engaging in service. In linking the VFI functional motives and themes 
of the photovoice findings, understanding and values ranked as the most important values. Understanding and 
values were discussed as two of the highest ranking motives behind why college students engage in service. 
Therefore, when linking the VFI motives to the emerging themes, we see that these two values are present amongst 
both preschoolers and college students. Leadership and mutual or bidirectional impact could be linked to the 
understanding theme, which is defined as “the degree to which volunteering provides opportunities for new 
learning experiences and to use knowledge, skills, and abilities” (Bringle, Phillips, & Hudson, 2004). The 
 

 
Figure 1. A child participant’s drawing depicting service and 
giving back to her neighbor/friend.                           
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Figure 2. A child participant’s drawing of helping and happi-
ness.                                                     

 

 
Figure 3. A child participants’ drawing of food that might help 
those that do not have food (drawing labeled by teacher).         

 
awareness of community needs and the service and giving back themes could both be linked to the values motive, 
which is defined as “the degree to which volunteering expresses altruistic and humanitarian concern for others” 
(Bringle, Phillips, & Hudson, 2004). The love and happiness theme was linked to the enhancement motive which 
is defined as “the degree to which volunteering allows the person to avoid guilt and better cope with personal 
problems” (Bringle, Phillips, & Hudson, 2004). 

5.2. Young Children  
Similarly, for the preschoolers, this study finds that the themes for the college students also applied to the children 
for all of the themes except two: leadership and mutual or bidirectional impact. This may highlight the need to 
address leadership in curriculum for young children. Explicitly explaining how young children can function as 
leaders in their everyday life can be an impactful and invaluable tool for teachers. It also provides young children 
with the language and knowledge that empowers them to share their personal stories and to serve as advocates for 
others. In discussing leadership, children may begin to understand and articulate their thoughts and feelings 
around helping others as Quezada and Christopherson (2005) state “it is well documented that community service 
learning has a positive effect on both the provider and recipient” (p. 14). This could potentially help children see 
the bidirectional impact that may exist when engaging in service. Yet, the researchers do believe that young 
children do exhibit leadership and understand the reciprocity and impact of their actions. This just may not have 
been captured fully in the current study. The photovoice portion of the study for children provides a strong case for 
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the value and importance of their experiences and ability to reflect on them. It was evident in the stories of the 
children that they had drawn upon previous experiences to inform their current reflections on service. The ability 
to reflect on this further supports and provides understanding for those seeking to strengthen children’s awareness 
of community needs, their own understanding about how they are impacted by such experiences and the impact 
they have on others.  

Consequently, through this preschool adapted photovoice methodology, children are encouraged to express 
their thoughts, feelings and emotions reflecting on their service learning experience with these media. Perceived 
as a symbol-making activity, the children are urged to communicate their construction of concepts through their 
drawings. The drawings help facilitate children’s understanding of their service learning experiences by offering 
the children developmentally appropriate tangible and concrete ideas into their less tangible abstract thoughts and 
feelings about service. This is in line with current instructional processes in early childhood programs where 
“Teachers observe children at work, listen to their responses and converse with them about their artwork to plan 
for their future needs and interest” (Zimmerman & Zimmerman, 2000: p. 90). As with other forms of artwork, 
teachers engaging in this photovoice study are asked not to make comments or judgments about the quality of the 
children’s art nor provide specific models or direction on how to draw specific items.  

5.3. Photovoice as a Pedagogical Tool 
To me “pedagogy” is a more complex and extensive term than “teaching,” referring to the integration in 
practice of particular curriculum content and design, classroom strategies and techniques, a time and a 
space for the practice of those strategies and techniques, and evaluation purposes and methods. All of these 
aspects of educational practice come together in the realities of what happens in classrooms… To propose 
a pedagogy is to propose a political vision. (Simon, 1987: p. 371). 

Using photovoice as a pedagogical tool supports the understanding that young children’s development should 
be viewed holistically and that developmental domains must be viewed integrally and not as discrete, non- 
overlapping compartments. This type of pedagogical tool also specifies that the curriculum and learning taking 
place in early childhood classrooms be integrated as children’s development in the cognitive and social emotional 
domains cannot be seen as parallel and distinct but rather as truly interwoven. Moreover, many current early 
childhood schools of thought such as the Reggio Emilia programs believe that drawing provides a strong form of 
symbolic communication of children’s ideas, thoughts, emotions, and perspectives. Further, service learning 
concepts coupled with photovoice extends children’s learning outside the classroom and into the community 
expanding children’s worlds to meaningful experiences that affect their lives and providing a safe classroom space 
to authentically reflect on those experiences. The primary limitation of this study is the small survey response rate 
from the university students, however, findings provide strong implications for the potential use of children and 
college students to use photovoice practices in their service and as a tool to give voice to their work. Moreover, as 
we immerse ourselves into the age of the digital natives, photovoice methodology promises to be a powerful tool 
with the millennial generation, meeting these students with the modalities that they are increasingly more com-
fortable with and have easier access to. Yet, beyond the use of photovoice as a powerful pedagogical tool, lies the 
importance of communal action and dialogue connected to reflection and reciprocity, which were all found in the 
current study.  

6. Conclusion 
In conclusion, service learning coupled with photovoice methods has provided a strong implication for future 
research to determine and understand the pedagogical impact of extending student learning beyond the realm of 
the classroom and into the community. The results of the current study may suggest that service learning reflection 
can provide an empowering pedagogical practice for those who are engaged in it and furthermore, provide the 
space to critically reflect on, learn from, and engage in dialogue in the classroom about experiences that take place 
outside the classroom―during “practice” and in students’ lives.  
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